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We use the word “masterpiece” to refer to any work that is extraordinary, but more specifically a “masterpiece” refers to a work that is considered that artist’s very best piece of art.  Leonardo Da Vinci’s masterpiece is the Mona Lisa.  Beethoven’s masterpiece is his Ninth Symphony.  Tolstoy’s masterpiece is “War and Peace.”  The masterpiece of television?  Well, that’s pretty much up in the air since Simon Cowell left “American Idol.”
Do you have any masterpieces in your repertoire?  For example, what’s the best meal you ever cooked?  When Brenda and I were dating I cooked the best meal I’ve ever cooked – steak, potatoes, vegetables, bread, all served by candlelight.  To Brenda’s chagrin, it was also one of the last meals I ever cooked.  But some of you out there are true culinary experts; you have cooked some exquisite meals.  So what’s your best, your masterpiece?  Some of you are songwriters – what’s the best song you’ve ever written?  

Or let’s ask it more generally – what’s the best thing you’ve ever done in your life, the thing of which you are the proudest?  If you looked back on the entire body of work that is your life, what would you call your masterpiece?

That’s a hard question to answer, isn’t it?  And if it’s hard for us to answer, think how difficult it is for God, the one who has created everything that exists.  Taxonomists aren’t able to agree on the number of different species that exist in the world – estimates range from two million to one hundred million.  Guess how many different species of beetles there are?  Estimates range from 300,000 to 350,000.  So how does God answer this question: “God, what’s the best species of beetle you ever made?”  I have some other questions, like, “Why beetles?” and “Isn’t one or two species of beetles enough?”

Or how about this question for God: “What’s the best snowflake you ever made?”  Scientists tell us that in one cubic foot of snow there are 18 million snowflakes and not one of them is alike.   I have all sorts of questions about that, like, “Why bother making them all different?”  Frankly it wouldn’t bother me if every snowflake was the same.  And who but God can possibly appreciate the fact that no two snowflakes are alike?  All of which tells us that God must really like variety.  

So how do you think God would answer the masterpiece question?  I suppose God could point to a particular animal as his masterpiece, like the lion or the tiger or the eagle.  Or he could point to something in nature, like Mt. Everest or Yosemite Valley or the Grand Canyon.  But here’s what I think.  I think God would consider this a very easy question to answer; I think God’s answer would be, “You.  You are my masterpiece.”

Listen to this from the book of Ephesians:  “For we are God’s workmanship, created in Christ Jesus to do good works, which God prepared in advance for us to do.” (Ephesians 2:10)  The Greek word Paul uses for “workmanship” is the word “poiema,” from which we get our English word “poem.”  In other words, each one of us is, from God’s perspective, a poem, a work of art.  And since God, the Bible tells us, does not make mistakes, you and I can be quite confident that God created us to be just the way we are, that God is immensely proud of the work of art we refer to as “you.”  

Our message this morning is called “Taking SHAPE: You Were Designed To Make A Difference.”  By the way, when were you in the best shape of your life?  For me it was high school.  I played basketball in high school and our coach was a fanatic about conditioning.  He told us at the beginning of the season that we would be in better condition than every team we played, and we were.  At the end of most practices we would run line laps, wind sprints back and forth and back and forth on the hardwood floor.  Coach sometimes told us we would run until our feet would bleed; we thought he was kidding, but more than once when I peeled off my socks I discovered that blood was oozing out of the blisters on the bottom of my feet.  Thanks to that coach, I was in the best shape of my life.  

Now don’t worry – that’s not what today is about.  We’re not going to have you running laps in the parking lot after the service.  Our goal today is not to get you into the shape of your life; it’s to help you discover, develop and deploy the shape of your life.  Here’s the premise.  God has made each one of us to be unique.  He has very purposefully and carefully shaped each of us.  One of our goals in this 5G series is to help each of us discover what our shape is, to discern just how God has gifted us and wired us up in a way that is different from every other person on this planet.  Then our goal is to help you begin to develop that shape, to get your shape into shape, if you will, to maximize the gifts, abilities and talents God has built into your life.  And finally it is our goal to encourage you and to challenge you to deploy your shape, to put your gifts, abilities and talents into action.  God didn’t shape you the way he did just for fun.  He gifted you and shaped you the way he did for a purpose.  He wants to use you to accomplish certain things that you can do better than anyone else; he wants to use you to make a lasting impact on this world that no one else can make.  Look again at Ephesians 2:10 – “For we are God’s workmanship, created in Christ Jesus to do good works, which God prepared in advance for us to do.”  Why did God create the poem, the work of art, that we call you?  He created you to do good works.  He created you to make a difference.  And it is our goal to help each of us learn just how God has designed us to make that difference.

