THE GENEROUS LIFE – GENEROUS GIVING

Do you want to know what’s in my wallet? Well, it’s none of your business! None of God’s business either! Or is it? [looks through Bible].Hmm, what we do with our wallet is not a matter of indifference to God. Did you know there are 500 passages in the Bible on faith, 500 on prayer and 2350 on money?
Generous giving is core to the Christian life. A great example is the early church – and I quote from Acts 2 – they “devoted themselves to the apostles' teaching...and to prayer” “many wonders and miraculous signs were done by the apostles” “All the believers were together and had everything in common. Selling their possessions and goods, they gave to anyone as he had need”…..and the Lord added to their number daily those who were being saved.” Do you see the link – Christian life (devoted themselves), miracles (wonders and signs) – generosity to one another – and mission (added daily). Life, miracles, giving and mission belong together, in a vibrant church. Notice especially how generosity to one another in the church is a witness to the world outside.

Generous giving is core to PBC too. Maybe some of you who are new or not members yet don’t realise that we are a wholly self financing church. There is no central fund we get money from. Either we finance the church or it collapses. And people do give generously, to the tune of £140,000 last year (including gift aid!). We give at least 10% of church income to charity. And regular giving is not all. People give for also one-off appeals, for mission, for projects, for the community fund to support people in need and for gifts for equipment. That was another £25,000 last year. We give secretly to one another when there is need. We are, I believe, a generous church.

All the more reason why we should know and follow the biblical teaching on generosity, to inspire us to ever greater efforts. That’s where today’s passage from 2 Corinthians 8 and 9 come in. The Corinthian church, as we can see from Paul’s letters, was well off, large, at peace within the city, and I think a bit lackadaisical. They had loose morals, jealousy, quarrelling. pride in their spiritual attainments – and class division.

The project that Paul is discussing in the passage was a collection for the poverty stricken believers in Jerusalem from the Greek churches that Paul had planted. We know from Romans 16, the eventual outcome was favourable, a large amount was collected and delivered. What we see in this letter is how the Corinthians managed this task, which they had initially promised to fulfil but were now lagging with. With a combination of threats, encouragement, coercion and persuasion, Paul urges them to complete the gift that they had agreed to give.

Reading: 2 Corinthians 8:1-8:15, 9:6-9:15 [one half each]

This passage, as I unpack it, teaches us, I think, four lessons about giving – examples of giving, pitfalls of giving, rules of giving, and the rewards of giving. It’s going to be a roller coaster ride, but also a great inspiration to us!

Examples of giving

Paul holds up to the Corinthians the example of the Macedonians, a church which unlike them was poverty stricken and persecuted. “Out of the most severe trial, their overflowing joy and their extreme poverty welled up in rich generosity.” For them this impulse was just uncontrollable, like a geyser. It was contrary to their physical circumstances, but consistent with the joy of their faith. I think here of persecuted churches in poor countries that are much more focused on God than we are, in our comfort – and often also much more generous. Paul witnesses with wonder regarding their generosity. “For I testify that they gave as much as they were able, and even beyond their ability. Entirely on their own, they urgently pleaded with us for the privilege of sharing in this service to the saints.”  Urgently pleading implies a willingness to give verging on desperation. How desperate are you to give money away?

But the Macedonians are not the only example Paul holds up. There is Christ himself. “For you know the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, that though he was rich, yet for your sakes he became poor, so that you through his poverty might become rich.” What kind of poverty and wealth is Paul referring to? As Jesus was the Lord in heaven equal to God and thus rich in every way, he came to earth to be poor and die on a cross, so that we who are spiritually bankrupt might become reconciled to God, through Jesus blood shed on that cross. It was giving beyond our understanding. Still, when we reflect on what Jesus has done for us, this is indeed an inspiration for our giving! 

And underlying Jesus self giving is the generosity of the Father. God is the ultimate giver – of life, of creation and most of all of his son. No one can outgive God. Remember John 3:16 “For God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son, that whoever believes in him shall not perish but have eternal life”. That’s why Paul says here “Thanks be to God for his indescribable gift!” And we are to emulate God’s generosity. A generous God – a generous Lord - a generous people.

Pitfalls of giving

But there are also pitfalls to giving shown in the passage. The Corinthians were all too human and show some of the ways we avoid giving or spoil our gifts. First is having good intentions but not acting on them. Paul says “just as you excel in everything--in faith, in speech, in knowledge, in complete earnestness and in your love for us--see that you also excel in this grace of giving” What’s the problem? Well, “Last year you were the first not only to give but also to have the desire to do so. Now finish the work, so that your eager willingness to do it may be matched by your completion of it.” Proud of their spiritual gifts, such as prophecy and tongues (speech) and wisdom and discernment (knowledge), they had got distracted by these other gifts from generosity , which is the way of love. We saw how eseential it was in the church of Acts

They were guilty of fine words followed by little action – aren’t we guilty of that too sometimes? The Corinthians seem to have announced their giving but not got round to doing it…”the generous gift you had promised” was dead in the wallet….a response of the heart to come to fruition requires action of the will.

