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About a year ago we did a series called “The Joy Of Living Generously.” The subtitle of that series was this – “What God wants for you, not from you.”  That subtitle was crucial to the point of that series and to the point of what the Bible teaches us about being generous.  The fact is that God owns everything.  God has plenty of money.  He doesn’t need my money or your money.  If God could create the universe out of nothing, surely – if he wanted to – God could create money to place in the church bank account every Monday morning.  He could fund every charity in every country in the world.  But God doesn’t do things that way.  Instead, God has chosen to use you and me to accomplish his purposes in the world.  But here is the point – God doesn’t command us to be generous because of what he wants from us.  God commands us to be generous because of what he wants for us.  
Think about it this way – what do you want for your children?  You want them to make the most of their gifts and abilities and opportunities.  You want them to have a secure future.  You want them to make a lasting mark on the world, to leave the world a better place than they found it.  You want them to experience irrepressible joy.  That’s what God wants for you, the child he loves with all his heart.  And as our Creator, as the God who has established the rules by which our universe runs, God understands that giving is the only way to get all God wants for us.  He commands us to give generously because he wants us to become better, more fulfilled people.

In this series called “The Shape Of Your Life” our goal is to discover, develop and deploy the gifts and abilities God has given us in order to maximize our impact on our world.  Now here’s what I want to make sure we all understand.  Please understand that we are not doing this series to trick you into doing those dirty jobs in the church that no one else wants to do.  This series is not about what God or the church want from you; it’s about what God and the church want for you.  We want you to better understand how God has shaped you so that you can maximize your impact on your world and so you can experience the maximum amount of joy and fulfillment in your life.  
Let me give you just one example of how understanding your shape can make your life better in ways that have nothing to do with being involved in church.  When Brenda and I got married 800 years ago, we had certain preconceptions about who was supposed to do what in our marriage.  For example, her father was a wizard when it came to making things.  He was very good with his hands and with tools.  If something was broken, he could usually fix it.  And in those days it was just assumed that the man of the house would be the mechanic of the house.  
So my response to my wife the first time she told me about something that was broken in our home was a bit of a surprise to her.  My response was not to go out into the garage to get my tools.  My response wasn’t even to look at what was broken.  Even without knowing what the problem was, I was pretty sure of this – I couldn’t fix it.  My response when Brenda told me about the problem was to hand her the Yellow Pages and suggest she call someone.  

But the surprise didn’t end there.  The next surprise was mine.  Rather than call someone to come fix our problem, Brenda put down the phone book, went to the garage to get the tools and went to work to fix the problem.   At first I wasn’t particularly comfortable with having my wife be the Mr. Fix-it in our home, but I’ve gotten over it.  It took us a little while, but eventually we learned that God has shaped Brenda to be much handier with tools than I am.  Now so you don’t think I just sit around on my hands all day, let me point out that we also discovered early on in our marriage that God shaped me to do laundry.  Frankly it’s not so much that I have this innate ability to run a washer and dryer; it’s more that I have a passion for laundry.  It’s really part of my obsessive-compulsive personality.  When I was growing up men didn’t do laundry; for whatever reason, the wife was supposed to do the laundry.  But God shaped me and Brenda differently, and understanding how God has shaped us has made our marriage that much better.
Our goal in this series is to help you discover the shape of your life, to discover the way God has wired you and designed you.  And we are doing this not because of what God or the church wants from you, but because of what God and the church wants for you.  We want your marriage to function more smoothly.  We want you to live your life to the fullest, to experience the maximum amount of joy and satisfaction as you make the very most of your gifts and abilities and opportunities.  
Now if you’ve been with us the last three weeks, you know that we are using the word “SHAPE” as an acrostic to help us organize our thinking on this topic.  “S” stands for “spiritual gifts,” those supernatural gifts the Holy Spirit gives us to maximize our impact in our church and our world.  The “H” stands for “heart” or our passion.  Some people, for example, might have the gift of teaching.  But that doesn’t mean you can teach anything to any age and be fulfilled.  To maximize your gifts you need to teach in the area of your passion.  Third, the “A” stands for your abilities, those natural talents God planted in your body and mind.  Fourth, the “P” stands for “personality,” which will be our topic next week, and finally “E” stands for “experiences.”  Put those five elements together and you will find that God has uniquely shaped you to powerfully impact our world in a way no one else can, and in a way that maximizes your joy.