God Is Personally Involved In Shaping You

Here’s the first big point the Bible wants us to understand and appreciate – God is personally involved in shaping you.  Existentialist philosophers and the new atheists tell us that life has no ultimate meaning.  We are nothing more than ants hurtling through space on a large rock.  William James contends in his writings that it’s pointless to try to discover the meaning of life; he says that we are like dogs in a library – we can see the print, but we can’t read the words.  But the Bible disagrees.  The Bible assures us that we are not a product of time and chance.  We are not an accident.  We are the work of God’s hand.  Listen to how the Psalmist puts it:

For you created my inmost being; you knit me together in my mother’s womb.

I praise you because I am fearfully and wonderfully made; your works are wonderful, I know that full well.

My frame was not hidden from you when I was made in the secret place.  When I was woven together in the depths of the earth, your eyes saw my unformed body.

All the days ordained for me were written in your book before one of them came to be.  (Psalm 139:13-16)  
When we moved my Mother into the retirement home she lives in now, we had to help her downsize quite a bit, since she was moving from a fairly large two-bedroom condo with lots of storage to a fairly small one-bedroom apartment with very little storage.  Mom had actually done quite a good job of paring down her possessions before I got back to Minnesota to help her with the move, but in the course of the move we discovered that there were some things she wanted to keep that she just didn’t have room for nor the need for.  She did not need, for example, to have 18 radios in her one-bedroom apartment.  And she did not need 20 boxes of yarn.  

When I think back to my youth I can still picture my Mom sitting in a rocking chair with her knitting and her yarn.  Mom loved to knit. And under the category of true confessions, when I was about six I had my Mom teach me how to knit.  I didn’t do it for long, but long enough to discover just how much work goes into knitting a blanket, which can take months, I learned.  Mom put her heart and soul into her knitting.  And God put his heart and soul, the Psalmist tells us, into knitting us together even before we were born.  Yes, your mom and dad contributed the DNA, but God himself was personally involved in structuring and organizing your DNA to shape you the way God wanted you to be shaped.  Listen to this passage from the pen of the prophet Jeremiah:

This is the word that came to Jeremiah from the Lord: “Go down to the potter’s house, and there I will give you my message.”  So I went down to the potter’s house, and I saw him working at the wheel.  But the pot he was shaping from the clay was marred in his hands, so the potter formed it into another pot, shaping it as seemed best to him.
Then the word of the Lord came to me: “O house of Israel, can I not do with you as the potter does?” declares the Lord.  “Like clay in the hand of the potter, so are you in my hand, O house of Israel.”  (Jeremiah 18:1-6)
Even before you were born, God was at work shaping you as it seemed best to him.  I imagine that every one of us here would like to change something about our shape.  I would like bigger wrists, I’d like to be taller, I’d like straighter teeth, I’d like to change my voice, and on it goes.  But the truth is, the Bible says, that my shape is not an accident; God was personally involved in shaping me to be me.  And God was personally involved in shaping you to be you, to be the unique, one of a kind creation that you are.

A few years ago in “Ripley’s Believe It Or Not” I read this information.  The author of this submission said that a plain bar of iron was worth at that time about $5.00.  If you took that same bar of iron and shaped it into a horse shoe, it would be worth $50.00.  If that same iron were shaped into needles, it would be worth $5,000.00.  And if that iron were shaped into balance springs for Swiss watches, it would be worth $500,000.00.  The point of the article was this – it’s not so much the raw material as it is the way it is shaped that determines something’s value.  And you and I have been shaped by none other than God himself, the master craftsman.    
God Is Purposefully Involved In Shaping You
Not only is God personally involved in shaping you, he is purposefully involved in shaping you.  God gave you the shape you have for a purpose.  Listen, for example, to God’s call of the prophet Jeremiah:

The word of the Lord came to me, saying:

“Before I formed you in the womb I knew you, before you were born I set you apart; I appointed you as a prophet to the nations.”  (Jeremiah 1:4-5) 
When we watch sports we often see individuals who were clearly shaped for a purpose.  Michael Phelps was, as they say, born to swim.  God created him with the body type and the abilities and the mindset of a swimmer.  Lebron James was born to play basketball.  And we see it in the arts – Lea Michelle was born to sing.  Carlos Santana was born to play the guitar.  
But it isn’t just a select few who are born and shaped for a purpose.  God has shaped each of us for a purpose.  Even before Jeremiah was born, God was shaping him to be a prophet.  By the way, Jeremiah made it very clear to God that if it had been up to him, he would have gladly been something else – a farmer, a herder, anything but a prophet.  If you know his story, you know that Jeremiah was, in human terms, a tremendously unsuccessful prophet.  As best we can tell, even though Jeremiah faithfully related the word of God to the people of Israel for many, many years, no one ever did what he told them they should do.  No one ever honored him for proclaiming the word of God.  No one ever thanked him; no one threw him a party.  They did throw him into an empty well.  They did throw him into prison.  

