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If you enjoy gift-giving you may need to thank Charles.

Before he put his pen to paper, the observance of Christmas had come to a halt. Puritans saw it as a pagan holiday and worked to have it banned. Anabaptists ignored it branding it “Papist.” But that was all before Charles conjured up a story in his head while walking the streets of London at night.

When he had it worked out in his mind he quickly wrote it on paper. In six weeks he had his story set. His intention was not to ignite Christmas. His goal was to shine a light on the horrible working conditions of the poor after touring tin mines and seeing children working in dangerous conditions and being denied an education. He wanted to urge employers and workers to unite in bringing about reform.

But when his public pleas fell on deaf ears he realized a more effective way to reach the broadest audience would be to tell a story. A story could be felt and remembered. And so Charles—Charles Dickens—wrote A Christmas Carol. It was published just before Christmas in 1843 and it was immediately popular with the public and critics.

And aren’t you glad? Some scholars claim that his novel single-handedly invented the modern form of the holiday. The fun of gift-giving and charitable giving is now part of the fabric of the season. Many of our ideas of Christmas today including the Christmas tree, caroling and gift exchanges come from the Dickens period in Victorian history.[footnoteRef:1]  [1:  http://www.beliefnet.com/Entertainment/Book-Corner/Books/Christmas-Carol.aspx
] 


But gift giving has been around longer than has A Christmas Carol. Perhaps the most famous gift is found in the most famous verse of the Bible. “For God so loved the world that he gave his only Son…” 

And because the Son that was given was in nature the same as God, he gave too. “…grace was given to each one of us according to the measure of Christ's gift. Therefore it says, ‘When he ascended on high he led a host of captives, and he gave gifts to men.’” (Ephesians 4:7-8).
 
The Spirit too has the gift-giving bug. In writing to the Corinthian church Paul says “to each is given the manifestation of the Spirit for the common good. To one is given through the Spirit …” (1 Cor. 12:7-8). 

God gave Jesus. Jesus gave gifts. The Spirit gives gifts. No need to argue over who gives. Paul’s point is this: each one in the body of Christ has been given a gift. That gift comes from God: Father, Son, and Spirit are giving in nature.

And we are the beneficiaries of this gift-giving. One of the great joys of the Christmas season is the tradition of both receiving gifts and giving gifts. It’s a tradition in the church too. Gifts are given. You have received at least one gift. Just like a child on Christmas morning who finds a gift with their name on it underneath the tree, don’t you want to find out what yours is?
Some kids did this past week. Andre Johnson, wide receiver for the Houston Texans, took eleven at-risk kids on a shopping spree to a Toys R Us.[footnoteRef:2] Johnson wears #80 on his jersey so he gives the kids 80 seconds to fill up their baskets. (Bet they were glad it wasn’t Tom Savage who wears #3!) [2:  http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2014/12/03/andre-johnson-shopping-spree_n_6259722.html] 


He’s done this for eight years and says it was his uncle’s idea.  “He was like, ‘Give ‘em 80 seconds to run through the store and let ‘em just get what they want.’ And I was like, ‘That’s not enough time.’ And he was like, ‘They can grab a lot.’"

His uncle was right. The total tab for the toys came out to be $16,266.26. When the cashier ran the first registers bill—which was over $5,000—Johnson’s credit card company flagged it. He had to call and tell them it was really him spending that much money.

We love receiving gifts. And it’s only natural to open them. So go ahead and open the small gift box that you found at your seat today. (Handed out small 3x3x3 boxes. Inside were two sheets of paper: one had an outline of G-I-F-T. The other had ministry needs in the church.)

Here’s how you can open yours. First, get to know the G-ift lists in the Bible. They’re easy to find. You need to remember four books of the New Testament and two chapters. The books are Romans, 1 Corinthians, Ephesians, and 1 Peter. The two chapters are 12 and 4. 

You’ll find gift lists then in Romans 12, 1 Corinthians 12, Ephesians 4 and 1 Peter 4. They aren’t all the same because churches are not the same. God will gift a church to do what he wants that church to do. 

Here are a few that you’ll find: speaking, serving, apostles, prophets, evangelists, pastors/teachers, wisdom, faith, teaching, leading, and giving. Look over these lists prayerfully and ask God to show you which he has given you.

Another way to discover your spiritual gift is to ask someone who knows you well to tell you what they see in you. If they know you well enough they will probably know your gift.

