7th February 2010
2 Cor 9:6-15

Giving the generosity of grace

Generosity in Discipleship

Today we conclude our series of sermons in which we have explored together Paul’s correspondence in chapters 8 and 9 of his second letter to the church in Corinth. You will recall we have looked at Paul’s view of Christian giving in terms of God’s grace and we’ve focused our thoughts on the overflow of grace, the action of grace and the application of grace. Copies of these sermons are available at the back of church and on the website, if you’ve missed any.

We turn today to Giving – the generosity of grace and use Paul’s explanation in the tail end of chapter 9 to examine another view of our own giving. At the end of this morning’s sermon I would like to pick up on any theological points you may want to raise over giving. So please do think of any questions as we explore our passage now. I’d like to start with a story...
The monkey and the jar

In a far off dry and dusty land, water is hard to come by and the people who live there use an ingenious way to find it. They are aware of a plant that holds water in its roots but it is hard for them to find it, but not for the monkeys who live there.
So they have devised a sure fire way of finding the water – all they need is a jar with a narrow opening, a piece of rope, some rock salt and a nearby tree. They tie the jar to the tree with the rope and fill it with the salt and then wait for a monkey to come by, because they know that monkeys love the taste of salt. Once the monkey grabs a handful of salt the men come and capture the monkey, feed it salt and wait for it to lead them to the plant containing the water. 

At this point you may be thinking, ‘Isn’t nature wonderful’ or maybe, ‘Why doesn’t the monkey run away?’ The answer is that the monkey can get its paw inside the jar but can’t get it out while holding a fistful of salt. It is caught because it will not let go of what it is holding tightly to. Is our notion of giving like the monkey holding on tightly to what we have or is it of a more generous nature?
An agriculture metaphor

I mentioned last week that Paul uses various metaphors to describe our new relationship with God thro’ the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ. Paul connects theology and ethics thro’ our passage with an example drawn from agriculture. Now the finer points of a farmer’s expertise may not be that readily apparent to us living in a town. But the example Paul uses can be translated into the world of gardening. 
On the balance of giving

In any authentic view of Biblical giving there are two actions required of us and three actions God graciously does. As always...God out gives us!

An invitation to invest (v 6)
Using our understanding of gardening, the invitation to us is to invest time and energy into the space we have. If we want those prize flowers or vegetables or indeed to grow anything of worth then it’s no good being less than generous with the seed we sow in the ground. 
Angus Buchan a South African farmer illustrates this point very well
. Preaching in 1997 against the grim warnings of an El Nino
  he is convinced that God called him to plant potatoes, dry beans and sweetcorn. He had not planted potatoes before and recognised that he was taking a big, big risk. But thro’ careful tending and not an un-considerable amount of prayer, he harvested a bumper crop. He had relied on God and God had not let him down. Needless to say Angus’ faith caught the imagination of Christians throughout South Africa. One day he spoke to some pastors and they told him, ‘every time we eat a potato from now on, we will remember this: ‘without faith it is impossible to please God, because anyone who comes to him must believe that he exists and that he rewards those who earnestly seek him.’ (Heb 11:6)  
A heart decision (v 7)
The decision to give at any level comes from the heart. If we leave it to the head, the rational bit kicks in. Paul here mirrors the actions of Christ, who invites but does not compel; the choice is squarely laid on our shoulders. 

David Watson
 relates this story; a Columbian evangelist returned to the home of his guests, a pastor, his wife and five children after an exhausting day. Finds on the dinner table one plate clearly laid for him. On it was a small potato and one egg. The evangelist thought, ‘is that all?’ ’But I’m so hungry!’ Nevertheless he bowed his head and gave thanks to God for the food before him. Just before he started, he asked if the family had already eaten. Hastily the pastor’s wife said they would get something later; given this was 10.30 at night he enquired further. He found out that they had no money and no food apart from this one potato and the one egg. He asked the pastor’s wife to put another seven plates on the table, he then cut up the potato and egg into eight equal portions and invited them to sit at the table with him, he bowed his head again and gave thanks.  
God supplies His grace (v 8)

Grace as I said at the beginning of this series provides the golden thread that is weaved through these two chapters. Unsurprisingly it appears again here. This is the great answer to what lies behind Christian giving. It is not guilt or duty or arm twisting but simply undeserved grace. God’s grace offered freely to each believer is the power that drives Christian giving. 
To illustrate the point of grace we can take four familiar stories, one from each gospel. In Matthew
, Jesus tells the story of the farmer who hires men during the day and then at the end of that working day, pays each the same. The farmer’s action not unsurprisingly caused resentment. What did his actions say about the motivation to work and a fair day’s wage for a fair day’s work? It made no economic sense and it had no sense of justice. 
In Mark
, Jesus watching a widow putting two coins in the temple treasury compared her actions with the wealthy worshippers putting in large amounts. He seems on the face of it to belittle major contributions. But Jesus’ words summarises her actions, ‘they gave out of their wealth; but she, out of her poverty, put in everything – all that she had to live on.’ (v 44). The story makes no sense.
In Luke,
  Jesus tells the story of the shepherd who sets out to find the lost sheep, leaving the other 99 to fend for themselves. What about the rustlers, or the wolf or the desire of the other sheep to just to wander off as well? How would the shepherd feel if he turned up with the one lost sheep to find 40 others had wandered off or been killed? It makes no sense.
And finally in John,
 Mary anoints Jesus with a pint of very, very expensive perfume. Even Judas not known for his right choices is appalled at the extravagance. It makes no sense.

But is it does if you accept the notion of grace. It’s not about finishing first or last, it’s not about counting, it’s not about fairness. These are human constructs. Grace is about the truth of God’s Word. Karl Barth a famous theologian was once asked by earnest students, ‘Dr Barth what’s the most profound truth you have learnt in your studies’. Without hesitation Barth replied, ‘Jesus loves me, this I know, for the Bible tells me so.’
 

God supplies what we need (v 10)

Paul now clearly links what we receive from God to the level of our own spiritual journey as a disciple. God supplies all that we can ever need through our ongoing relationship with Him. Every gardener knows that if he or she wants to grow something in the next season, seed must be invested in or saved from this year’s harvest. 

God has laid before us all that we need through His word. This word increases our store of knowledge of who God is and how He acts; in our own lives and in the lives of others. 

Have you ever thought about your ‘story’, how has God’s love brought you to this point, the here and now as you sit and listen? How could you speak of that? How much have you stored up for the harvest?
God makes it possible to be generous (v 11)

The promise made here is remarkable. If we, in faith make a promise of generous giving, God in His generosity will work in our lives to provide enough for us to be generous. When generosity is rooted in God’s love and grace, we will find that giving is an amazing thing. Instead of back slapping and saying how generous we are, the example we will show is how wonderful God is. This is one example that we can show ourselves to be counter cultural – giving not grudgingly but giving to overflowing.
When giving flows from this honest appreciation, it will result in the dramatic ability for us here to have an impact on the community of Kempshott and in our wider ministry as well.
Thank be to God!
Paul ends where he started, way back in chapter 8 – ‘we want you to know about the grace that God has given the Macedonian churches.’ (8:1). Paul knows that all he has spoken about has been about grace, not about time or money. These are but a small part in the working of the Holy Spirit in a believer’s life. Grace is so much bigger, so that’s why Paul ends with these words, ‘‘Thanks be to God for his indescribable gift.’ 
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