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“Serving Together”               March 21, 2021 

Ecclesiastes 3:9-15; 1 Peter 4:7-11                    Series: 40 Days of Community 
 
Ecclesiastes 3:9-15 
9 What gain have the workers from their toil? 10 I have seen the business 
that God has given to everyone to be busy with. 11 He has made everything 
suitable for its time; moreover he has put a sense of past and future into 
their minds, yet they cannot find out what God has done from the 
beginning to the end. 12 I know that there is nothing better for them than to 
be happy and enjoy themselves as long as they live; 13 moreover, it is God’s 
gift that all should eat and drink and take pleasure in all their toil. 14 I 
know that whatever God does endures forever; nothing can be added to it, 
nor anything taken from it; God has done this, so that all should stand in 
awe before him. 15 That which is, already has been; that which is to be, 
already is; and God seeks out what has gone by. 
 

[Video – “It’s a Miracle”]  
 
How is it that a life focused on business assignments in Ethiopia gets 
shaped into a life whose business is about serving and loving orphaned 
Ethiopian children? How is it that a 1st Century Jewish Pharisee (Saul) hell-
bent on destroying the movement of Jesus gets shaped into a 1st Century 
apostle-evangelist (Paul) heaven-bent on taking the movement of Jesus 
worldwide?  And, how is it that a 21st Century congregation of very different 
people gets shaped into a family of faith serving in unity?  It’s a miracle.  By 
the way, like Addis Ababa in the video, I believe in miracles.  Do you?  
 
God has a miraculous way of shaping things for service.  Would you agree?  
This past week, I took a walk.  Speaking of miracles.  I took about 10 
minutes to walk from our parking lot out to the edge of our East Yard 
property and back.  As I walked, I reflected on my years of ministry here.  I 
picked up some trash.  I prayed.  And, I started to think about how that 
yard space is going to be shaped over the next year.   
 
You know, today, we’re not just 1 year past the start of our COVID journey, 
but we’re also about 1 month away from the expected closure date of our 
land sale.  I don’t totally expect we’re going to see bulldozers out there in a 
month, but we could.  So, as that sale date gets closer, I am beginning to 
imagine what it will look like to have homes in the East Yard.  Up to 28 
homes in less than 2 acres.   
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How do you shape homes to fit that space?  How will the shape of those 
homes fit the lives of the people who live there?  More importantly, as this 
new neighborhood takes shape, how will we shape our ministries to serve 
those new neighbors who are being served by the shape of those homes?   
 
A few weeks ago, I saw a story about a house for sale in the UK that is 
being advertised as "possibly the skinniest house in London."  The house is 
just six feet wide inside!  But, since it’s five-stories tall, it offers 1,034 
square feet of total living space.  I guess all the stair climbing helps to 
keep you thin enough to be able to fit down the halls.  According to the 
listing, "It's quirky and charming and great for entertaining and will appeal 
to someone who feels there is more to life than two up, two down.  Since it 
started life as a hat shop and was later converted by a fashion 
photographer, it is the ultimate designer house."   Apparently, the 
sellers are expecting the house’s unique shape and history to really appeal 
to someone; so it can be yours today for the low-low price of £950,000 
(or about $1.3 million).   
 
That building may not have the shape you’d want for a home.  But, the 
sellers are banking on the idea that someone will pay a great price for a very 
unique dwelling place.   
 
You are a unique dwelling place with a unique shape.  Did you 
know that?  God has made each one of us to be unique, with our own 
genetic code and fingerprints, with unique strengths and a unique story.  
These things give shape to our lives.  And, as the New Testament books of 
Romans and 1 Corinthians tell us, God has sent His Spirit to dwell within 
each person by faith in Jesus.  You are a home for God’s Spirit.  And, when 
Jesus went to the cross to fulfill God’s plan of salvation, our Lord paid the 
greatest price imaginable so that you would become His dwelling.   
 
