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“The One Thing That Only You Can Do”
Psalm 19; Ephesians 3:1-13 August 23, 2015

The late summer edition of our church newsletter notes 
the difference between volunteers and disciples: volunteers 
give of their time to a cause; disciples give themselves to 
God.  Outwardly, they may appear to be doing the same 
thing, but disciples keep their eyes on Jesus and the work 
that the Holy Spirit accomplishes through what they do. 
Disciples are God’s servants in the world. Quoting Harry 
Emerson Fosdick, the article goes on to say that “service is 
the practical overflow of the Christian life… and creative 
cooperation with God.” (Fosdick, The Meaning of Service)

In his letter to the Ephesians, Paul describes himself not 
only as a prisoner for Christ and the least of all the saints, 
but also as a servant of the gospel. He didn’t volunteer for a 
job; he was called by Jesus on the road to Damascus to bring 
the riches of Christ to the Gentile world. It was there, on the 
road, that the mystery hidden for ages was revealed to him.  

He became Christ’s servant. A servant is someone who 
carries out the will of another. In Greek the word is diakonos, 
from which we get the word deacon. In the early church the 
deacons were chosen to carry out the ministry of service 
with the hungry and poor. In older translations of the Bible, 
the word is often translated as minister. Paul is a minister of 
this gospel. As soon as we hear the word minister, we think 
of robes, stoles, long sermons and all that goes along with it. 
We think of what certain people are called, educated and 
ordained to do. When we think that way, we don’t think 
of ministry as something we all do together as the body of 
Christ. We are all Christ’s servants in the world.

One day I was teaching a Bible study on the passage in 
Luke where we are told that Jesus set his face to Jerusalem. 
(Luke 9:51) He knew that God had a plan and purpose 
for his life. He had a destiny to fulfill. He had holy work 
to do. In the conversation, these very gifted and committed 
folks expressed their feeling that as a pastor I had a calling, 
but they just had jobs. The truth of the gospel is that every 
Christian has a calling and the work we do with our minds, 
hands and hearts is a part of God’s work in the world. How 
we spend our time on the job, in our relationships with 
others, in our leisure, and in our commitments to other 
people and organizations are all a part of our calling, our 
ministry, with Christ in the world. We are Christ’s servants.

Secondly, Paul says that he fulfills his calling according 
to the gift of God’s grace that was given to him. God has 
given each one of us gifts for ministry. The psalmist says 
that each one of us is “fearfully and wonderfully made.” 
(Psalm 139:14) One of the most tragic things a person can 
say about him or herself is that they have no talents and no 
special gifts.  

Nathan Foster, who will be our guest speaker at our fall 
Spiritual Growth weekend, is the son of the well known 
author, Richard Foster, who has written extensively on 
spiritual disciplines. In his book, Wisdom Chaser: Finding 
My Father at 14,000 Feet, Nathan Foster writes about his 
journey back to Christ and to a new relationship with his 
father. As a youth, he was alienated from his father and his 
family. He was a failure at school. He fell into drugs and 
alcohol. He was a miserable husband. Nathan writes: 

“For years I had doubted my ability to do much more 
than fake and cheat my way through life. Deep down I 
knew I just couldn’t cut it. Lies about my lack of ability, 
inferior intelligence and poor social graces had been the 
background music of my life.” (p.45)

It was through his Colorado mountain climbing with 
his dad and their conversations together that he discovered 
the abundant life and the special gifts that had always been 
there,  but he had never been able to see. 

The New Testament declares that the Holy Spirit has 
given each one of us gifts for ministry. Yet, some people live 
their whole lives thinking that they have nothing to offer 
others. We do not all have the same gifts, but we all have 
gifts. Some are good with organizing and planning events; 
others have gifts for teaching, inspiring and encouraging; 
some know how to listen to people in trouble and be a caring 
friend. There are athletes, healers, economists, peacemakers, 
farmers and parents. Some have gifts that lead them to be 
firefighters, public servants, librarians and police. Some 
have special gifts of compassion, understanding, patience, 
courage. When I walk through McFarland Hall, I am 
astonished and delighted by the art exhibit from talented 
people in our own congregation!  

Paul writes in Corinthians, “Now there are varieties of 
gifts, but the same Spirit; and there are varieties of services, 
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but the same Lord; and there are varieties of activities, but 
it is the same God who activates all of them in everyone. 
To each is given the manifestation of the Spirit for the 
common good.” (1 Corinthians 12:4-7)  An important task 
in life is learning how to recognize, develop and use your 
gifts. Sometimes it takes other people to see in us what we 
cannot see in ourselves.  