This morning our focus is on our abilities, the “A” in the word “SHAPE.”  And to help us get a grip on how to maximize our abilities, we’re going to look at them in “3D.”  I noticed that Miley Cyrus, that teenage sensation who was the hottest concert ticket in the country last year, put out a movie in 3D.  I’m not quite sure why anyone would want to see that kind of a movie in 3D.  I can see watching “Jaws” in 3D or “Jurassic Park” in 3D, but I don’t quite see the point of watching a 15 year old sing in 3D.  At any rate, while I’m not passing out any 3D glasses for this message, I am going to talk about the three D’s of maximizing your abilities as a way to help us put this morning’s message into action.
Discover Your Abilities
Here’s the first D – discover your abilities.  I mentioned this fact a few weeks ago, a fact that sounds a bit surprising to me.  Researchers tell us that the average person has between 500 and 700 different abilities.  If you were to ask me how many abilities I have, abilities beyond the ability to brush my teeth and the ability to get dressed, I would say maybe four.  And of those four, only two are really very useful.  For example, one of my abilities is shooting free throws.  A couple of years ago I was at the high school gym and Brenda agreed to fetch the ball for me so I could see how many free throws in a row I could make – I made 33.  But let’s be frank – so what?  What does that get me?  You may have noticed that I don’t play basketball for a living, so shooting free throws really doesn’t help me in life.  Which leaves me, in my mind, with about two abilities that are of any use whatsoever.
And yet social scientists tell us that even the most average person among us has 500 abilities.  So why don’t we know about them?  Why aren’t we aware of them?  Here’s one reason, probably the biggest – because we never try them.  

A couple of years ago our youngest daughter decided she wanted to do something else besides cheerleading.  One of the sports she decided to try was lacrosse.  I had a question: “What’s a lacrosse?”  It sounds French, so I assumed it had something to do with being rude to people, but as it turns out it’s actually a sport.  She had never played this sport, so I wasn’t sure how this was going to work.  How would she know if she liked it?  How would she know what position to play?  So do you know what the coaches had her do?  They had her do a tryout.  You’ve heard of that concept, right?  They taught her enough so she had the basic idea of how the sport is played, and then they threw her out there and had her try it out.

