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How are we feeling today? Good? Alright. I’m excited to share some Word today. We are going to jump in. My favorite concert every year is this energetic group of young people known as the DC Youth Orchestra and I’ve got a vested interested because one of my girls plays the violin in the orchestra. But every time I hear their concert, afterward my spirit is lifted up. And it is funny because I transition from sports dad to music dad and I don’t do it very well, so after a concert I will go up to Ella and I’ll say, ‘Ella, you dominated up there! You were unstoppable!’ And she just looks at me, ‘Dad, you’re so weird.’ And I’ll come home during the week and I’ll say, ‘Ella, when you play the violin, it ministers to my soul. I love the music that comes out when you play and it makes my bad day away. Will you play for me?’ And she says, ‘Dad, you’re so weird.’ But sometimes she will play for me, and I love it! It ministers to my soul! And I receive in those moments. And here’s the fact about it, I like her playing more than she likes her playing and I receive benefit and I get life from her gift and she is still learning to love that. I don’t know if she will stick with it, we will see, but here’s what I do know, Nina and I are committed to two things, we are committed to helping Ella find her God-given gifts, and we are committed to helping Ella understand that those gifts are not just for her. 

Our passage this morning is I Peter 4:10

Each of you should use whatever gift that you have received to serve others as faithful stewards of God’s grace in its various forms.

So the audience that Peter is writing to is comprised of people who were on the outskirts, on the margins of Roman society. In fact, Peter calls them exiles and aliens as he addresses them because they have gone through hostility and persecution. So it makes his word all that more striking, right? Because when you see his words, essentially he is saying, to the person who barely has resource for yourself, you, use your gift to serve others. So the person who has gone through persecution, who has been beaten, who is at the end of their rope, who has very little access to anything, to that person, use your person to serve others. And Peter is conveying a truth here that can, if you apply this to your life, not just hear it but apply it to your life and live it out, I believe this, if you apply this, it will absolutely change your life. This one truth will change your course of relationship. This can change your marriage. This can change your workplace. This can change your workplace. This one truth right here, when you are in highest need, give. When you are devoid of all comfort, serve. When everyone around you is taking, contribute. 

I want to focus on this one little verse and we are going to pinpoint a few phrases within this verse and extract out of those phrases today. I pray that we are inspired to act but also that we are equipped for ministry that God has for us. 

I Peter 4:10, the very first phrase is this: each of you. The ESV says: as each has received a gift. The New Living says: God has given each of you a gift. So every single person in this room, every one of you, every person has a gift. And we drastically undervalue the gifts that God has given us, don’t we?

I love the way Max Lucado put it. He said it in his book, The Cure for the Common Life. He said Da Vinci painted one Mona Lisa, Beethoven created one 5th Symphony and God made one version of you. You are it. You are the only you there is. And if we don’t you, we don’t get you. You are the only shot we have at you. You can do something no one else can do in a fashion no one else can it. You are more than a coincidence of chromosomes and heredity, more than just an assemblage of somebody else’s lineage. You are uniquely made. 
Ephesians 2:10 says that we are God’s masterpiece. It is this Greek word where we get the word for poem but it literally means work of art. We walk around and say the opposite don’t we? Man, you are a piece of work! Right? But God says you are a work of art. So each of us should use whatever gift we have.
So the question is, what gifts lie within us? A guy named Erik Rees wrote a great book that is a wonderful resource of this topic. I encourage you to check it out. It is called SHAPE, Finding and Fulfilling Your Unique Purpose for Life. And he identifies five categories that I think can help us regarding our uniqueness. 

The first is this, spiritual gifts. It is a set of special abilities from God. And we see in Romans 12 and Ephesians 4 and I Peter 4, we see a list of about 20 gifts that are compiled throughout the Scripture. I wish we had time to go through them but we don’t have time to go through each one of these things but take some time this week to study and to read over and to pray over these different giftings and see which one might jump out at you. And as you study over them and pray over them, there is kaleidoscopic meaning to each of these. I will pull out one. Take prophecy for instance. We think of prophecy as foretelling the future but in actuality the original Greek meaning is setting forth the truth. So if you receive revelations and you like to share the revelations you get from the Lord or the Scriptures, that is prophetic. If you like to speak the truth of the Scriptures to others, that is prophetic. If you like to share things about somebody else that they don’t know that is true, that is prophetic. So we gain understanding as we really dig in and study the gifts that are put within the Scripture.

