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There’s no debate about the most neglected gift in American life – it’s the gift card.  Home Depot, for example, disclosed a couple of years ago that it had taken in $43 million dollars for gift cards that had never been used.  The director of a financial services group in Boston tells us that of the $55 billion in gift card sales in 2005, over 10% went unused – that’s $5.5 billion.  And I have a hunch that you and I contributed to that total.  Someone gave us a gift card, for our birthday or for Christmas or as a thank you.  We put the card on our desk.  It sat there for a few weeks, until we finally decided to clean up our desk a bit and we put the gift card into a drawer.  And that gift card has never been seen again.  It’s not that we didn’t look for it.  A few months after we were given the gift card something happened to make us think about it again.  Maybe it was a gift card to a restaurant and that night we decided to try that restaurant and we remembered we had a gift card for it so we spent about 30 minutes ransacking the house and the car and our office looking for it, only to discover that it was gone, magically transported to the gift card graveyard.  The gift card is a valuable gift, but it only has value when we use it.
In a letter the Apostle Paul wrote to his protégé Timothy, Paul says this: “Do not neglect your gift …” (1 Timothy 4:14)  The “gift” Paul is referring to here isn’t a gift card, of course; it’s something called a “spiritual gift.”  And while a gift card and a spiritual gift are very different, they do have this in common – both of them are far too often neglected and wasted.  
We are in a series called “The Shape of Your Life.”  The purpose of this series is to help each of us to discover the unique way God has shaped us to make a difference in our family, in our church and in our world.  Last week we saw from the Bible that God has put a lot of thought and care into how he shaped us.  We saw that God was personally involved in our design, that God is purposely involved in shaping our lives – that God has a purpose for the way he shaped us – and that he is powerfully involved in using us to transform the world.  We are, we learned, God’s masterpiece.  The Bible tells us in Ephesians 2:10 that we are God’s work of art.  We are not a mistake.  We are not an accident.  We are not a product of time and chance and hormones.  We are the result of God’s planning and purpose.  
Now to make the most of who God made us to be, we need to understand our shape as well as we can, to understand the design God had in mind when he created us.  And to help us do that we are using the word “SHAPE” as an acrostic: “S” is for “spiritual gifts,” which we are talking about today; “H” is for “heart” or passion, what it is you just naturally care about the most; “A” is for “abilities;”  “P” is for “personality;” and “E” is for “experiences.”  
Marcus Buckingham is an expert in the field of leadership development, and two years ago I heard him talk about a couple of key points that stuck with me largely because they so surprised me.  Both of these points seemed counterintuitive.  One point was this – he said the most important step you can take to improve your leadership and your life is to identify the one thing you least like to do … and don’t do it.  I expected him to say something like this: “Look, as a leader, you have to have discipline.  You have to force yourself to do those things you don’t like to do.  You have to power through and get those things done.”  But his research showed that the most successful and most fulfilled leaders do just the opposite.  Instead of using up their valuable energy on tasks that drain them disproportionately, they simply eliminate those tasks from their realm of responsibility.  The tasks still need to get done by someone, but by finding someone else to do them instead of powering through them the effective leader saves his energy for those tasks that he does well.

Here’s Buckingham’s second surprising point.  These are my words, now, not his, but I think my translation is true to his point, which is this – don’t be well-balanced.  Said in his words the point is this – focus on your strengths and forget about your weaknesses.  The illustration he used comes from his study of Chinese ping pong players.  I would think that to be a great ping pong player you have to be well-rounded.  You have to have a good forehand and a good backhand.  And if you were weak on your backhand, I as your coach would require you to work all the harder to improve it.  But the Chinese coaches tell their players just the opposite.  Forget your backhand.  Focus on your strength.  Make your forehand so good that you won’t even need to use your backhand.  By the way, does anyone know what nation won the most gold medals in table tennis?  It wasn’t the Norwegians.
The bigger point Buckingham makes in his books and lectures is that in leading and living, the happiest and most productive people are the people who play to their strengths.  The happiest and most productive people understand what they’re good at and what they’re not good at, and they focus their time and energy on what they do well and what they enjoy doing.  In other words, they understand their shape and they make the most of it.  They don’t try to change their shape.  They don’t whine about their shape.  They take the time to really understand and appreciate how they’re put together and then they run with it.

