17th January 2010
2 Cor 8:1-9

Giving - the overflow of grace

Introduction

Some time ago I asked you for suggestions for sermon topics and a number of you responded. So between now and Easter we will be exploring the topics you raised. They range from giving, issues around health as we grow older and the place of God at home and at work. All of them will be placed within a biblical context. We have two guest speakers whose expertise we will draw upon to explore the issues surrounding mental health, dying and death.

However today we start that process with a series of sermons under the umbrella title of Generosity in Discipleship and together we will explore key texts from Paul’s second letter to the Corinthians. To take this exploration to a natural conclusion as we draw the series to a close, there will be a pastoral letter available to give you an opportunity to reflect on all that we have explored together. This letter will encourage us to make a joyful response on Easter Day. 
The series

Will consist of four sermons based on Paul’s appeal to the church in Corinth, they are planned to act as building blocks for our thoughts.

The first today – Giving - the overflow of grace, acts both as an introduction and the start of a golden thread of grace that will run through the series. Hopefully you will be able to hear all four sermons, however if you do miss any there will be copies available both in church and on our website. The material draws on some fine thinking from the Diocese of Liverpool.
Dream dreams

Has your mind ever wandered in church? Well today you have permission to do just that! Think for a moment if you will on these two questions – 

· The most exciting, challenging or interesting thing I have ever done is…

· If St Mark’s had a £1 million we could…

Both offer possibilities; the first reminds us of the effect that had and all the positive outcomes that flowed from it and the second offers a potentially collective outpouring that could have a dramatic effect on our calling to be disciples of Jesus Christ. Please hold those thoughts as we start to dip into the passage.
A little background

In the NT canon we have two preserved letters to the church in Corinth. However, references in the first letter (1 Cor 5:9) indicate there had been a previous letter. And references in the second letter (2 Cor 2:3-4 and 7:8-12) indicate one written between our two preserved ones.

So we have a picture of a church that took up a lot of Paul’s time – perhaps not surprising as he had founded the church and had invested a lot of his apostolic authority in this young church.
The city of Corinth was a thriving port lying at the bottom of what we now know as mainland Greece. It had been rebuilt by the Romans and controlled both the north-south trade routes as well as those from east to west and was therefore very wealthy. In the first century mainland Greece was the Roman province of Macedonia. Also in that province were the churches at Philippi and Thessalonica (referred to by Paul as the ‘Macedonian churches’). 
Like any large cosmopolitan sea port is was busy and bustling with life. It had unsurprisingly a similar life style to that of any modern urban centre. And of course the church fellowship was made up of those people who had come from that environment. So it is no surprise that Paul gives thanks for their energy and vibrancy but he warns them against keeping to the behaviour and attitudes of the society they had been drawn from. 

It appears from the correspondence that Paul recognised in this young church a trait that again mirrored the society around them. Exposed as they were to the coming and goings of large numbers of people – they were inclined to go after each new fad or fancy. New factions had risen up (1 Cor 1:10-12) and like similar churches today, once new fads and fancies became familiar they looked around for something else new.

There is no better example of this type of thinking than in the matter of the collection Paul had been organising to send to the Christians in Jerusalem (1 Cor 16:1-3). It appears that by the time Paul writes 2 Corinthians the church had moved on in their thinking and actions and had stopped collecting.

Compare and contrast

In these nine verses Paul identifies three key motivations for the Corinthians to give. He talks not about giving to a need (although he had promised to support the Christians in Jerusalem) but about their need to give – it is about the motivation to give. I mentioned earlier of a golden thread running through this whole area of giving – that of grace. The Greek word – charis (grace) occurs five times in this passage. The NIV mentions the word ‘grace’ specifically four times (vv1, 6, 7 and 8) the fifth occurs in verse 4 where the Greek word for ‘grace’ is translated ‘privilege.’ 

Paul approaches giving in the widest possible sense – giving should apply to every area of their lives not just in the area of money. Like the Corinthians we are asked first and foremost to respond to the grace we have received.

Paul uses the attitude of the Macedonian churches to illustrate his first point. He wants the Corinthian church to know about the grace that these other churches have received and the effect that, that has had on them. They were financially poor and in need themselves but through the outpouring of their love for the Lord has come the most amazing blessings; so much so that their generosity towards the collection has been overwhelming.   

These visible signs of grace are meant to be an encouragement. When you have heard of the testimony of a Christian working in some area of need – how has that inspired you? When you’ve been on holiday for example have you ever thought as you’ve walked into a church building – ‘if they can do this, so can we?’ Why is this kind of experience so powerful? Does it open up new possibilities for us? Are the possibilities similar to those we thought about earlier?
Secondly Paul tells them that the Macedonian churches pleaded with him to be involved. They saw their giving as a privilege, the same Greek word – charis, grace is used here as well. Because of their situation Paul says he is surprised, they didn’t do what he expected and plead poverty.
It was, he says because they first gave themselves to the Lord. This he says is the key to understanding their enthusiasm. 
The challenge for us, is do we see things in the same way? Do you know what the Vision and Mission of St Mark’s is? Can you remember them and give an explanation of them to anyone who asked? Do they matter even? What effect have they had on me?
Why have we even gone down this route – doesn’t it all smack of a tendency like that displayed in the Corinthian church of chasing after every new fad or fancy? Or is there something more important that underpins the words? (Jesus at the heart – inspired by the Holy Spirit to serve, share and support) Can you see in them echoes of Jesus’ words and actions? Do they now become more important, especially in the collective life of this church?

In case the Corinthians had failed to get the point up till now – Paul hits them squarely between the eyes. If you are not convinced or impressed by the Macedonian churches – then look no further than the example of Jesus. This Paul says is the most important motivation to give – the life death and resurrection of Jesus Christ. It is here that Paul again uses the word – charis, grace.

He uses language here reminiscent of that wonderful passage in Philippians 2 – ‘that though he was rich, yet for your sakes he became poor, so that you through his poverty might become rich.’ (v 9) The words – ‘he was rich’ indicate an unlimited pre-existence with God, while the words – ‘he became poor’ speak of his coming at a particular time and place, born in human form.

We often talk about ‘giving back to God’ Is this the best way to put it or are we asked here to be caught up in the overflow of God’s giving to us in Jesus Christ? Have you ever played ‘pooh sticks’ in a fast flowing stream or river? Isn’t a real joy and pleasure when the stick gets caught up in the flowing water? Shouldn’t giving be like that – when we give we don’t just give back but are caught up in the total giving of God; creation, prayer, spiritual gifts and sacraments. In other words – our whole being should be swept up in giving.  
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