So first, the spiritual gifts, second is heart. It feels self-explanatory but the heart, these are passions God has given you so that you can glorify Him. So just a couple of questions to help you identify. First, what are needs you love to meet? Why do you love meeting these needs? What lessons have you learned that you could pass on to others? 

Third is abilities. These are talents that God has given us from birth. They are in our DNA. He gave them to us from the very beginning. 

Fourth is personality. How God wired us to navigate the seasons of life. 

The fifth is experiences. And this is just our past. It could be good or bad. It could be negative or positive. But whatever your past is, God actually wants to use it and many times redeem it.  You say you don’t know my past. It is rough.  But I have found the rougher the past, the greater the ministry for the future. That is the truth. I have seen it in so many people. Don’t discount your experiences. Your past is something that you have to get over and get beyond. God can use that. II Corinthians 1, He can use that exact thing as your greatest point of ministry. But whether natural or spiritual or personality, God has gifted every single one of us and He has made us uniquely in his image. 
We don’t just understand his giftings by going through an assessment. I think sometimes we get discovery the wrong way and we think, ok, I’ve got to figure out how God has gifted me and then I will figure out what ministry I want to join. But I think it is actually the opposite. I think it is, I need to start serving and as I do, God reveals the giftings that are within us as we are serving along the way. I think of one of our Kids Team workers and she is a NASA engineer by trade. So when I see her resume or look at her on paper, it doesn’t just jump out at me that person needs to be in kids’ ministry. But when you see her with our kids, you will see a gift of teaching in her. And she opens up and she applies things in a different and unique way that engages kids too. I learn from her! I learned about my car from her! She has a way of teaching and that is a gift that you wouldn’t otherwise know. She stepped into service and this gift popped up.

I think of so many people, a guy, a young speedy receiver on our NCC flag football team. I would have never known Nathan would be such a humble leader and a humble servant, a faithful servant who has led hospitality at this service for so many years. I’m blessed by that guy because he jumped in and starting using his gifts. 

Who would have known that Sharon would be the most popular greeter in NCC history? How does she give 100 hugs a day from a wheelchair? That is impressive! And Andy challenges her in the hug department! But God uses the gifts that have been laid within her for the blessing of the body. 

I think of Lindsey up here on stage. She has served for 10 years in our worship and she doesn’t just serve, she brings passion every time. And there is a prophetic gifting in Lindsey that comes out through her worship and it comes out through the interaction with her team. She told me something a couple weeks ago, I wrote it down. She said, I didn’t just get up one day and decided I wanted to sing three straight services every other week, but I know I have gifts to use and the church is a place where we share our gifts. She said there is a duty to my gift. That will preach. There is a duty to our gifts.

A quick side note, I was praying over here when Chris was talking about the empty slots we have to fill up here and I was praying what if someone just got up and starting taking the cover off of those drums and just starting playing? That would be some worship right there! 

Greg and Rachel are so passionate about NCC worship that they plug into multiple ministry serving connections and hospitality and our kids’ ministry and Dana on our prayer team and Stacey on our prayer team. Stacey has the gift of encouragement and it doesn’t matter what ministry you serve on, Stacey is going to find a way to encourage you. She is on our prayer team so it will come out through prayer or through counsel. But the point is, as you get going, as you get moving, as you get momentum just by starting to serve in ministry, God shows up and He begins to point out those things, those giftings that have laid dormant within you and all of a sudden they come to life. 

The point is this, Ashley was up here a few minutes ago, she wasn’t just giving an announcement, she was giving the application to the sermon before the sermon was given. So let’s step into gift and step into ministry and see what God can enlighten within our hearts.

I Peter 4:10

Each of you should use whatever gift you have received to serve others. 