And that’s what this series is about.  We want to help you discover how God has shaped you not so we can trick you into doing those jobs in the church no one wants to do, but to help you become happier, less stressed and more productive in what you do.  And first on our agenda is to help you discover what the Bible calls your spiritual gift.  As Paul put it, “Don’t neglect your gift.”  It’s really just what the leadership experts tell us, isn’t it?  Don’t focus on your weaknesses; focus on your strengths.  Find out what you are gifted at, and then develop that gift and put it to work.  But don’t neglect it.  Don’t waste the gift God has given you by spending all your time trying to fix what you don’t do so well.  Don’t stick your gift cards in a drawer, and don’t keep your spiritual gifts under wraps.
Spiritual Gifts – The Big Picture
We have talked before about the biblical doctrine of spiritual gifts, as recently as five weeks ago in our series on the book of 1 Corinthians – chapter 12 of that letter is one of the key passages in the New Testament on this topic.  Just to make sure we’re all on the same page, let me very briefly review what the Bible means when it talks about spiritual gifts.
Here’s what the Bible says about spiritual gifts in Paul’s letter to the Romans:
Just as each of us has one body with many members, and these members do not all have the same function, so in Christ we who are many form one body, and each member belongs to all the others.  We have different gifts, according to the grace given us.  If a man’s gift is prophesying, let him use it in proportion to his faith.  If it is serving, let him serve; if it is teaching, let him teach; if it is encouraging, let him encourage; if it is contributing to the needs of others, let him give generously; if it is leadership, let him govern diligently; if it is showing mercy, let him do it cheerfully.  (Romans 12:4-8)  
Here, as in a number of other passages, the Bible uses the analogy of a human body in talking about we who make up the church.  When Jesus walked on this earth, he had a physical body, a body with arms, legs, hands, feet, a mouth, eyes and ears.  And now, though Jesus is no longer present on this earth in a single human body, he is still present physically through us.  We are the body of Christ.  We are his arms, legs, hands, feet, mouth, eyes and ears.  As Paul says it, “We who are many form one body.”
And in this body, each of us plays a different role.  In Paul’s words, “We have different gifts, according to the grace given us.”  But here’s the big point – each of us is gifted.  Some of us are gifted in one way, some in another, but all of us are gifted and are necessary for Christ’s body to function as it should in this world.  I’ve heard some people in my life say something like this, “Well I don’t really have a role; I’m not good at anything.  I guess I’m just the appendix in the body of Christ.”  But that’s not true.  The truth is that every one of us is gifted, every one of us is necessary, every one of us is important.  

Here’s one more big point about spiritual gifts that we can’t miss – we find fulfillment in using our gifts for the good of others, not ourselves.  Over in 1 Corinthians 12:7 the Bible explains it this way: “Now to each one the manifestation of the Spirit is given for the common good.”  We aren’t gifted by the Spirit to benefit ourselves; we are gifted for the good of the body.  Paul isn’t the only person in the Bible to teach us this; listen to what the Apostle Peter has to say in his first letter: “Each one should use whatever gift he has received to serve others, faithfully administering God’s grace in its various forms.”  (1 Peter 4:10)  
Usually when we see someone in the world who is particularly gifted, we’ll notice how that person has benefitted from their gift.  Their gift has made them famous, their gift has made them rich, their gift has made them powerful.  And that’s OK.  I don’t have any problem with a person being rewarded for the skillful use of their gifts.  If someone can make millions of dollars entertaining us with her voice, more power to her.

But that’s not how the spiritual gifts work.  The Spirit did not give you a spiritual gift so you could be rich and powerful and famous.  In fact, the Spirit didn’t give you a gift to make your life the least bit easier.  We have not been gifted by God to help us achieve our goals or our dreams or our agenda.  We have been gifted by God in order to serve other people well.  We have been gifted by God so we can be agents of healing to the broken, so we can give comfort to the grieving, so we can communicate the truth about God in a clear and compelling way to those who are lost, so we can give courage and hope to the weak.  We have been gifted and shaped by God to enable us to more effectively bring justice and freedom to the oppressed, so we can make right what is wrong, so we can turn our world right side up.
Gary Haugen is a lawyer.  He earned his undergraduate degree from Harvard and his law degree from the University of Chicago.  For a number of years he worked in the civil rights division of the U.S. Department of Justice.  In that role he investigated civil rights abuses in the Philippines and in South Africa.  In 1994 Haugen was loaned by the U.S. government to the United Nations, where he served as the director of the world’s investigation into the genocide that took place in Rwanda, where 800,000 innocent people were murdered in the span of eight months.
And then in 1997 Gary Haugen gave up a very promising career as a government lawyer to found an organization called the International Justice Mission, a Christian-based human rights organization headquartered in Washington, D.C.  Haugen discovered that there are 27 million people in our world who live in forced slavery.  He learned that there are over two million children in our world who live in forced prostitution.  He read this command in Isaiah: “Stop doing wrong, learn to do right!  Seek justice, encourage the oppressed.  Defend the cause of the fatherless, plead the case of the widow.” (Isaiah 1:17)  He read this in Micah: “He has showed you, O man, what is good.  And what does the Lord require of you?  To act justly and to love mercy and to walk humbly with your God.” (Micah 6:8)  Gary Haugen looked at how God had shaped him – he looked at his gifts and his abilities and his training and his experiences – and he realized that God had uniquely shaped him to advance the cause of justice in the name of Jesus.  Today the International Justice Mission, which in 1997 had only one employee, now has over 250 employees in five continents around the world.  I encourage you to go to their website – www.ijm.org – and read about their accomplishments, how they have rescued girls as young as five years old from a life of prostitution, how they have helped widows get back their homes and their lands from corrupt government officials who seized it from them simply because they could.  