That, as it turns out, is the best way to discover your abilities – try it out.  One of the reasons I’m only aware of the four things I’m good at is that I don’t like to try things out.  Unless I’m very sure I’m going to be good at something, I don’t want to try it.  I mentioned my lack of aptitude for doing anything mechanical.  That stems in part from the times I tried things as a kid and was told by certain authority figures that I wasn’t good at those things.  So I just assume that I will be a klutz in all things mechanical.  But Brenda won’t always let me get away with that.  From time to time she will challenge me to try to do something I haven’t done before.  Actually she doesn’t just challenge me … she shames me.  I’m secure enough now in her love for me that she can get away with it, though it wouldn’t have worked at the inception of our relationship.  And over the years, with my wife’s prodding, I have discovered that there are certain things I actually can do well that I never thought I would be good at, all because I tried them out.
One of the core beliefs of my life is that God never calls us to do something that he doesn’t also give us the ability to do.  And just so we don’t forget this point, let me be sure to say it now – all our abilities are given to us by God.  We make a big deal about God being the one who gives us our spiritual gifts, which is very true.  But God is also the one who gives us our natural abilities.  He is, after all, our Creator.  He gave Michael Phelps the ability to swim and Usain Bolt the ability to run and Steven Spielberg the ability to direct and Steven Jobs the ability to create amazing technology.  And when God created you, he designed you to do certain things with great skill and dexterity, and he created you to experience tremendous joy and satisfaction when you do those things.  As James says it, “Don’t be deceived, my dear brothers.  Every good and perfect gift is from above, coming down from the Father of the heavenly lights …” (James 1:16-17)   God is the one who gave us our abilities.
But often we don’t even know we have those abilities until God puts us in a spot where we have to use them.  And it’s then that we discover that God never calls us to do something that he doesn’t also give us the ability to do.  Do you remember an Old Testament character by the name of Gideon?  Gideon’s story is found in the book of Judges.  Our introduction to Gideon is actually quite comical.  Gideon was an Israelite, and at that time in Israel’s history the people of Midian had enslaved the Israelites.  Israel then cried out to God for deliverance, and God in his mercy chose one of the Israelites to deliver his people from their oppression.  The person he chose, of course, was Gideon.  But notice what Gideon is doing when God calls him to this task, and notice how God describes him:
The angel of the Lord came and sat down under the oak in Ophrah that belonged to Joash the Abiezrite, where his son Gideon was threshing wheat in a winepress to keep it from the Midianites.  When the angel of the Lord appeared to Gideon, he said, “The Lord is with you, mighty warrior.”  (Judges 6:11-12)
Don’t miss the irony of this moment.  The angel of the Lord addresses Gideon as a “mighty warrior.”  But what is this “mighty warrior” doing when the angel appears to him?  He’s hiding.  He is surreptiously threshing wheat in a winepress.  I’m not a farmer, but I’m guessing that a winepress is not the normal place to thresh wheat.  And as far as we know, up until this point the only abilities Gideon had employed in his life were farming skills.  He was skilled at wheat-threshing.  And yet God chose Gideon to lead a military revolt against the Midianites, to be a mighty warrior for a righteous cause.  And if you keep reading in the book of Judges you will discover that Gideon was a skilled warrior, that he was very adept at leading an army and attacking an enemy.  Clearly God didn’t call Gideon to do something he didn’t have the ability to do.  It’s just that Gideon didn’t know he had those abilities until God put him in a place where he needed to use them.  So here’s the good news for you and me – God is never going to call us to do something that he won’t also give us the ability to do.  God is not going to set us up to fail.  But often we don’t know we have certain abilities until we do a “try out.”  So the first “D” in maximizing our abilities is “discover.”  And the best way to discover our abilities is to try them out and see how God has equipped us.  
Develop Your Abilities
Here’s the second “D” – “develop.”  Once you’ve discovered your abilities, God expects you to develop them.  We see this in the world of athletics all the time.  Tiger Woods has more natural ability than any golfer in the world.  And if you ask the guys out on the tour which golfer works the hardest at developing his abilities, the unanimous answer is, “Tiger Woods.”  Kobe Bryant is regarded by many as the best natural athlete in professional basketball.  And many of his teammates will tell you that no one works harder to get better at his craft than Kobe Bryant – lifting weights, running laps, and shooting and shooting until he makes 2000 jump shots per day.  
And I have to make a confession to you.  When I read about athletes and coaches who work so hard and put in so many hours in the effort to keep getting better, I feel more than a little ashamed of myself, and here’s why.  Those guys are playing a game.  They do it well, and it’s fun to watch them do it, but it’s just a game.  What we do in church is not a game.  There are eternal consequences at stake in what we do.  For example, one of the things God calls all of us to do as his followers is to be his witnesses.  God has said that the way he’s going to communicate the good news of the Gospel to our lost neighbors and friends is through us.  And since God never calls us to do anything he doesn’t also give us the ability to do, we can be confident that God has given each of us some ability to articulate the message of the Gospel to our friends in a way that is clear and compelling.
But let’s be very honest with ourselves this morning.  Please understand that I am pointing no fingers at anyone but me.  How much time do we spend developing our ability to share our faith with our lost friends?  For some reason most of us feel like it’s silly to practice sharing our faith, that it’s contrived to sit down with a friend and practice explaining the message of the Bible to them.  But why is that?  Do the 49ers tell Coach Nolan, “Hey, we’re not going to practice these plays any more.  This is silly.  When the game starts, then we’ll run the plays.”  Sometimes it seems like that’s exactly what the 49ers do, doesn’t it?  But that’s not how teams get better.  That’s not how you get better at playing the piano or solving quadratic equations or doing art.  In every other area of life we are willing to practice in order to develop our abilities.  So why is it that when it comes to something as crucial as evangelism that we never take the time to practice?  
In the New Testament book of Colossians Paul writes this: “Whatever you do, work at it with all your heart, as working for the Lord, not for men.” (Colossians 3:23)  Whatever ability God has given you, work at it.  Work at it with all your heart.  Don’t be satisfied with just getting by.  Develop your abilities.  Sharpen your skills.  
We’ve all spent time sitting in doctor’s offices waiting for the doctor to come in and do an exam or give us some test results, and if you’re like me one of the things you do is to look at the stuff hanging on their walls.  In particular what I’m looking at is their degrees.  I look for two things – where did they go to school, and when did they graduate?  I generally like to go to a doctor whose had a little bit of experience, a guy who graduated from medical school maybe ten or twenty years ago.  But when I look at those degrees, another thought runs through my mind – how up-to-date is this guy?  Frankly I don’t want a doctor who hasn’t read a medical journal in the last twenty years.  I don’t want a doctor who stopped going to medical conferences, who quit learning new techniques.  I want a doctor who keeps working at getting better at what he does.  
And that is a challenge to me as a pastor and a Christian, a challenge to keep working at getting better at what I do, a challenge to keep improving my skills as a teacher and a leader and a counselor.  Most of you here are involved in ministry in one way or another in and outside of our church.  Some of you teach in Kingdom Kids, some are small group leaders, some play in the band or run the technical equipment, some work with our youth, and many of you are involved in the community.  Let’s take up this challenge in whatever it is we do, the challenge to develop our ministry skills, the challenge to work with all our heart at developing our ministry abilities.  And here’s one very specific challenge for us all.  Let’s take time this week to practice explaining to someone how to become a follower of Jesus.  Do it at lunch today or at dinner some time this week.  After all, what could be a more important skill than the skill of explaining the Gospel in such a way that a person who wants to know they’re going to heaven can understand it and act on it?  Whatever you do, work at it with all your heart.  Let’s work at developing our abilities.