But think about this – 2600 years after Jeremiah was completely ignored by every audience he ever preached to, we’re still reading what he said.  Jeremiah never knew in his lifetime the impact he would have, but the fact is that he has had an impact on millions and millions of people for thousands of years.  After all, God shaped him for just that purpose.  

And God has shaped you for a purpose.  As Rick Warren wrote in his best-seller “The Purpose-Driven Life,” God has shaped you for significance.  We all want our lives to count for something; we all want our lives to matter.  We all yearn to live lives of significance and worth.  We want to make a difference.  We know intuitively that we weren’t simply put on this earth to see how much we could consume.  We were put here not just to consume, but to contribute.  When God shaped you in your mother’s womb, he was thinking, “She’s going to be perfect for this!  No one else will be able to do what I will be able to do through her.  No one else will be able to have the impact and the influence that I have designed her for.  I have shaped her to make a lasting and significant contribution to my Creation.”

So here’s the concept we use at Cornerstone to help us figure out more specifically how God has shaped us.  We use the word “SHAPE” to help us in the discovery process.  Two years ago, you might recall, we did an entire series working together on this whole idea of discovering our shape.  The “S” in “SHAPE” stands for “spiritual gifts.”  In the 12th chapter of 1 Corinthians Paul informs us that every follower of Jesus is supernaturally gifted by the Holy Spirit.  Here’s how Paul introduces the topic in Romans:  “Just as each of us has one body with many members, and these members do not all have the same function, so in Christ we who are many form one body, and each member belongs to all the others.  We have different gifts, according to the grace given us.”  (Romans 12:4-6)  The New Testament identifies about 20 different spiritual gifts, such as the gift of teaching, the gift of evangelism, the gift of giving, the gift of faith, and the gift of healing.  I don’t believe that the gifts listed in the New Testament are an exhaustive list, but instead are more of a representative list.  You may very well be gifted in a way that isn’t named in the Bible, but that doesn’t mean you aren’t gifted.  The Bible assures us that each of us who follow Jesus have been gifted by God.  Your husband may have forgotten to get you a gift for your anniversary, but the Holy Spirit did not forget to give you a gift when you gave your life to Jesus.  But here’s the difference – when your husband gives you a gift for your anniversary, it’s just for you.  That gift – whether it’s jewelry or flowers or clothing – is meant solely for your own enjoyment and pleasure.  I mean, you wouldn’t give your wife pots and pans for your anniversary, would you?  At least you wouldn’t do it more than once, I’ve discovered.  An anniversary gift should be something that’s just for your partner’s personal enjoyment.  But that’s not the case with the spiritual gifts God has given you.  Those gifts are given to you for the benefit of others.  Paul says this: “Now to each one the manifestation of the Spirit is given for the common good.” (1 Corinthians 12:7)  God didn’t give you a spiritual gift to make you rich or famous or successful; he gave you that gift so you could use it for the benefit of the Body of Christ.  God gifted you to make a difference.
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Second, the “H” in “SHAPE” stands for “heart.”  We use the word “heart” to refer to our bundle of desires, hopes, ambitions, dreams and affections.  Another word for “heart” is the word “passion.”  Heart stands for what you love to do and what you care about the most.  And the fact is that in terms of our passions each of us is wired up a little differently.  For example, there are a lot of us who are passionate about sports.  But if you talk to sports fans very much you’ll notice that every one is a little bit different.  I’m most passionate about the sport of basketball.  Some of you are passionate about golf.  I don’t understand that.  As one baseball player famously said, if I hit a ball I want someone else to chase it.  Some of you are passionate about car racing, and some of you think it’s silly to watch a bunch of cars keep turning left. I mean, wouldn’t a good right turn now and then make auto racing a bit more interesting?  And then there are those of you who are passionate about the right sports, like football, but you’re passionate about the wrong teams, like the Cowboys.  And then there are many of you who really don’t get sports at all.  Your passion is music or technology or traveling or building something.  And that’s part of how God shaped you.  God gave you your heart, and it’s different from any other heart, and it’s a heart that is shaped to change our world like no one else can. 
Here’s an example – a number of you have the gift of teaching, in one way or another.  But some of you have a heart to teach ESL to adults while others have a heart to teach recovery principles to adults who are battling addiction while others have a heart to teach Bible stories to kids.  I just read a book by Wess Stafford, the President of Compassion International, called “Too Small To Ignore,” and in one chapter he tells this story about the great evangelist D.L. Moody.  Moody got home late one night from a speaking engagement. Emma, his wife, asked him, “How did it go tonight?”  “Pretty well,” he said. “Two and a half converts.”  Emma thought about his response for a moment and then smiled and said, “That’s sweet. How old was the child?” To which Moody replied, “No, no, no.  It was two children and one adult. The children have their whole lives in front of them. The adult’s life is already half over.”  And that’s how those of you with a passion for teaching children think.  You have a heart for kids that some others of us don’t.  That’s how God has shaped you.  And on behalf of the rest of us whose kids you have taught in our schools and in our church, let me say “thank you” for following your heart and using your gifts to make a difference in the lives of our kids.
Third, the “A” in “SHAPE” stands for “abilities.”  In junior high I was required to take woodshop.  We learned to use a variety of saws and other tools to turn a piece of wood into something either useful or artistic.  Nothing I made in woodshop ever turned out to be useful or artistic.  I had no natural ability in woodshop.  But I had some friends in that class, guys who had no more experience with those tools than I did, who intuitively understood how to use those tools and who effortlessly produced amazing works of art out of blocks of wood.  They had no more training or experience than I did, but they had something I didn’t – ability.  And while you may or may not have that kind of ability, there are certain things in life that come naturally to you.  It’s just the way God has shaped you.  

