31st January 2010
2 Cor 9:1-5

Giving the application of grace

TV dinners
One of trends of modern family life has been the demise of eating a meal together. Many things conspire to make the goal of eating together an almost impossible task for some families. When our children were young one of our priorities as a family was to eat together. This time for us as a family was to tell each other what kind of day we’d each had. It was also an opportunity for us as parents to pick up on their concerns or anxieties. As a treat every once in a while we would allow the children to sit in front of the TV at teatime to eat – normally when there was a particular programme they wanted to watch.

For Edward this type of treat had immense significance – in his infant school he was regularly asked what he had done over the weekend. For him the highlight one particular weekend was that he had been allowed to sit and eat his tea in front of the TV. I remember it very well because the teacher expressed her surprise and had made the comment that in her experience most of her class did that as a norm. 
One of the joys of eating together provided was that is was planned family time – where the family jelled together and it provided a sense of continuity for the children. 
Be joyful

I’m sure most of us like to be invited out for a meal - normal social convention dictates that as guests we bring a token for the host – whether that’s a bottle of wine, flowers or chocolates. It is an expression of gratitude and goes in some small way to repay the generosity of the invitation. Generosity as we know comes from a grateful heart; it can’t be compelled or insisted upon (Paul has already alluded to this in his conversation with the Corinthians in 2 Cor 8:8)
For example we may love someone, but that love has to be nurtured and cared for – in ways such as remembering birthdays or an anniversary or with surprises such as flowers. But our passage makes it plain that it is much more than a collection of money that is at stake here – it is a question of honour and shame. 
Honour and shame

The Corinthian fellowship would have been fully aware from their own cultural backgrounds the issue of honour and shame; in the ancient world this notion had significant cultural importance. Status was measured by public recognition; there were clear lines of status and power. 

However as we recognise today, culture is not something static, which would of course also have been apparent to the Corinthians living in that teeming city. There would have been opportunities for change. Honour and shame feature in Paul’s Corinthian correspondence because culture, status and identity were collective and more embedded in the ancient world than is apparent in contemporary culture.
Paul connects theology and ethics thro’ the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ which has transformed the nature of our relationship with God and one another. This is a point he clearly makes in his other correspondence. You will recall he uses metaphors to describe this such as the family (Gal 3:28), human body (1 Cor 12), God’s building (Eph 2:20) and agriculture (ff. Gal 6:7). 
What metaphors do we use today to express self identity? How do we individually promote or destroy unity in the midst of diversity?
 
In the context of Paul’s relationship with the Corinthian church he had brought them the gospel as a gift and in honour they are encouraged to be generous in their response because as he says, not to honour the gift is to be shamed.  
Think about…

Take a moment to think of a cause or a charity that you either support now or have done so in the past. What made you support the cause or charity? Normally there is a personal element involved – it may have been a joyful connection or a sad one. But whatever the motivation to get involved – the giving has two elements: a need to be meet and the motivation of the giver to give. For Paul the need was the poverty in Jerusalem and the motivation was the giving of God in Christ.
Plan ahead!

Like the meal times I spoke about at the beginning – in the midst of a busy lifestyle this can only be achieved with commitment and planning ahead. And it is exactly these sentiments that are mentioned by Paul in verse 5, when he sends some fellow workers in Christ to come to Corinth and finalize the collection that they had promised.
The question may have arisen in your mind, what are we planning for? Is there a practical need now or are we looking long term? The simple answer is yes to both questions. But this series is more than that. It is connected to the transforming power of the gospel, as Paul reminds us, our attitudes need to be changed. 

Failing to plan is planning to fail

This little phrase was something that was spoken about often when I was training to teach. When you think about it, it can be applied to almost any situation for which you desire a particular outcome. Paul is asking the Corinthians to plan their giving because he knows that last minute collections can be given grudgingly and cause resentment as well as appearing to be less generous in the fullest sense of the word.
Paul has already mentioned this to them in 1 Corinthians – ‘on the first day of every week, each one of you should set aside a sum of money in keeping with his income…’ (16:2).
In this teaching Paul makes five particular points, which can be summarized as follows – 

· Priority – on the first day of the week (1 Cor 16:2). The first day of the week is a tangible reminder of what Christ has done. It is the day of resurrection, of new life, is that our priority as well?
· Planned – it is a conscious decision to put time and money aside for God’s Kingdom (v 5). This systematic approach avoids the frenzy of fundraising or the wholesale shut down of activities thro’ lack of people
· Personal – each person should make their own decision. Paul makes no demand on what to give (2 Cor 8:3 and 8:8)
· Proportionate – Paul asks them to give what they can, he is fully aware of the personal circumstances within the church and that giving will be different in accordance with each individual’s income or time(1 Cor 16:2)
· Practical – Paul knew that last minute.com thinking is not only less generous but that it can also breed resentment (v 5). It is hard to be generous if giving is a last minute choice. 
Some thoughts to ponder
 A friend of ours some years go introduced himself as belonging to the 9 45 congregation – the people he was talking to came to church for a 9 30 start! It was his way of saying that he was a bit disorganised. God is really asking for a more honouring approach to our response to him – he doesn’t want the dregs of our time.
There is a suggestion that a lot of people sign up to things, the gym or *** and then don’t use them. This is also apparent with things like bank or savings accounts. They are opened but not reviewed on a regular basis to see whether they are still relevant to an individual’s needs. 

How does the way you plan your ministry of giving compare with Paul’s summary and what practical steps could you take to move closer to Paul’s advice? 

Paul has always acknowledged the positive aspects of the Corinthian’s faith – the many gifts they have (1 Cor 1:5-6) but he now encourages them to add another gift that flows from the grace they have received. He encourages them by saying that the gifts of the Holy Spirit at work in them will produce even more gifts including the gift of giving (cf. Rom 12:8). 
If we are to be truly a church where everyone serves, shares and supports then every aspect of our common life together is open to scrutiny and that includes the way we give back to the Lord.   
Next Sunday we will all receive a pastoral letter (the one I’ve mentioned on several occasions). The aim of it has been to be informative, you will see for instance the activities where we are making the gospel known in this community and thro’ that be able to appreciate the time and effort that are put into them.  
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