Together, of course, we who are the church make an even greater, collective 
dwelling, and God is constantly in the remodeling business.  Did you know 
that?   The Apostle Peter wrote about it in the first letter we have from 
him, where he said, “4 Come to [Christ], a living stone, though rejected by 
mortals yet chosen and precious in God’s sight, and 5 like living stones, let 
yourselves be built into a spiritual house, to be a holy priesthood, to offer 
spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God through Jesus Christ.”  (1 Pet. 2:4-5) 
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The Apostle Paul expressed the same idea in Ephesians 2 when he wrote, 
“21 In him the whole structure is joined together and grows into a holy 
temple in the Lord; 22 in whom you also are built together spiritually into a 
dwelling place for God.”  (Eph. 2:21-22) 
 
So, God made you with a distinctly personal shape.  He paid an enormous 
price to live in your uniquely shaped dwelling.  He called our shapes into 
community together, and He continues day by day to further shape us for a 
purpose – so that we, like the temple where God’s glory previously dwelled, 
could provide spiritual sacrifices acceptable and pleasing to God.   
 
Earlier in Ephesians, the Apostle Paul wrote this: “For we are what he 
has made us, created in Christ Jesus for good works, which God prepared 
beforehand to be our way of life.” (Eph. 2:10) 
 
Throughout this series on 40 Days of Community, we’ve been working 
on answering the question, “What on earth are we here for?”  In other 
words, what’s our purpose as a community of people called by Christ’s 
name?  So far, we’ve talked about confessing together, loving one another, 
fellowshipping together, growing in discipleship together.  Today, we’re 
looking at the topic of ministry – serving together.  And, serving is about 
making sacrifices that are pleasing to God that accomplish the good works 
God has prepared for us from the beginning of time.   
 
In the opening chapter of this part of Rick Warren’s devotional for our 
Lenten season, he wrote, “We are saved to serve each other.  We are 
not saved by serving, we are saved for serving.” 
 
Right before Jesus was arrested and crucified, he gave his disciples a 
shocking example of humble service by washing their dirty feet.  That 
task that was usually reserved for servants of the lowest status – the King of 
kings and Lord of lords performed it in service to his students and then told 
them to follow his example of service.  In that moment, Jesus embodied 
what he had taught them earlier in the gospels when he said that the Son of 
Man did not come to be served but to serve and to give his life to pay the 
price for many.   
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Before I get into the application of some of this, I want to be clear about 
what I think this all says about God’s love for us.  There is nothing about 
you – either on the outside of you or on the inside of you – that God finds 
too dirty or stinky or embarrassing or sick or gross that our Lord won’t 
draw near.   
 
When Peter resisted, Jesus said, “Unless I wash you, you have no share with 
me.”   
 
To truly serve Christ, we need to first allow Christ to draw near to us, to 
serve us, and to wash us clean.  Then, when we bring our whole selves to the 
Lord for his service and cleaning, our Heavenly Potter is able to shape us 
and mold us as good clay to serve Him and to serve others.  Then we serve 
without anything hidden, without shame, without fear of being exposed 
somehow. Then we serve out of freedom and gratitude for the ways God has 
served us so fully and perfectly and selflessly.  Amen?   
 
As Paul wrote to the Galatians, “You, my brothers and sisters, were 
called to be free. But do not use your freedom to indulge the flesh; rather, 
serve one another humbly in love.”  (Gal. 5:13, NIV) 
 
So, how has the Lord shaped this house for service?  How has this 
particular congregation been uniquely formed and molded as a spiritual 
community to freely serve and minister to one another and to the world 
around us together?   
 
Well conveniently, in this section of the 40 Days of Community Devotional, 
Rick Warren gave us five ways to identify how God has shaped us – and is 
continuing to shape us – for ministry and service.  And, I guessing it wasn’t 
accidental that the five parts of our shape spell out the word SHAPE.  If it’s 
valuable to you, you can find space on your bulletin or on some paper at 
home to write these down and reflect on them.   
 
First, the S in SHAPE stands for Spiritual Gifts.  The Holy Spirit who 
dwells in each person of faith equips and empowers you with unique gifts to 
use for ministry.  1st Peter 4 says this to us, “Like good stewards of the 
manifold grace of God, serve one another with whatever gift each of you has 
received...  Whoever serves must do so with the strength that God supplies, 
so that God may be glorified in all things through Jesus Christ.” 
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While God gives every person – both believers and non-believers – 
common grace and talents, spiritual gifts are part of the unique shape given 
only to people of faith because of the presence of the Holy Spirit within us.   
 
Among the spiritual gifts listed in the Bible are qualities like 
discernment and mercy, prophecy, teaching and hospitality, 
administration, encouragement and leadership.  There are lots of spiritual 
gifts tests you can find and take online, if you want to learn more about 
your own unique gifting.  But, the major point here is that God provides 
these gifts so that you can serve others and so that God will be glorified 
through the fruit of your service.   
 