And, there are online assessments you can take. One can be found here: http://gifts.churchgrowth.org/cgi-cg/gifts.cgi?intro=1

After you have a sense of what your G-ift is, then look at the I-ndividuals in your life you look up to, admire, or wish you could be like in ministry. You can often tell something about yourself by telling about those you want to emulate.

For instance, when I was a teen I thought we had a great youth minister at our church. I wanted to do that kind of work like he did. In college, I wanted to preach like the minister at the church I attended. He spoke naturally and expositorily. During that time I met someone who became a prolific author and I wanted to write in a way to impact people who might never be in the same room with me.

Looking back it’s no surprise that I worked in youth ministry and love to preach and write. Think about who has impacted you and finish this statement: “The person(s) I would like to be like in ministry is/are: _____________________________________________________” Determine what that person’s giftedness is and you might find yours.

Next, focus on your F-avorite scenario to work in. I believe this is key in finding a place of ministry. Your favorite scenario will be the place you have a great passion, the place you enjoy what you’re doing all the way through from beginning to end.

For some that might be children, so they would serve in children’s ministry. For others it may be the poor, so they would serve in a food bank or homeless shelter. Some like “inside the church” ministries and others get excited about being “outside the church” in the community. (Some have called this “in-house” and “out-house” ministries but I think that labeling stinks.)

The last two parts of your gift puzzle are T-alents and S-kills. You have some natural talents that God gave you. Maybe you’re good at fixing things and you don’t need manuals to tell you how. It’s natural. Or you are a good cook, a great organizer, or a problem solver. Your natural talents are the things that come easy to you that others might think are difficult. These can be used by God.

Your S-kills can be utilized by God too. These are the things you have learned to do through the years, maybe even in your job. Are you good with computers? Churches need help getting wired. Do you manage teams well? Then help a church build teams and train people to manage. Did you learn to sew like a seamstress? Then sew blankets for newborn babies and help a pregnancy center. Have you a knack for listening and giving helpful advice? Then make yourself available to give wise counsel to those requesting it.

You are the package that holds what God has given you. He’s the giver of…
G-ifts
I-ndividuals
F-avorite scenarios
T-alents
S-kills

Open it up. Celebrate in the “you-nique-ness” that is you. But don’t stop there. Remember, this is a season for receiving and giving. Even children understand that. 

Andre Johnson noted that the kids not only found toys for themselves. They also put gifts in their shopping carts for their siblings. They get to receive from someone who is the Giver. But the lesson is not lost. They also give.

So do we. Did you notice that not only did Paul say “each one” has received a gift, he also said the gift each one receives is to be given or used?
· “Having gifts that differ according to the grace given to us; let us use them…” (Romans 12:6).
· “…for the common good” (1 Cor. 12:7)
· “…to equip the saints for the work of ministry, for building up the body of Christ…” (Eph. 4:12).
· “As each has received a gift, use it to serve one another, as good stewards of God’s varied grace…” (1 Peter 4:10).

Your gifts that God has packaged inside you are not to be held onto tightly. They are to be developed and then used within the body of Christ. You have gifts that will help others grow into his likeness. And they have gifts you need too.

No one has all the gifts that Jesus has given to the church.  You may think you can do without the rest of the church.  You may think you have enough gifts on your own. I remember leading a workshop on how to discover your ministry profile at another church.  The participants had worked through the assessments.  I had them share what they had discovered about themselves.

One man—with all seriousness—said, “I tested out with all the gifts.” Before I thought (and, by the way, it’s dangerous to speak before you think) I said, “Well, it’s good to meet you Jesus.”  Luckily, he had a good sense of humor.   And it gave us the teachable moment to discuss how we need each other.

That’s why Paul says in the Romans 12 passage: 
For by the grace given to me I say to everyone among you not to think of himself more highly than he ought to think, but to think with sober judgment, each according to the measure of faith that God has assigned. For as in one body we have many members, and the members do not all have the same function, so we, though many, are one body in Christ, and individually members one of another. Having gifts that differ according to the grace given to us, let us use them . . . (Romans 12:3-6 ESV)

“Sober judgment” means you understand your place in the body and you understand that others have their place. When functioning together, great things can happen. We can fulfill a purpose bigger than ourselves.

Charles Dickens helped the people of his day begin to think and behave more generously. He wrote a story that lives on today.

You and I can help the people of our day by using our gifts in a way that blesses others. We can write a story with our lives that will be felt and remembered and live on past today.

That’s a Christmas carol worth singing about.