Finally, these gifts of grace have been given to us for the 
common good – to serve others and to build up the body of 
Christ. Paul says that God has given him the grace to bring 
to the gentiles the boundless riches of Christ. This was his 
particular calling. He crisscrossed the Greco-Roman world 
by foot and sea to spread the gospel. He endured hardship, 
hunger and imprisonment for the sake of Jesus. Along the 
way he also experienced encouragement, support, prayer 
and hospitality. The spiritual gifts of others helped him 
be faithful to his calling. God may not be calling us to 
crisscross the world, but God is calling each one of us to use 
our gifts for particular purposes. There are certain things 
that only you can do. God has put each one of us where we 
are to accomplish God’s will. 

I pray that we will be like those servants in the parable 
Jesus tells about the last judgment. They are astonished 
when the Son of Man says to them, “I was hungry and you 
gave me food, I was thirsty and you gave me something to 
drink, I was a stranger and you welcomed me, I was naked 
and you gave me clothing, I was sick and you took care of 
me, I was in prison and you visited me.” (Matthew 25:36) 
They scratched their heads and wondered when on earth 
they had done these things. What they did and what we do 
flow out of who we are. It becomes our nature. We hardly 
think about it for we are servants of Christ.  

I have a friend who is well into her nineties. She has lived 
her life as a servant of Christ in the church and community. 
Now she lives in a Presbyterian retirement home. She is 
still doing the things that she has always done: visiting the 
sick, being a friend to the lonely, driving friends to church, 
and spreading the love of Jesus wherever she goes. She is 
the one who is there at the precise moment she is needed. 
God has blessed her with good health, a deep faith and a 
beautiful spirit. These gifts simply reflect who she is. Even 
in a retirement home, she wouldn’t know any other way to 
live than as a servant of Christ.

One day Nathan Foster was climbing alone on the 
Mount of the Holy Cross in Colorado. He reached the 
summit and marveled at the beauty of God’s creation, but 
he also noticed a dark cloud gathering. He scrambled down 
the mountain hoping to avoid the storm. Suddenly the 
heavy rain began. Thunder roared and lightening flashed 

all around him. He could literally feel the electricity in the 
air. He was afraid he would die. There was nothing he could 
do but stop. When he did, he noticed some fifty feet away 
a man with his ten year old son caught in the same storm. 
The boy was paralyzed with fear, shivering and in shock; in 
spite of his father’s efforts, the boy refused to move. Nathan 
found dry clothes, a bag of peanuts and words of comfort to 
help the boy return to his senses and endure the storm. In the 
past, others had been there for Nathan; now he was able to 
be there for this child. (Wisdom Chaser, p.150)

There is one thing that only you can do. I don’t mean 
that other people can’t teach, write programs, coach a team 
or raise a child. I do mean that other people can’t teach the 
people you are called to teach, write the program that you 
are writing, coach the particular group of youth that you are 
coaching, or raise the child entrusted to your care. You are 
where you are for a purpose. You may succeed where others 
have failed. You may move the ball only a few yards, but 
someone else will carry it down the field. Just because you 
are not the whole story, it doesn’t mean the part you play 
isn’t essential. Sometimes we may lose heart, but God will 
bring to fulfillment all that the gospel promises. 

This summer we held a memorial service for one of our 
members who had dedicated his life to be a servant of Christ.  
He was a busy professional focused on his work when he 
suffered an almost fatal heart attack. By the grace of God he 
survived. He believed that God had spared him for a purpose. 
God had spared him so that he could give his life and use 
his gifts to serve others and make this a better community 
and world. At his memorial service, I shared these words of 
the American theologian Reinhold Niebuhr that seemed so 
fitting for his life and for our lives now as servants of Christ. 

“Nothing worth doing is completed in our lifetime; 
therefore, we are saved by hope. Nothing true or beautiful 
or good makes complete sense in any immediate context 
of history; therefore, we are saved by faith. Nothing 
we do, however virtuous, can be accomplished alone. 
Therefore, we are saved by love. No virtuous act is quite as 
virtuous from the standpoint of our friend or foe as from 
our own; therefore, we are saved by the final form of love 
which is forgiveness.”  (The Irony of American History)

You and I are a part of God’s great plan to share the riches 
of the gospel with the whole world. Each one of us has a part 
to play. There is one thing that only you can do. Even though 
we may not see the end result of our labors, we do not lose 
hope because we know the Lord.