Sometimes I hear people say something like this:  “If God exists, why doesn’t he do something about all the evil in the world?  If God is so good, why doesn’t he intervene?”  And here’s a big part of the answer to that question – God is doing something.  He’s doing something about evil through his body, the Body of Christ.  And who is his body?  It’s us.  It’s you and me, all of us who make up the church in the world.  We are God’s method for righting wrong and doing justice and offering hope and healing hurts.  He has gifted us for just those purposes, just as he gifted Gary Haugen.  
Spiritual Gifts – Up Close And Personal
So how do we know what our gifts are?  And what are the choices?  In other words, how many different spiritual gifts are there?  Here there is a bit of a disagreement among Bible students. Some say that the New Testament lists 20 different gifts, so that’s how many there are.  Some say that not all the gifts listed in the New Testament – like the gift of healing or of miracles or of speaking in tongues – are in existence anymore, that those gifts were only needed when the Church was first born back in the first century.  By the way, that’s something you pretty much only hear in America, because when you travel to places like India and China and Africa and South America you hear story after story of the people of God who do miracles and perform healings and speak in tongues.
But most Bible students would say something like this about the number of spiritual gifts – the spiritual gifts listed in the New Testament aren’t the only spiritual gifts.  Those lists aren’t exhaustive lists; they are representative lists.  

Have you ever gone in to a hardware store to get paint?  I went in once to get white paint.  The clerk asked me a question: “What shade of white?”  I didn’t know there were shades of white.  White is white, isn’t it?  Au contraire.  There’s crème, there’s ivory, there’s seashell, there’s cosmic latte, there’s magnolia, there’s old lace.  Researchers tell us that the human eye can perceive about 10 million different colors.  So if God can make 10 million colors, why would we think he can only come up with 20 spiritual gifts?  

Now the New Testament lists of gifts help us to get started; they help us to get started in thinking about and exploring different gifts.  For example, the Bible talks about the gift of teaching, and the gift of evangelism, and the gift of encouraging, and the gift of wisdom, and the gift of leading.  And while some of us might fit neatly into one or more of those categories, my hunch is that most of us don’t.  My hunch is that most of us aren’t “white” – we’re crème, and ivory, and seashell and cosmic latte.  
So how do you go about discovering your spiritual gift?  First, I hope you’re in a small group for this series.  This is exactly what our focus is on this week in our groups, on this process of discovering our gifts.  So that’s a place to start.  

But frankly the best way to discover how God has gifted you is to try something. I think the best way to discover your gift is to get your hands messy in ministry.  For example, let’s say someone from Kingdom Kids persuades you to get involved with our kids.  So you give it a try.  Let’s say you try teaching the Bible story.  You do it for a week or two or three, and after three weeks you think, “You know what?  I really don’t like this.”  And by the way, if you’re really not gifted in teaching the kids, you won’t have to wonder about it – the kids will let you know.  But it would be a mistake to say that since I can’t teach kids I must not have any gifts.  So you try doing crafts with the kids.  And maybe it turns out that you’re really not very good with the craft thing either.  But in the course of doing crafts you discover that you have a knack for connecting with certain kids no one else has been able to connect with.  There are certain kids in the group who tug at your heart, and lo and behold those kids seem to gravitate to you.  I’m not sure what we call that gift – maybe it’s the gift of empathy or of mercy, or maybe it doesn’t really have a name.  But the fact is that you are making a significant difference in the lives of certain kids because you gave it a try.
Here’s what I want to do for our last few minutes together.  Rather than have me talk about spiritual gifts, I want you to meet some gifted people from our church family.  
Brief interviews – How are you gifted?  How did you discover your giftedness? How are you using your gift?  
God has gifted you and shaped you to make a significant and lasting impact on your world.  In the words of the Bible, don’t neglect your gift.  Don’t keep your gift in the drawer with your unused gift cards.  Our church needs your gifts.  Hurting people need your gift.  Lost people need your gift.  Here’s one last word from the Bible on this.  In 1 Timothy Paul told Timothy not to neglect his gift.  Then in a letter called 2 Timothy Paul says this: “For this reason I remind you to fan into flame the gift of God …” (2 Timothy 1:6)  In other words, light a fire under your gift.  Do more than just dust it off; ignite it for the sake of God’s kingdom!  God has a plan for reaching those who are far from him; he has a plan for bringing justice to the oppressed and comfort to the hurting; he has a plan for communicating truth to the lost and for giving hope to the hopeless.  You are his plan.  We are his plan.  So let’s use the gifts God has given us, let’s make the most of the way God has shaped us, and let’s do what God has called us to do.
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