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LESSONS FROM FIRST PETER FOR THE CHURCH: SERVING WITH OUT GIFTS
1 Peter 4:7-11; Psalm 24

A sermon preached at First Presbyterian Church by Carter Lester on

October 30, 2011


Lift one of your hands and make a fist.

Release it….Clinch it…Release it…Clinch it…Release it…Clinch it


Keep doing that while I speak.  The human heart is about the size of our fists.  The heart beats about sixty or seventy times a minute.  (Don’t stop now – your heart can’t!).  Sixty or seventy times a minute – that means it beats roughly 4000 beats per hour.  Last night while you were sleeping it beat twenty-eight to thirty-two thousand times.  Clinch…Release…Do you think you can keep that up that long?


96,000 times a day, your heart beats without any conscious effort from you.  If you engage in some strenuous activity – your heart may beat a million times in a week.  It keeps beating without a pause – the same action that tires your hand and forearm in a minute or two.


You can stop.  Is there anyone who has gotten a bill for all of this?  Do you know of any utility that provides free service – PECO, Met Ed, Comcast?  “Surely someone will be sending us a notice:

‘Dear Customer,


Our records show that you are in arrears for the beat of your heart from the day it first started.  Pay up now or we are shutting off service.’”


There is great wisdom in that old African American prayer, “I thank you God that my bed sheet this morning was not my winding sheet,” that is, the sheet that will be wound around us when we die.  Our very existence is a gift.  Every breath, every pulse beat of our hearts is a gift from God that we have done nothing to earn.

And it does not end with us, with our bodies.  “The earth is the Lord’s and all that is in it,” the Psalmist declares.  The air we breathe, the water we drink, the plants we grow, the animals we tend, the planet we live on, the universe which extends too far for even the greatest telescope to see – all of this is from God.  We did not bring any of these things into being.  They are all gifts – given by a loving and generous God.


And that does not even include the greatest gift of all that we receive from God: the gift of his son Jesus Christ, who is our Lord and Savior!


Sometimes it is hard to recognize that it all belongs to God.  You and I work hard for our incomes.  We have sweated over our jobs, worked hard to save to provide for our families, made sacrifices now so that we can later enjoy the fruits of our labor.  And each thing that we wear, each thing that we have in our house or drive – we have written the check for or paid out our hard earned cash.  “We have toiled for what we have.  But the truth is that we came into the world with nothing, and we will leave with nothing….For a few fleeting moments, we have possession of a few things, but they belonged to somebody else before us, and they will belong to others after us.”


This is the truth that 1 Peter is sharing with the Christians he is writing when the letter says: “Like good stewards of the manifold grace of God, serve one another with whatever gift each of you has received.”  “Like good stewards” – the image that 1 Peter is using is the figure that everyone receiving this letter would be familiar with.  “Stewards” were those who headed the household or a prosperous Roman citizen or managed his estates, collecting rents from the tenants and seeing that all is well managed.  Stewards were nearly always slaves – there were something like 60 million slaves in the Roman empire at this time.  

These slave-stewards would have a prominent position with great responsibility and many things to manage on behalf of their owners.  But one thing they all knew above all else – they were not the owners of anything they managed.  It all belonged to the one they served.

Each one of us is like such a steward, 1 Peter reminds us.  Except the owner we serve is not a wealthy human.  We serve God, the one who alone is the creator of all, and who with such extravagant generosity has given us so many gifts – the gift of life, the gift of his Son, the gifts of families and friends, and the lesser gifts of the things we possess, such as our money and our worldly goods.  

This is the first point that 1 Peter has to make to us today:  all that we have is a gift.  The second is quite similar and yet is distinctly important:  not only is all that we have a gift, but also we all have been given gifts that are meant to be shared with others: “Like good stewards of the manifold grace of God, serve one another with whatever gift each of you has received.”
Peter does not say that some of you have been appointed stewards, as would have been the practice then – and is the practice now.  Not everyone then could be the head of the household or the manager of the estates.  Not everyone now can be in a great position of responsibility or be celebrated for great talents such as a dancer, musician, or pro football player.  That is just the way it is – there are the special ones – and there is the rest of us.

That may be the way it is in human societies, then and now, but that is not the way it is in God’s society – the kingdom of God.  All of us have been given gifts – not only the gift of life and breath, the gift of family and friends, and the gift of Jesus Christ.  But we all have been given those distinctive gifts that we alone have and are meant to be shared with others.