At Session this past Thursday night, several of us were talking about the 
joyful experience of serving the residents of Family Promise of Clark 
County.  And at least once, someone mentioned the example of Peggy 
McNees and Gwen Wagner hosting an ice cream party during one of their 
evening shifts together.  Now, I know that party was a huge hit with the 
residents, kids and grown-ups both.  But, I have a feeling Peggy and Gwen 
got at least as much joy out of the experience, because it matched the shape 
of their gifts.  To know Peggy and Gwen is to know two wonderfully 
hospitable women of God who get tons of joy giving God lots of glory by 
serving others with their unique gifts of hospitality.  And, that’s by design.  
When the shape of our gifts is engaged, our spirits are in agreement with 
God’s Spirit within us.  So, we find deep spiritual fulfillment by fulfilling the 
purpose of God’s design in our lives.   
 
That leads us to the next letter in SHAPE.  The H of SHAPE stands for 
Heart.   
 
As Rick Warren reminds us in the devotional, the condition of our hearts 
determines why we say the things we do, feel the way we feel, and acts the 
way we act.  And, God’s purpose in shaping us for His glory is to free our 
hearts to be joyful in serving Him and serving others.   
 
Chris Eddy read from the Hebrew Wisdom Book of Ecclesiastes earlier.  
And, in part of that text, the teacher wrote this, “12 I know that there is 
nothing better for them than to be happy and enjoy themselves as long as 
they live; 13 moreover, it is God’s gift that all should eat and drink and take 
pleasure in all their toil.”  
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When our hearts have been cleansed by God and transformed by God’s 
loving service, our hearts are set free to enjoy the works of service given to 
us.  Every day we have and everything we get to do is seen as a gift and 
blessing and an opportunity to live in response to God’s love for us.   
 
But, if there are parts of our heart that we haven’t brought to God yet – 
maybe a sin or habit that we’re not quite ready to hand over for God’s 
cleaning yet – those parts may hold us back from being able to feel total 
freedom and joy in serving others.   
   
About a week before I heard about the skinny house in London, I’d read 
another story about a unique cottage home in Vermont that was for 
sale for about $150K.  At ground level, it looks like a really nicely redone 
1880s home on about an acre of land.  But, below the surface, there’s a 
really unexpected part of the house.  It’s a dilapidated jail, complete 
with seven cells and a jailer’s office!  At what point during the party with 
your new friends do you invite them to take the full tour of your house.  
Well, I guess it depends on what kind of friends you have or what kind of 
friendship you’re hoping for.  But surely, there’s no getting around some 
additional explanation when you invite people into a uniquely shaped 
house like this.  Amen?  
 
Hebrews 10:11 says, “... let us draw near to God with a sincere heart...”  And, 
I want to ask you this morning if you have done that yet with God.  Have 
you brought your full self – your full and sincere heart – before the Lord, 
for your whole heart to be cleansed and set free?  Or, are there parts of you 
that are still hidden, still locked up in a basement in your heart, that if 
discovered would require some awkward explanation?  Remember what 
Jesus said to Peter.  God wants all of us so that He can wash all of us.  
Otherwise, it’s as if He has none of us and we have no part with Him.  So, 
draw near to God with a sincere heart, and I promise that God will surprise 
you with mercy and grace, love and freedom, as He serves you to serve Him.  
 
The A in SHAPE is Abilities.  God gives each person natural talents so 
that we can accomplish His purposes in our lives and communities.   
 
A great biblical example of this is found in Exodus 31.  There, God gave 
Moses assignments to have the Israelites build the first tabernacle, which 
was an early temple for worship.  And, as the assignments were given, God 
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told Moses about two specific craftsmen who had been filled with God’s 
Spirit so that they would have the abilities necessary to do the work right.  
 
The text says this: The Lord spoke to Moses: 2 See, I have called by name 
Bezalel son of Uri son of Hur, of the tribe of Judah: 3 and I have filled him 
with divine spirit, with ability, intelligence, and knowledge in every kind of 
craft, 4 to devise artistic designs, to work in gold, silver, and bronze, 5 in 
cutting stones for setting, and in carving wood, in every kind of 
craft. 6 Moreover, I have appointed with him Oholiab son of Ahisamach, of 
the tribe of Dan; and I have given skill to all the skillful, so that they may 
make all that I have commanded you. 
 