There are probably some of us here who would say, I just need to focus on me right now. I don’t have time, I don’t have the ability, I just need to focus on my personal health right now. Just a couple thoughts to consider. First is this, there is a huge uptake in social science understanding of the link between serving and personal health. There is this group in the UK that they synthesized 40 different studies over 20 years and here is what they found. They found a pattern of regular serving meant less depression and less stress and less heart disease. So I serve so that I can eat more red meat! In teens, far less drug use and far less unplanned pregnancy, even if the service was less than voluntary. Come on parents! The summary was that people who serve are healthier mentally, physically, have better immune systems, live longer and have a higher self-esteem and ultimately have a better quality of life. The second thing is this, I wonder if a few of us need to shift our focus. We have this focus on personal happiness and maybe the desired end is not achieved by pursuing personal happiness. There is an author psychologist named Emily Smith who argues this point from a secular standpoint in her book The Power of Meaning. She talks about a study that was done in 2013 and her thesis is this, the more you pursue happiness, the less you are happy. It is a study of psychologists from the University of Florida State and what they find is that the pursuit of happiness and the pursuit of meaning are often at odds. The pursuit of happiness was linked to selfish behavior but the pursuit of meaning was linked to contributing to something beyond one’s self. So we find that serving leads to the meaning. And here’s what she said. She says meaning is not something we create in and for ourselves, rather meaning lies largely in others. Only in focusing on others do we build belonging for ourselves and them. The more directly one aims to maximize pleasure and avoiding pain, the more likely one is to produce instead a life bereft of depth, community and meaning.

Andy Stanley puts it this way, if you continue to serve yourself, you will end up by yourself. 

Ephesians 2:10. Remember? We are God’s masterpiece. We are God’s workmanship. The NIV says we are God’s handiwork created in Christ Jesus, to do what? To do good works that He has prepared in advance for us to do. 

Here’s the deal. Every time we serve, it is an assault, an attack on the self-centeredness that controls us. It is just like every time you give, it is an attack on the greed within our hearts. 

So what is the purpose of our gifts? The gifts of God are not given just for us. The gifts from God aren’t intended to satisfy us, they are intended to satisfy others. And in satisfying others, meaning comes back to us. It is this beautiful cycle that happens.

This week, I met with one of our new production leaders, Christina, and I asked her this question, why production ministry? She shared some of her story. She said, ‘I came to NCC in the midst of a family tragedy, two of my family had passed within five days. For a couple of months, I was just surviving. I was in a low place and a vulnerable place. What I didn’t realize was how much I relied on the production team to set the environment for me to release things that I was holding on to, for me to receive grace, for me to find God. So I decided I need to step out and join the production ministry. And I broke my old cycle with a new cycle because we are not meant to do life and ministry alone so I prayed, allow me to be poured into and poured out as well. It is a cycle. You give, you get, you give, you get. You are always in the position to receive but you are always in the position to give as well.’ 

I said, ‘Christina, that is amazing! Can I share that? And ok so you were in the midst of tragedy, why did you decide to step out into service period?’ She said, ‘Because I figured out NCC is my home church.’

How many of y’all call this home? Home church, she said. ‘And I know that you commit to where you consider home. Everyone has to contribute and everybody has to do their part for it to be a beautiful expression of family. And just like people set the stage for me when I first came, I want to do the same for others to know God’s grace in their own lives.’

That is someone identifying gift and using that gift in the body of Christ. 

I Peter 4:10

Each of you should use whatever gift you have received to serve others as faithful stewards.

Pastor Mark’s guidance and vision addressing racism last week was so poignant, so powerful. I was so encouraged last week. If you didn’t hear it, you need to go back and listen to the podcast. He talked about how racism is a lie from the pit of hell.  And we as a church, we will not stand on the sidelines silent. We will not stand on the sidelines just tweeting about it and then feeling better about ourselves. No. Instead we will stand up and we want to give a picture of something different. We want to give a picture of something better. So how awesome was it this week when three days later on Wednesday, we do out and we were at the grand opening of the DC Dream Center! And there we are standing next to Washington DC, the mayor standing next to us, and while we are there, Ernest steps up to the podium and he says, ‘We are not here today to ask the government to come do something for us, we are here today to play our part, so put us in coach!’ It was an awesome moment. And we didn’t use a dime of government money. We didn’t us a dime of tax dollars to build that building. It was all given out of the generosity of God’s people stepping up and stepping in. Moments later I got to step up to the podium and I had this thought that there are people in Charlottesville and there are people in Boston and they are standing up for hate and for lies but that day we stood up for something different, not to protest but we stood up for love and hope that day. And we are not just going to talk about what if, we are not just going to talk about what could be, we are going to talk about what is here and now. We stood in the shadow of a dream. And that dream has to be worked for and it has to be fought for. It is a dream of us getting out and serving in the community. And we didn’t just curse the darkness that day. What did we do? We light a candle and it starts to be a light in the community and the vision is this, that we would awaken dreams and develop radical dreamers. That is II Timothy 1:6
Fan into flame the gift of God.