We can offer the gift of our presence.  We show up for worship because we need to have our spirits inspired and uplifted, so we can be recharged for the week ahead.  And sometimes the most important thing about our showing up is what it does for someone else.  Someone else could really use the friendly smile and words of greeting this morning.  Someone else is struggling to sing and pray, but our songs and prayers can uphold them when their spirits are dry and the words of faith are hard to come by.
Just as our attendance at our children’s recitals, concerts, and games shows that they matter and we care about them, so it is that when we show up for when the church gathers, we are showing the others here that they matter to us, and that we care about them.  I think about last week – the ??? grader sound asleep at Apple Fest downstairs after a sleepover the night before.  Or the older member, making her way painstakingly down the aisle with her walker.  Either one could easily have been home in bed – but they made the effort to be here – and it mattered for the rest of us who witnessed that unspoken statement of priorities.

We can offer the gift of our time and talents.  All of us, no matter how busy we might think we are, have some time to share.  All of us, no matter, how untalented we think we are, have some talent to share.  It may be a weekly commitment of singing in a choir or teaching a Sunday School class; it may be a monthly commitment of working at Community Meals or the Cluster or serving on a community board; it may be a periodic commitment of coming out at the workday or volunteering when the bloodmobile comes.
What we have to offer may as complex a thing as an instrumental talent, or legal expertise, or construction technical knowhow.  Or it may be as simple as offering our prayers for others, or listening to a lonely shut-in, or welcoming a first-time visitor to worship. 

And we can offer the gift of our money.  Again it doesn’t matter how much we have or how little.  We do not all give the same; we all give a portion or percentage of what we have, according to the Scriptures.  How much do we give – what portion?  Pray about it, seek God’s will about what you should give at this point in time?  Perhaps you can step out in faith to share a Biblical “tithe,” or ten percent of what you have – or perhaps it is a daring leap on your part to give a lesser portion at this time – two or three percent – with the hope that you can grow into offering more.  Whatever we decide with God’s help, all gifts of money shared count, all matter.
All that we have is a gift – and all of us have gifts to be shared.  When these lessons from First Peter sink in, it can make all of the difference.  Usually, we think of sharing of our time or money or possessions, we think of it as giving a portion of what belongs to us.  But that is not the way 1 Peter and the rest of the Bible thinks about it.  Instead, being a steward means freely using, enjoying, and giving that which already belongs to God.  We have great responsibilities, to be sure, but we are not the owners.  We are merely sharing what has already been given to us.
And when we share, it is not to our credit.  As 1 Peter 4:11 puts it, “whoever serves must do so with the strength that God supplies, so that God may be glorified in all things through Jesus Christ.”  In other words, when we give our money, we don’t give it as the great philanthropist who should be saluted for his or her generosity.  And when we give of our time, it is not as if we are conferring a personal favor for which we should receive great credit.  No, as William Barclay reminds us, all remember that what we give we first received from God.  “Such an attitude preserves the giver from all pride and the gift from all humiliation.”

Lift up your hands and make a fist again.  Clinch…and release.  Clinch…and release…  Your heart has been beating like this about 3000 times since I start beating – perhaps a few times more since I talked about money and our hearts always start beating more if money is the subject.

3000 times – and by all appearances, no one’s heart has stopped yet.  But think about this: as good as our heart may be in pumping, it will not do much good if the arteries or veins are clogged.  The physical heart pumps blood out – to pump blood in.  That’s how the circulatory system works.  “It is a biological fact: circulation is essential to life.  It is a spiritual fact: circulation is essential to life.”
  We are stewards, managing our Lord’s estate.  All is a gift – and those gifts are to be shared.

If all we do is receive – then we have not acknowledged the Giver and we have not honored God.  If all we do is receive and hold on, then our lives are less healthy, and the church – and the world – are missing out on the gifts we were given, not to hold, but to share.

Circulation is essential to life.  Karl Menninger, the great psychiatrist of a generation ago and the founder of the renowned Menninger Clinic – and a long-time Presbyterian once quipped, “Money-giving is a very good criterion, in a way, of a person’s mental health.  Generous people are rarely mentally ill!”

William Diehl, a long-time Bethlehem Steel executive, and an active Lutheran layman, once said, “I have never met or known of a greedy person who was truly happy.  Greed, by its very nature, is always seeking more.  There is never enough.”

Clinch…release…clinch…release.   Without our heart beating, we would die.  And if our bodies do not circulate what the heart pumps, we will die.
But we can let go now.  Because it is not up to us.  God has given us what we need.  And it is all a gift – we have done nothing to earn it.

Sometimes we “get it.”  When we survive an accident, or someone we love survives a grave illness – and we think “what if…”  When we fail miserably and the grace of the Cross and the Resurrection hits us between the eyes…  When we hold a newborn in our arms…when we are overwhelmed with beauty.

Sometimes we get it – and our hearts are so filled with gratitude, that we cannot help but circulate the gifts that we have received.  We become so aware of the gifts we have been given that we wish “we could give more and more and more to thank the infinite and eternal grace” that is the source of all our gifts. (Thomas Troeger).

Sometimes we get it.  May those times be less rare in our lives. 

Thanks be to God!
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