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New Jerusalem Lutheran Church Cindy Baskin
Easter 4 April 22, 2018
Texts: Acts 4:5-12; Psalm 23; 1 John 3:16-24; John 10:11-18
Scripture: Little children, let us love, not in word or speech, but in action (1 John 3:18)
Theme: Using our spiritual gifts; loving in action

* * * * * * *

The Children’s message this morning during which we sang The Hokey Pokey reiterates
something we explored last week about discovering our God-given purpose in life. God has
given a variety of gifts to the different members of the church; and it takes everyone exercising
their particular gifts to do the work of ministry. As we sang in the Hokey Pokey, "That's what it's
all about!"

In the second reading today from John’s first letter, we hear  a theme that is often repeated in
John’s gospel:  Let us “love one another, just as he has commanded us” (I John 3:23b). And 

again: “Little children, let us love, not in word or speech, but in action” (1 John 3:18). In other
words, love is known in action. We know that God loves us because of God’s action in sending
Jesus into the world. We know of Jesus’ love for us because of his action in laying down his life
for us. But the same criteria now applies to us: our love is known to others through the concrete
actions we do that mirror Christ’s own actions on our behalf. It is action that is the test of love.
We all probably know this, at least intuitively, but how can we actually live into loving others
through our actions?

There are a lot of ways to respond to that question, but let me suggest that one way is to identify
those very unique and special gifts with which we’ve each been blessed and then to exercise
those gifts on behalf of others. Last week, the youth presented a pantomime in which it took
several persons – all exercising their gifts, their insight, and their willingness – to fulfil a mission
to build a box. I suggested in that sermon that when we use whatever gifts God has given to us,
we discover our purpose in life. But I also mentioned that there might be many reasons why you
or I may not actually put our particular spiritual gifts into action. I also mentioned that going into
all those reasons was beyond the purview of that particular sermon, but that it would probably be
addressed later. Well, today is the “later”!

Here are five possible reasons why we might have difficulty putting our particular spiritual gifts
into action in love toward others.

1  REASON: Some People Misunderstand the Diversity of God’s Gifts.st

The bible indicates that there are many, many spiritual gifts. St. Paul outlines one list of gifts in I
Corinthians 12, which we read last Sunday. But there is a different list of spiritual gifts in
Romans, chapter 12 and still another list in Ephesians, chapter 4. Although opinions differ on the
actual number of spiritual gifts, there are over twenty listed in these three scripture passages, and
we can also see others at work in various bible stories by reading in between the lines. For
example, consider Moses, who at the burning bush is commanded by God to go to Pharaoh and
tell him to “Let my people go.” But Moses tells God that he is not “eloquent,” but “slow of
speech and slow of tongue” (Exodus. 4:10). So God teams Moses up with his brother Aaron,
who can “speak fluently.” Moses may have had great leadership gifts but he wasn’t great at
public speaking. He needed Aaron to help him on that count.
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Many years ago I was part of a choir that had received an invitation to sing at Relay for Life, a
national and annual fund-raising event for cancer research that is usually held in large, outdoor
spaces. The choir used guitars and other electronic instruments, all of which could be amplified
with a portable sound system, so there would be no problem singing in the outdoor space . . . 
except we used a real piano at church services as we did not have an electronic keyboard. We all
knew that this one missing instrument would greatly diminish the choir’s ability to perform well.
The choir director shared her great frustration about this with the choir. Unexpectedly, one
member immediately stepped up and said, “Oh, I’ll make some calls; I don’t at all mind calling
and asking someone to donate one.” I was surprised as I intensely dislike making those kinds of
calls – I had never considered that making cold calls to ask someone to donate something might
be a spiritual gift. But it is. The end result of that specific gift put into action was that the choir
had the loan of an electronic keyboard for that “Relay for Life” event.

I have become more aware of the diversity of gifts given to us human beings through several
church leadership planning workshops I’ve attended. I still remember one time in which the
workshop leader asked each person to write down the 2-3 things they liked to do best in the
church and the 2-3 things they least liked to do and hoped no one would ever ask them to do. The
leader then went around the table, asking each participant to share one thing he/she had written
down. One woman shared that she hoped no one would ever ask her to teach Sunday School, but
she loved serving on the church’s finance committee. The fellow sitting right next to her began to
laugh . . . then he shared that he had written down the exact opposite: he loved to interact with
children but hated doing anything with finances.

The Holy Spirit has bestowed upon the church a variety of gifts from interpersonal gifts of
nurturing & caring, to organizational & administrative gifts, to preaching & teaching gifts, to
artistic gifts, etc. We need to recognize this diversity of gifts, both in ourselves and in others.
None of us has been given all of the gifts of the Holy Spirit; yet each of us has at least one gift to
put into action in love for others.

