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3. First Article Gifts 
 
When we consider the shape of the body of our congregation in terms of the people who 
belong to it, the financial resources available to it, our location, our community, the 
property we own, the equipment we have, and the other resources at our disposal, we’re 
considering our First Article gifts. 
 
First Article gifts are the gifts that God has given to us that fall under the First Article of 
the Apostles’ Creed. They include everything that God has entrusted to us apart from 
Word and Sacrament. These gifts are described in Martin Luther’s explanation of the 
First Article found in the Small Catechism: 
 
The First Article:  
I believe in God, the Father Almighty, Maker of heaven and earth. 
 
What does this mean? I believe that God has made me and all creatures; that He has 
given me my body and soul, eyes, ears, and all my members, my reason and all my 
senses, and still takes care of them. He also gives me clothing and shoes, food and drink, 
house and home, wife and children, land, animals, and all I have. He richly and daily 
provides me with all that I need to support this body and life. He defends me against all 
danger and guards and protects me from all evil. All this He does only out of fatherly, 
divine goodness and mercy, without any merit or worthiness in me. For all this it is my 
duty to thank and praise, serve and obey Him. This is most certainly true. 
 
Notice the variety of things that Luther includes in his list of God’s First Article gifts. 
The list includes everything from our bodies to our clothing to the people in our lives. As 
extensive as this list is, Luther shows the full extent of God’s gracious giving by 
summing up His First Article gifts as “all that I need to support this body and life.” 
 
The gifts that God gives to us individually and collectively are given for His purposes. 
We should find great joy in the gifts that we have been given and find our purpose for life 
in making good use of God’s gifts to respond in love to the Giver of these things and to 
share His love with our neighbors. But sin has a way of distorting our view of God’s 
gifts. Rather than being elated over God’s choice of gifts for us, we are often dissatisfied 
with God as a giver. Luther observed: 
 
This is the universal bane of our nature, that we are not satisfied with God’s gifts but 
abuse them and thus mock their Donor and Creator … The purpose for which God gives 
us good health, wife, children, and property is not that we might offend Him by means of 
these gifts, but that we might recognize His mercy and give thanks to Him. For this 
reason He has granted us the enjoyment and, as it were, the rule of almost all the 
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creatures. But how few there are who do this! Do not almost all of us live in the most 
shocking abuse of the gifts of God?1 
 
Perhaps the most “shocking abuse of the gifts of God” is our failure to make use of them 
to carry out His mission as the body of Christ in the place, at the time, and with the 
people of His choosing. Yet, in most cases, this is more a matter of neglect or fear than of 
intentional abuse of God’s gifts. 
 
Strategic planning involves assessing the shape of the Body, taking stock of the gifts that 
God has given to our congregation, and working together to understand and respond to 
God’s purpose for us. Strategic planning is both a First Article gift and an effective way 
of making good use of First Article gifts. Like other First Article gifts, strategic planning 
can be abused. But when we use it properly, strategic planning can help us carry out the 
work that the Lord has entrusted to us as a congregation. 
 
 
 
3a. According to Luther’s explanation, why does God give us First Article gifts?  
 
 
 
 
3b. According to Luther’s explanation, what are we to do with our First Article gifts? 
 
 
 
 
3c. Of the First Article gifts listed in Luther’s 

explanation, which are related to strategic planning? 
 
 
 
 
3d. What proper use of strategic planning and what 

abuse of strategic planning are addressed in 
Proverbs 16:1-4? 

 
 
 
 

 

                                                 
1 Luther’s Works, volume 1, pages 244-245 

Proverbs 16:1-4 
1 The plans of the heart 
belong to man, but the 
answer of the tongue is from 
the Lord. 2 All the ways of a 
man are pure in his own eyes, 
but the Lord weighs the spirit. 
3 Commit your work to the 
Lord, and your plans will be 
established. 4 The Lord has 
made everything for its 
purpose, even the wicked for 
the day of trouble.  
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4. Strategic Planning as a First Article Gift ± Provides a Focus 
 

1 Corinthians 9:24 
24 Do you not know that in a race all the runners run, but only one receives the prize? So 
run that you may obtain it. 25 Every athlete exercises self-control in all things. They do it 
to receive a perishable wreath, but we an imperishable. 26 So I do not run aimlessly; I do 
not box as one beating the air. 
 
Running aimlessly. Beating the air. These word pictures describe how many 
congregations end up functioning. They don’t mean to run around aimlessly, but that’s 
what they end up doing. They are faithfully trying to do God’s work and they are very 
dedicated to the work that they are doing. But despite their good intentions, the 
congregation is struggling. The people lack the proper focus. 
 
Having a shared focus is important to any organization. Without one, people tend to go 
off and do whatever it is that they think is best or whatever is most appealing to them. 
Things deteriorate to the situation described in Judges 21. 
 
Judges 21:25  
In those days there was no king in Israel. Everyone did what was right in his own eyes. 
 
Strategic planning guides the congregation through a process that helps people 
understand and agree upon the congregation’s focus. With a clear focus, people are able 
to work together toward a common goal – they can run together with purpose. 
 
Philippians 3:12-14 
12 Not that I have already obtained this or am already perfect, but I press on to make it 
my own, because Christ Jesus has made me his own. 13 Brothers, I do not consider that I 
have made it my own. But one thing I do: forgetting what lies behind and straining 
forward to what lies ahead, 14 I press on toward the goal for the prize of the upward call 
of God in Christ Jesus. 
 
 

 
4a. In what ways is our congregation “running aimlessly”? 
 
 
 
 
 
4b. What is the focus of our congregation’s efforts right now? 
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4c. What is the “prize” referenced in 1 Corinthians 9 and Philippians 3? 
 
 
 
 
 
4d. What “prize” should be the focus of our congregation’s efforts? 
 
 
 
   
 
 
 
  