What unique abilities has God given you that you can use?  In the 40 Days 
of Community Devotional, Rick Warren asks these three questions to 
help us identify the unique abilities in our SHAPE.   
 
1) What am I good at that I can offer as a ministry to other people?  
2) What do I know that I can teach to others? 
3) What can I make and give to someone as a blessing? 
 
This morning, I’m feeling particularly grateful again for the abilities of our 
AV Team.  As Keith and Gwen are traveling this weekend, having taken all 
of their remarkable abilities along with them, Tom and Timothy agreed to 
step in to help out.  And so, over the last week, time and abilities have been 
shared by Keith and Gwen and Jeff so that Tom and Timothy could be 
trained and we could offer this morning’s service as a blessing to God and 
to each of you.  Many of you use your abilities faithfully each week to serve 
and to bless, and I continue to feel grateful to be able to serve among you. 
 
The P in SHAPE is for Personality.  Google defines ‘personality’ as ‘the 
combination of characteristics or qualities that form an individual’s 
distinctive character.’  And, this part of the SHAPE model celebrates the 
fact that two people with the same gifts and abilities may minister and 
service differently depending on your personality.   
 
In a 2018 article from Southern Seminary, Pastor David Gundersen wrote, 
“Scripture itself illustrates this multi-layered concept. Look no further than 
the differences between Jacob and Esau, the savvy mama’s boy and his 
rugged hunter of a twin. Or compare Peter and John, the foot-in-mouth-
disciple turned gospel-proclaiming apostle alongside the apostle of love 
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whom Jesus himself loved. The Scriptures themselves (not to mention 
church history) illustrate personality differences—sometimes vast—among 
key figures in God’s redemptive plan. 
 
Our personalities, wrote Pastor Gundersen, should not be lionized or 
demonized. There is a more excellent way: We become more faithful sheep 
in God’s pasture when we allow the good shepherd to pastor our 
personalities and shape our dispositions.  Thus your personality should be a 
flavor of your ministry, but never the meal.  
 
So, if you laugh easily, seeing the more humorous side of life, then honor 
God’s SHAPE in you by laughing regularly in your ministry. If you’re 
analytical about life, lingering over the stats and details and nuances, don’t 
shut off your analytical mindset which God will use to reveal life’s textures 
and solve life’s problems. If you’re a teacher at heart, running everything 
through pedagogical grids and lurching at teachable moments, know that 
God will use your instructional bent as a blessing to many. 
 
God does not expect us to squash our personalities in ministry or to 
minimize their uniqueness.  Instead, celebrating and engaging our unique 
personalities in service to God and others honors God’s creativity and plan 
in designing you just the way He has.   
 
Finally, the E in SHAPE stands for Experiences. 
 
As Ecclesiastes 3 reminded us, “11 [God] has made everything suitable for 
its time.”  So, the experiences you have had up to this point in your life are 
meant by God to be put to good use in your ministry and service to others.  
Even the painful and difficult experiences we’ve had – the life lessons that 
have come from our sin or the sin of others – those experiences are part of 
our unique testimony.  And, by God’s grace, those experiences have been 
redeemed by the cross of Christ and are useful for glorifying Him and 
ministering to others in their own seasons of struggle. 
 
In our denomination’s constitution, the Foundations of Presbyterian Polity 
tell us that “Christ calls the church into being, giving it all that is necessary 
for its mission in the world, for its sanctification, and for its service to God.”   
 
For Addis Ababa in our video, his experiences in business and the 
compassion he felt when he saw orphaned children created a ministry of 
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love that has served many.  And, seeing how God has worked in and 
through Addis’ service has reinforced his belief that God still works 
miracles through ordinary people with very unique shapes.   
 
How about for you?  What unique experiences has God given you that 
point to service and ministry?   
 
I believe that God has shaped us for today and the days ahead, giving us 
everything we need for the mission and service He is calling us to today.  
Together, we are being built into a spiritual house shaped for service by the 
unique spiritual gifts, heart, abilities, personalities and experiences God has 
given us.  May the Spirit who has brought us together for such a time as this 
continue to lead us in the direction of His will for His glory and the blessing 
of His people.  Let’s pray.   