2  REASON: We Underestimate the Importance of Our Particular Gift(s).nd

One woman tells of attending a Bible Study when she was a relatively new Christian.  The bible1

study was exploring I Corinthians 12 in which St. Paul’s compares various spiritual gifts to body
parts (as demonstrated in the Children’s Message today). Each person was asked to respond to
the passage by identifying him/herself with a body part as a member of the Body of Christ. This
woman, keenly aware of her limited experience in anything related to church, assumed she had
little in the way of spiritual gifts, so she rather hesitantly said, “the left big toe?”  (with a question
mark). After all, this is about as far away as one can get from the really vital parts of the body
like the heart, head or hand . . . or so she thought. She expected the group to laugh, but instead,
the leader observed just how important the left big toe, or any toe, is to dancers and athletes. The
toes provide a sense of balance in running, jumping, twirling, or just standing firmly on the
ground. Then the leader reminded the group that when we stub our toes, it’s hard to concentrate
on anything else until the pain subsides. If a toe is broken, the entire body gets out of alignment
as we try to compensate for the unevenness in our gait.

Likewise, in the Body of Christ the entire body is in pain when the “left big toe” is injured. Until
that small, seemingly insignificant member is able to contribute its own true gifts, the Body of
Christ is somehow incomplete. So we need to be careful about underestimating the importance of
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our particular gift(s).  It always grieves my heart when I hear someone in the church preface a
statement about something they can do with the words. “Well, it’s not much, but  . . .” That “not
much” may be the very thing that helps keep everything else working properly.

3  REASON:  We Not Be Sure What Our Gifts Are.rd

For each of us there is a type of ministry for which we are naturally suited and gifted, a calling.
As I said last Sunday, identifying our gifts requires listening to the voice of our own best self and
then responding to that voice. Maybe it’s something we’ve just always wanted to do; or
something we “love” to do. We can trust that the Holy Spirit will speak to our inner self, drawing
us and giving us a desire.

But if, after some reflection, you’re just not sure what your spiritual gifts might be, then here are
three suggestions to consider:
1. Talk to  a close and trustworthy friend. Ask them what they see as your particular gifts

and talents. You might be surprised what they tell you about yourself.
2. Keep a journal, jotting down those things that have sparked your passion on any given

day as well as those things that have drained you of energy. If you write these things
down and then go back and review your writing, you will likely begin to see patterns of
those things that indeed energize you and those things that do not. When we operate out
of our natural giftedness, we’re likely to get energized and experience joy and fulfillment;
but when we act in contradiction to our gifts, we will often feel depleted. These patterns
are often indicators of whatever gifts God has given to us, if we will but pay attention to
them. A book that can help with this kind of discernment is Sleeping with Bread:
Holding What Gives you Life.2

3. Google “Spiritual Gifts Inventory” – there are several self-scoring tools available on the
internet that can get you started and help you to discern your spiritual gifts. They’re free
resources and can provide very useful information to help in this discernment process.

4  REASON: Fear May Keep Us from Exercising our Spiritual Gift(s): th

Fear of failure; Fear of being overwhelmed; Fear of not being good enough.

At our April 3 Council Meeting, Paul Hamke led our opening devotional by reading a meditation
from“Christ in Our Home”  The meditation began with a quote from Teddy Roosevelt who said,3

“Comparison is the thief of joy.” The author then goes on to say that all of us fall prey to this
thief: 

“We see someone else’s life and suddenly our own seems less full, less successful, less
important. We see another business, church, or career that seems to be thriving and
wonder, what’s wrong with me? What are they doing right? Why am I not as attractive,
tough, or successful.”

This “thief of comparison” fuels fear within us, leading us to believe that we are not good
enough. This, of course, denies the truth that our life is a gift from God. To quote this author
again: “We are a gift and are blessed for all that we are, and even perhaps for what we are not.”



4

The antidote to fear is to step out in faith, put our gifts into action, and then trust God for the
outcome.

5  REASON: We Don’t Recognize the Breadth of God’s Gifts:th

Some Christians subconsciously believe that spiritual gifts can only be exercised within the
confines of the church congregation. One time an active parishioner came into my church office
apologizing and feeling guilty about not doing more in the church. But then she went on to tell
me about the work she was doing as a college alumna with the undergraduate women in her
college sorority. One of the undergraduates had attempted suicide and she had missed several
weekends at church because she was at the college reaching out to those affected by this crisis.
This woman did not realize that she was exercising her spiritual gifts in the work she did with
those college students.

Just a week ago one of our NJLC members casually commented that she needed to get going
because a neighbor who couldn’t get out needed some help with grocery shopping.

Jesus calls you and me to exercise whatever gifts God has given to us out there in the world when
and where the need arises as well as in and through our local church community. This too is love
in action.

Each of is a gift of God and we all have been given spiritual gifts to use in ministry. Today we
will receive 13 new persons into full membership here at New Jerusalem. The liturgy we will use
comes from the Lutheran Book of Worship (the green book in the pews). Portions of the same
liturgy are part of the service for confirmation. Beside providing for an affirmation of faith, this
liturgy calls each of us to ministry: “to proclaim the good news of God in Christ through word
and deed,” and “to serve all people . . .” As we welcome these new members and participate in
this liturgy with them, we should all be asking, “What is my ministry? How will I exercise my
spiritual gifts? How will I love in action? 

Some people may be especially gifted in one or two ways; others may be moderately gifted in
many ways. Regardless of the degree to which we are gifted, all of us are blessed and called to
serve God and others, using the gifts with which we have been blessed – to “love, not in word or
speech, but in action” (1 John 3:18). And the Good News and promise is, as our Psalm and our
Gospel reading today have proclaimed, that we have a shepherd who will lead us forth. 

Hymn of the Day – Savior, Like a Shepherd Lead Us