So what we are fanning into flame some things that have been invisible, some things that have been dormant, some things that have been unused but all of a sudden, a spark comes and that spark is the Holy Spirit and a fire starts and we start to fan into flame what God can do in that community. That is what we are doing in that place. The Southeast White House has existed for 20 years and it is a part of the DC Dream Center. It is a ministry that has been going and we didn’t start ministries there because of a need. We started ministry because somebody showed up and they had a gift. Every ministry was started because someone just came. They showed up. So we have a volunteer mentoring program because, not because it was a need but because a mentor showed up and started mentoring. And we have Tuesday morning breakfast and Wednesday lunch. We have that not because there was a need but because a chef showed up. An old DC retired cop, 70 years old, he had a million recipes. I was his sous chef for a season, that wasn’t the best season of meals! We had a painter show up. If you go to the Dream Center today, you will see paintings all over the walls because years ago, a painter showed up. We had a lawyer show up. We had a Bible study teacher show up. 

I want to tell you something. Years ago, did you know we didn’t have NCC Kids’ Ministry? Did you know that? No Kids’ Ministry existed at this church. And then Nina showed up. This young vibrant, energetic, attractive, beautiful, perfect woman of God showed up and a light shined down on her! And she started our Kids’ Ministry. We would not have Kids’ Ministry if Nina didn’t show up and begin to use her gifts. And she wasn’t getting away. I married that girl! 13 years ago this weekend, I married that girl! And I love you Nina. I love you with all my heart. 

Kids’ Ministry does not define completely the giftings of God that He has put in you but that is what’s so beautiful about Nina. She found a path, an avenue, she found a way to serve and as she did, God used the giftings in that one place. She has other places where her giftings are used but that’s what happens when a servant shows up. 

Our Production Ministry here at Barracks Row would not exist the way it exists today if it weren’t for people like David Yost who shows up and engages and people like Sarah Ian. I think about Brandon, he shows up. People who show up with giftings to use. Come on, put me in coach! I’m ready!

Fan into flame the gift of God within you. You can always come back to Scripture and it feels like you are right where you need to be, right? Fan into flame the gift of God within you. 

Now, just because you serve, it doesn’t mean you are using your giftings. Do you know that? Some of us have served and we haven’t used our giftings. And that can actually feel like we are burning out a little bit. And serving doesn’t always feel good.
So how do you get the most out of serving? Can I share three really quick practical tips? How to serve. This can be whether you are serving or used to be serving or are not serving. Remember three quick things. First, remember who you are serving. Remember when Jesus comes along and the man says I never saw you, I never met you. And Jesus said, ‘I came as a hungry man, I came as a thirsty man, I came as a man who needed clothing but you shut me out and wouldn’t let me in. That was me!’ So know who you are serving. When you serve somebody, it is not just that person. You are serving Christ Himself. When you have a task, the most meaningless task that you think you are given at work, that task that is below you, serve that task as you are serving God, as you are serving Christ.
Number two, add your spice. This is what we’ve already been talking about. Add your flavor. Add your uniqueness. I think about Second Saturday Serve. I had taken a couple of the kids and we were helping prepare lunches that day for our friends who are experiencing homelessness right now. We were jumping up and it was good and I was trying to keep them wrangled and Gretchen and Randy are a wonderful couple who are part of this congregation and Gretchen was there that day and she had the kids and she said, ‘We do this creative thing where we brought cards and crayons and we have the kids write a note and then we put a note in each one of these lunches.’ I thought that was fantastic so Renzie goes over and she was having a blast all of a sudden and she was doing a wonderful thing and using her gift to bless those people and she spent like a half hour on one single card. I mean if that person doesn’t come to Christ! I mean they are going to have revival when they pull out that ham sandwich because that card was that good! Then a couple weeks later I was out and I saw one of my guys, Tommy, he was outside of Union Station and I talked to him and asked him if he got a lunch that day and he said, ‘Man, I saw that card and the kids did that card and that’s a great card!’ I don’t know which card it was or what they wrote but it made his day. It made his day. Why? Because somebody didn’t just serve, they added their spice. They added their touch, their uniqueness. So wherever you serve, how you serve, you have to add who you are. Add your giftings to the mix.