Fourth, the “P” in “SHAPE” stands for “personality.”   I thought this was interesting – researchers tell us that there are about 18,000 different personality traits.  My oldest daughter and I share a personality trait, although neither of us think of ourselves as having it.  She and I can both be just a little bit stubborn.  I just call it being Norwegian, but my wife suggests to me that its stubbornness.  And I never really saw it in myself until I saw it in Stephanie.  I guess more accurately, I saw my wife see it in Stephanie.  When Stephanie was a toddler Brenda would get frustrated with her and say, “She is so stubborn!”  And after watching her for awhile I would think to myself, “Hmm, I guess she is … Good for her!”  I’m not excusing the times my stubbornness bleeds into sinfulness, but my point is this – part of the way God has uniquely shaped us is by giving us a particular very complex personality, a personality that we share with no one else.  

Fifth, the “E” in “SHAPE” stands for “experiences.”  In your life you have had a unique set of experiences.  Many of them have been positive; many of them have been painful.  And God has used those experiences to shape you into the person you are.  In James the Bible says this: “Consider it pure joy, my brothers, whenever you face trials of many kinds, because you know that the testing of your faith develops perseverance.” (James 1:2-3)  God uses your painful experiences to shape you and fashion you into a person with a stronger character and with a greater capacity to make an impact in your world.  And since no other person on this earth has had the set of positive and painful experiences you’ve had in your life, no other person on this earth is shaped quite like you.

I’ve just finished reading the book “Choosing To See” by Mary Beth Chapman, the wife of my favorite Christian musician, Steven Curtis Chapman.  I have a picture of Steven Curtis Chapman signed and addressed to me by Steven hanging in my office. Many of you are aware of the tragedy the Chapman family suffered on May 21, 2008 when their adopted daughter Maria, not quite age 5, was hit in the driveway by a car driven by their 17 year old son Will and was killed.  As you can imagine, their grief has been unfathomable and their faith has been stretched and challenged and deepened.
One of the things that struck me reading this book is how very different Steven and Mary Beth are, how very differently God has shaped them.  As she puts it, Steven is Tigger and she is Eeyore.  He is the bouncy, optimistic, musically-gifted frontman, and she is the structured, quiet, somewhat melancholy type who is gifted at organizing and at making things happen.  But while their gifts, abilities and personalities are very different, God has given them the same heart for the needs of orphans, and God is using this very painful experience in their lives to enable them to do tremendous things for orphans in China.  Maria’s favorite song was a song by Audio Adrenaline called “God’s House Is A Big, Big House.”  So in her honor the Chapman’s have given birth to a ministry called “Maria’s Big House of Hope.”  It’s a six-story, 60,000 square foot building in Henan Province, China that cares for 128 special needs orphans.  Here’s part of the description: “Maria’s Big House of Hope, located in one of the poorest provinces of China, was built by Show Hope, a ministry founded by Steven Curtis and Mary Beth Chapman.  Show Hope created this beautiful home to give over 120 orphans with special needs the love, shelter, medical care and hope they so desperately need. The painful reality facing orphans with special needs is that they don’t have the advocacy of a parent or the resources of a family, so they often don’t receive care and life-saving treatment … Maria’s Big House of Hope cares for the least of these…”  
God has taken the Chapman through an excruciatingly painful experience.  They are still grieving the loss of their youngest daughter.  But as has been often said, God doesn’t waste a hurt, and the Chapman’s have taken this painful experience and transformed it into a ministry that is touching the lives of these young kids, most of whom are left to die in the streets of China.  God has uniquely shaped this family to do something no one else in our world had the gifts or the resources or the heart to do.
So how has God shaped you?  What have you been through that God might be able to use to impact people in a way none of the rest of us could?  God has personally and purposely shaped you to make a significant difference for good in our world.  May God give you the great joy of discovering your shape and using it for his glory.
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