Deploy Your Abilities
Here’s the third “D” of maximizing your abilities – deploy them.  In other words, use them.  Do what God has given you the ability to do, and do it for his glory.  
You’ve probably heard this story before, but it illustrates the point so well that it bears repeating and remembering.  Christopher Wren, who lived from 1632 to 1723, was a man of many abilities.  He was a designer, geometer, astronomer and architect.  He designed 53 London churches, including what is regarded as his greatest work, St. Paul’s Cathedral.  It took a total of 36 years to construct London’s best-known church.  As the story is told, on this particular day Wren was walking through the church as it was being constructed to observe and supervise its progress, and along the way he stopped to ask some of the workers what it was they were doing.  One worker explained that he was doing carpentry, another that he was laying bricks, and another that he was carving stone.  As he exited the cathedral Wren met a man mixing mortar and asked him what he was doing.  The laborer, not realizing that he was speaking to the great Christopher Wren, the architect of the structure, very proudly replied, “Sir, I am building a great cathedral for God!”
God has shaped each of us very differently.  Part of what makes up our unique shape is our abilities.  And the Bible says, “Use your abilities – whatever they are – for the glory of God.”  Let me take you back to a verse in Colossians; here’s what it says: “Whatever you do, work at it with all your heart, as working for the Lord, not for men, since you know that you will receive an inheritance from the Lord as a reward.  It is the Lord Christ you are serving.”  (Colossians 3:23-24)  You may get your paycheck from Cisco or Apple or HP or your law firm or the water district, but you are serving the Lord Christ.  So give your whole heart to whatever it is God has called you to do right now.  Use your abilities to their fullest.  

And in the deploying of our abilities, let’s be careful not to get caught up in the comparison game.  Let’s not worry that we can’t do something as well as the person next to us.  Have you heard about the animal school?  As the story goes, the animals of the forest organized a school and developed a curriculum that each animal had to master.  The first subject was swimming.  The duck, as you might expect, was excellent in swimming, better in fact than his instructor, but he made only passing grades in flying and was very poor in running.  Since he was such a slow runner he had to drop swimming and stay after school to practice running.  This caused his web feet to be badly worn, so that in time he was only average in swimming.
The rabbit started at the top of his class in running, but developed a nervous twitch in his leg muscles because of all the make-up work in swim class.  The squirrel was excellent in climbing, but he was constantly frustrated in flying class because his teacher made him start from the ground up instead of from the treetop down.  Eventually the squirrel developed a charley horse, so he only got a C in climbing and a D in running.

The eagle was a problem child and was constantly disciplined for being a nonconformist.  In climbing classes he beat all the others to the top of the tree, but insisted on using his own way to get there.

Just as God shaped the duck to swim and the rabbit to run and the squirrel to climb and the eagle to fly, he has uniquely shaped you for a purpose.  Some of you are very good mechanically and some of you are very good musically.  Don’t feel bad about what you can’t do; your responsibility is simply to use the abilities you do have and to use them for the glory of God.  God has designed us differently, but he has designed us.  Your abilities are not an accident; they are part of God’s great plan for your life.  So discover your abilities, develop your abilities and deploy your abilities … and discover the great joy of being the masterpiece God designed you to be.
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