24th January 2010
2 Cor 8:8 -24

Giving – the action of grace
Introduction

Last week we started to explore Paul’s correspondence with the Corinthian church in relation to giving under the title –Giving the overflow of grace; where he talked about their need to give rather than giving to a need. You will recall he ultimately based his thinking on God’s freely given grace. It was their response to that that was the important element to their own view of giving.

We continue this week to build upon that thinking. But first would please look at these images  
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One the left what do you see?
                                 On the right what do you see?

The point I would like to make before we continue too far into this series, is one of perceptions. You will have probably heard or read the sermon from last week and formed a view as to what this series is going to be about. You may for instance have heard that the church needs more money or you may have heard that, combined with more gifting of time or you may have heard both of those things in the context of a self giving sacrifice in response to God’s grace.
I would like to reinforce the view that this series is about our self giving sacrifice rather than to be seen in purely financial terms or in the giving of time. 
Following on from Paul’s encouragement in the early verses of chapter 8, those we explored last week. He now turns to a practical response; he knows that there is a gap between the Corinthians best intentions and doing what they said they would do. This thought process translates itself into our own context. 
What things make giving difficult?

Verse 10 provides a hinge in Paul’s thinking in which he moves from the motivation to give and now encourages the practical outworking of that grace.

Again would you please take a look at these images?
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What are they saying to you? What messages do the pictures convey? And what is the probable intention of the company that promotes pictures like these?
These types of messages are around us each day and have of course varying degrees of impact on us. Are we looking for that product or service or is there a subliminal message for us? The degree to which these types of images or suggestions have on our lives can and do affect our energy levels in terms of available time or available finances. Paul is sensitive in his approach as he knows the Corinthians are subject to the same types of influences.

Lifestyle choices 
The key verse here is verse 12 – ‘For if the willingness is there, the gift is acceptable according to what one has, not according to what he [or she] does not have.’
The Greek philosopher Aristotle’s comment on the matter is also interesting here: ‘liberality should be evaluated on the basis of one’s capital. It is not determined by how much is given but on the basis of the donor’s disposition, which gives in proportion to capital.’ 
 

Paul makes a significant theological point in this verse. He is not providing an excuse for people to do nothing. Rather he is encouraging giving out of the gift (grace) we have received not from what is left over when we have satisfied all our lifestyle choices.

Some may remember a widely used way for making sure that there was enough money to last the week. Your grand-parents may have used it or indeed your parents. Even if you don’t even know what I’m talking about the principle I’d like to illustrate reaches across the generations or social position.

I’m talking about the use of tins or jars to divide up the family money – this pot for the rent, this one for the electric and this one for the gas. If we take that process and bring it up to date is there a jar or pot for God? Is God a priority along with our other expenditure priorities?

You will be aware of the principle of tithing, one which has its roots in the OT (Lev 27:30-32, Nu 18:26 and Mal 3:10)? It’s a useful biblical starting point for giving because its use stretches across lifestyles. But Paul here does not mention tithing and it is not a principle taught in the NT.

However the principle taught across the NT and specifically here is the principle of a willing heart, a conscious decision to give and the proportionality of income (time and money) and giving. The tithe is simply one outworking of that principle: too much for some, appropriate for many, too little for others.

Paul’s words here to the Christians in Corinth would have been heard in the context of a commonly held practice in the ancient world. The relationship between a patron and his client; patronage was well established and enabled all sorts of people to obtain influence through the friendship or being beholding to a more powerful individual. A gift would be given, whether financial or social advantage and the client would offer thanks, praise and honour to the patron.

Using this principle Paul introduces in verse 13 the notion of equality. He makes two points; the first is that he assures the Corinthians that no one is having an easy time at their expense. And secondly he makes it clear in the following verse that any financial generosity to the church in Jerusalem will be returned to them. Not in the way that perhaps some were thinking but as he makes clear in Romans 15:27, it will be through ‘spiritual blessings’.  
The outpouring of God’s grace is generative of life and community; sharing in that grace is generative of new life both in us and through us in community.

For those familiar with the Hebrew Scriptures, and to make the point, Paul uses the story of the Israelites wondering in the desert (Ex 16:18), where God supplies manna from heaven. The principle here is reflected in our mission statement – inspired by the Holy Spirit to serve, share and support, in the context of ourselves, our church and our community. 

Standards
For the rest of the passage Paul helpfully outlines the level of integrity that will be applied to this gift. Always central in his mind is that everything we have belongs to God. Clearly accountability matters and confidence needs to be held in those asked to steward our resources.
Paul in sending these three individuals frames their coming in more than practical terms. Not only are they representatives ensuring accountability but they serve a deeper function as advocates of the collection. It’s not a whim of Paul for this collection initiative but the discerned will of the churches to aid something of strategic importance – the whole mission of the church.

Concluding thoughts

Verses 1-9 teach us that our motivation to give is in response to the grace of God. Between motivation and need there can be a short circuit which breaks that connection. Lack of vision and loss of focus all contribute in this short circuit disconnection. Paul was careful to link giving to what was possible and proportional. The question for us is, Lord, what do you want me to do? This time allows us to reflect on that question. I mentioned last week that there will be a pastoral letter and a response available shortly. It is an invitation to share in the ministry of giving. 
At our recent PCC meeting we discussed this invitation and agreed that to take a lead we would all commit ourselves prayerfully to review our own giving both of finance and time and to respond by using the response form. 
This thinking of course assumes something; it assumes that we all know and understand the grace of God. But some may be thinking, what has this to do with me? I can only answer that by saying, we don’t as you will have noticed take a collection. This simple action reinforces the principle that those who have received the grace of God should be the only people expected to respond to it.

A final thought and I return to the use of water as a metaphor. White water rafting is an exciting and exhilarating experience. However we can stay at the side of the river in the calmer waters or we can venture out into the fast flowing white water, where the power of the paddle is limited to steering and the power of the river propels the raft forward. It is scary but fantastically rewarding when you navigate it.

There is a blessing in giving that we can only find when we leave the safety of the bank and get caught up in the flow of the river.  

� Is the picture an old lady or a young woman?


� Is the picture two people facing each other or a vase?


� Eth. Nic.4.1.19
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