Another pitfall that I detect here is fear of the future, which can stunt generosity. Clinging to our cash for fear of changing times. Why else does Paul say “Our desire is not that others might be relieved while you are hard pressed, but that there might be equality.” People can fail to be generous due to fear of want. What’s needed is trust in God to supply needs, and also trust in the reciprocal generosity within the church. We also need to drop the exaggerated needs that consumer society engenders.

The third pitfall is being reluctant givers. Paul says “Each man should give what he has decided in his heart to give, not reluctantly or under compulsion, for God loves a cheerful giver.” When we give reluctantly God is saddened. It reminds me of Proverbs 23 “Do not eat the food of a stingy man, do not crave his delicacies; for he is the kind of man who is always thinking about the cost. "Eat and drink," he says to you, but his heart is not with you. You will vomit up the little you have eaten and will have wasted your compliments.” God feels the same when we give in a miserly way!

Let’s put the Corinthians reluctance in today’s terms. They had checked the church budget, realised that they didn't have enough coming in to meet their committed outgoings, so had to cut back on some of their giving. Paul encourages them to recognise that their commitment was a call of God. It wasn't limited by their bank balance, but only by their ability to trust God to supply what they needed to fulfil what he had called them to do, while also supplying for their own needs. So if we have agreed to give something to God, we ought to follow through on it, even if it looks illogical.

There is an important lesson here. Sometimes God asks us to give of our time, abilities or money in a way that seems illogical and beyond our visible means. It may seem that we simply cannot afford it or are not properly equipped for it. But God has limitless resources and he will always equip and resource us for what he calls us to do, even when we have no idea where the resources will come from. This comes out all the more clearly in Philippians 4:19, who are indeed the church that Paul is commending to the Corinthians “my God will meet all your needs according to his glorious riches in Christ Jesus.”
Rules for giving – the tithe

Are there any rules for giving? Well, Paul is not talking about the Old Testament tithe here, the strict 10% of income that should be given to the church. But let me digress and take a controversial point of view here. I do believe that we are called to give 10% as a baseline, so long as we don’t get into a spiral of debt by doing so. Jesus said in Luke 11:42 "Woe to you Pharisees, because you give God a tenth of your mint, rue and all other kinds of garden herbs, but you neglect justice and the love of God. You should have practised the latter without leaving the former undone”. So he criticised the Pharisees for hard hearts, but commended them for tithing.

Meanwhile God gives wonderful promises for Israel if the tithe is maintained in Malachi 3:10-12 “Bring the whole tithe into the storehouse, that there may be food in my house. Test me in this," says the Lord Almighty, "and see if I will not throw open the floodgates of heaven and pour out so much blessing that you will not have room enough for it. I will prevent pests from devouring your crops.” In King James it says God will “rebuke the devourer for your sakes” showing powerfully how the devil is made strong when the people of God are not faithful in respect of money. Tithing is a form of release from bondage. 

I’d like to give a personal witness here. For many years before I was a Christian I struggled with meanness and greed. I would never dream of giving more than a few pounds to the church, although I was quite well off. But then in 1996 I attended while not yet a Christian a course at the European Baptist Convention on Godly Financial Management. Six months later I felt led to set aside 10% of my income. It hurt a lot. But 6 months after that I came to know Jesus. There was no coincidence - the love of money would definitely have kept me from him otherwise. Even though you are Christians, obedience in tithing might bless you in ways you cannot imagine. And it will bless the church. Here’s a rough estimate – if everyone in the church tithed, the regular income could go up from £140,000 to maybe £350,000. There’s plenty of headroom!

Think of it this way – everything we have belongs to God, we his stewards are just grateful that he wants us to keep 90% of it! So the tithe is due to God, and he will bless us for obedience in it. Why is this a digression? Well, it’s because the tithe is duty, not generosity. Generosity is what we give on top of the tithe! So let’s return to it!

Guidelines for generous giving

Paul also gives us clues how to be truly generous in giving. Let’s reexamine 9:7 “Each man should give what he has decided in his heart to give, not reluctantly or under compulsion, for God loves a cheerful giver.” This tells us a number of things. Giving should be individual (each man) and not based on what others do. It needs resolve (what he has decided), and chosen be deliberately, not impulsive and emotional, like giving to telethons. Giving should be a private and not public decision (in her heart) and not seeking public acclaim for giving. As Jesus said in Matthew 6 “when you give to the needy, do not let your left hand know what your right hand is doing, so that your giving may be in secret. Then your Father, who sees what is done in secret, will reward you.”
Furthermore, to be generous, giving needs to be voluntary (cheerful giver). The translation of cheerful can be “hilarious”. How can we become hilarious givers? (Bill Hybels talks of “recreational giving”.) Paul gives us the answer in verse 5 of chapter 8 “And they did not do as we expected, but they gave themselves first to the Lord and then to us in keeping with God's will.” In other words, once we belong entirely to God and are fully committed to Christ, we will find giving a pleasure and a joy. It breaks the power of materialism over us. We shall see giving as a privilege – even as the Macedonians did. God inspires us to such good works “God is able to make all grace abound to you, so that in all things at all times, having all that you need, you will abound in every good work” we are by nature selfish but God’s grace gives us scope to be generous.