Third thing, insert prayer. Prayer opens up our eyes to the need. You say there is no need in front of me. Bingo! Prayer opens up your eyes to the need that is there. It is often invisible. You are talking to a person and you think there is no need there, but there is a need underneath the surface. I have learned to stop making assumptions about other people because my assumptions were always wrong. Assumptions are no good. They get me to the worst places in life. Let’s get rid of our assumptions. That is part of racism. That is part of stereotyping. That is part of missing opportunities when we make assumptions about people. Prayer opens up your eyes to the needs that are all around you. 

I love what Pastor Mark says. He says prayer is the difference between the best that you can do and the best that God can do.

I’ll close with this. There is a tiny little creek up in Pennsylvania called Oil Creek because for years it was covered in oil. To the casual observer it was just an environmental catastrophe. Oil would bubble up and it was more than useless. That was until they figured out you could burn the stuff and then they started using it in lamps and started using it in cars. 150 years ago, they discovered that they could start drilling down to get to that oil. There was a man that kept pushing it and found the uses for this oil and all of a sudden it fueled, literally it fueled the entire state economy of Pennsylvania. 

So for us as we sit here, we can think about what we do or what we do not have. And we can think about how we can use it and what assessments we need to take but at the end of the day, we need to get out and we need to light a fire! We need to figure out how to use what God has put within us. We are called to fan into flame the gifts of God.

You have a gift sitting within you and I wonder is it sitting there dormant. Is it sitting among us unused? Do you know that I need you guys? Do you know that you need each other? All of us need each other to become the body of Christ, to become the family of God. We need everyone to step in and to use the gifts. And as you use your own gifts, it fans into flame somebody else’s gifts.
What starts a gift? A spark. Just a little spark and it starts a fire and until you start burning and using and allowing the Holy Spirit to bring fire to it, it will remain useless to the people all around you. The creek was worthless until they figured out how to use the oil and then it was invaluable. 

By the way, the guy who is essentially the father of that whole industry and as I mentioned, the entire state economy was built around this and so many people became wealthy because of it, this guy remained impoverished for the rest of his life. But he realized this, that his wealth didn’t come in the form of finances. It came in the form of thousands upon thousands of people receiving provisions and receiving the jobs and being thankful for him stepping into faith in this instance.  

You have a gift. Do you know that today? Have I said that enough times? You have a gift. God has called you. God has gifted you. Let’s step up and let’s step out and use that gift.

Amen. Stand with me and we are going to close by giving the benediction at the commissioning and we are going to do it together today. So if you feel comfortable today, I you call yourself a follower of Christ or a disciple of Christ, I ask you to join in and I will say the first line and then you say the second line where it says church. I ask you right now to be commissioned. As I was praying, I was praying that the light of God would fill our hearts. So if you feel comfortable, just put your hand over your heart and may the Lord use that to bless and commission us as we speak his Word and give our commitment to Him today. 

Who is your Lord and Savior? 

Will you be Christ’s faithful disciple, obeying his Word and showing his love?

Do you welcome the responsibility of this service because you are determined to follow the Lord Jesus and to love neighbors and to work for the reconciling of the world? 

Will you serve the people with energy and intelligence and imagination and love relying on God’s mercy and rejoicing in the power of the Holy Spirit? 

Together, Almighty God, You called us disciples and made us one church to serve you and use our gifts to serve one another. Let your Spirit rule your church so that we may be joined in love and in service to Jesus Christ who having gone before us is coming to meet us in the promise of your kingdom. May we walk in your grace, love and mission, Amen. 
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