The absolute amount of giving is irrelevant. Remember how Jesus commended the widow for her mite a very small coin but it was all she had. Paul suggests giving should be in line with income. That’s why he says it should be “according to your means” and “according to what one has, not according to what he does not have”.

Rewards for giving

We’re nearly finished. And there are rewards for giving, as we’ve already seen. It’s clear from passages like “whoever sows sparingly will also reap sparingly, and whoever sows generously will also reap generously.” I can witness that besides the initial coming to Christ, when I give, quite often I find favour, not necessarily financial, that can only come from God. 

I don’t think there is a prosperity Gospel here in 2 Corinthians, that we should selfishly give to get something from God. Rather,  Paul’s stress is on “having all that you need” not all you want. And listen to this “he who supplies seed to the sower and bread for food will also supply and increase your store of seed and will enlarge the harvest of your righteousness”. More seeds in a harvest of righteousness I think means that God will love us as we give and deepen our Christian life, perhaps giving us spiritual gifts and a deeper sense of his loving presence.

In Philippians, he tells them that their account has been credited by their giving (4:17). But how can their account be ‘credited’ by their giving?  Is he talking about double entry book keeping? No! This comment only makes sense when we realise that it isn't about money. It is about the giver playing their part in God's eternal plan for his Kingdom, and this participation brings credit with it in God's books. The money bit should simply be the financial expression of a heart commitment.

Paul doesn’t rule out that get rich from God’s blessing, but then it is to give more to others – “So you may be generous on every occasion”. As we give, we get, so that we can give more, and get more, so that we can give more... John Bunyan in Pilgrim’s Progress said “a man there was, they called him mad, the more he gave, the more he had”. This is an example of the principle outlined by Jesus in the parable of the talents in Matthew 25:21: “Well done, good and faithful servant You have been faithful with a few things; I will put you in charge of many things”. As we show ourselves faithful in using the money God entrusts to us, then he will give us more, so that we can be faithful in even more. That is why there is nothing wrong in being in business and making money – we have more to give away!

We inspire other Christians to praise God, and I believe non-believers too when we give and supply people’s needs, as Paul states “Because of the service by which you have proved yourselves, men will praise God for the obedience that accompanies your confession of the gospel of Christ, and for your generosity in sharing with them and with everyone else.” Note that it is God and not the givers who get the praise. This is as it should be. A generous collection brings honour and glory to God for the heart of love he has ignited in his followers, not even for the money per se. The generous giver is seen to walk the walk and not just talk the talk.

Conclusion

Let’s summarise. If we look at poor but generous churches, at Christ’s giving of himself and the Father’s giving of his one and only Son we are encouraged to be generous (examples of generosity). We need to avoid the traps of words without action, of holding back for fear of losing out and being reluctant givers (pitfalls of generosity). I believe the tithe is a duty – so it’s not part of generous giving but something we should do for love of God nonetheless. While there are no strict rules for generous giving, beyond the tithe, we can see that it should be individual, deliberate, private, voluntary, cheerful, and in line with income (rules for generosity). And what rewards there are in God’s love, our Christian life and inspiration of others when we are generous! 

That inspiration for others includes, I believe, people who are lost in the world and not knowing Jesus. Generosity is also mission, as the early church also found. Look around you. There is an emptiness about the consumer economy that Solomon expressed in Ecclesiastes 5:10-12 “Whoever loves money never has money enough; whoever loves wealth is never satisfied with his income. This too is meaningless. As goods increase, so do those who consume them. And what benefit are they to the owner except to feast his eyes on them?” The people of the world, those lost at Bluewater at this time, know in their hearts, as they “strive to gain the whole world, they forfeit their souls”. In the words of Isaiah 55:2 they “spend money on what is not bread, and ….labour on what does not satisfy” They will be amazed and inspired by a church that shows true Christian generosity.

Let’s do it. If you feel led to tithe to the church, but haven’t got round to it, why not do it now. Pray earnestly for God’s grace, that you may receive the gift of letting go of some of your income. If God hasn’t blessed you in three months after you start, you can have your money back! When I started tithing, I got a cheque through the mail two weeks later that covered my first tithe exactly. That was a wink from God telling me I was doing the right thing – other, different blessings have followed in the last ten years. But beyond that, let’s be cheerfully generous – God will love you for it.

