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“Now as you excel in everything-in faith, in speech, in knowledge, in utmost
eagerness, and in our love for you-so we want you to excel also in this generous
undertaking. 3 I do not say this as a command, but I am testing the genuineness of
your love against the earnestness of others. ° For you know the generous act of our
Lord Jesus Christ, that though he was rich, yet for your sakes he became poor, so
that by his poverty you might become rich. ' And in this matter I am giving my
advice: it is appropriate for you who began last year not only to do something but
even to desire to do something- ! now finish doing it, so that your eagerness may
be matched by completing it according to your means. '? For if the eagerness is
there, the gift is acceptable according to what one has-not according to what one
does not have. 13 I do not mean that there should be relief for others and pressure
on you, but it is a question of a fair balance between ™ your present abundance
and their need, so that their abundance may be for your need, in order that there
may be a fair balance. *° As it is written, “The one who had much did not have too
much, and the one who had little did not have too little” (2 Corinthians 8:7-15).

If you listened carefully to this morning’s reading, you heard Paul appeal to the
Corinthian church for money. It would be easy to say, “This is a great reading for
the church’s stewardship appeal but that is not what this is about”. Yes, it is an
appeal to the Corinthian churches, but Paul’s point is about so much more than
money.

A quick history for this section is that Paul has sent Titus, his helper and co-worker
to the Corinthian Church to collect money for the churches in Judea. The Christian
Jews in Judea, whom Paul refers to as the “poor among the saints at Jerusalem, had
suffered greatly from a famine as well as persecution under King Herod and non-
Christian Jews. They needed help and Paul wanted to help so when he visited the
churches in Corinth, Philippi, Thessalonica, Galatia, Beroea and Macedonia, he
asked them to help those who were suffering in Jerusalem. This was Christian
Gentiles helping Christian Jews and these Gentile churches were eager to help so
Paul told them to take up a systematic collection during the year and put it aside so
he could bring it to Judea. He never gave them set amounts or percentages, but he
was clear about the need. Paul also knew most of these churches were not wealthy
but if they gathered money regularly, it would add up over the year. You should
also remember there was stress between the Jews who had become followers of
Christ and the Gentiles who had become Christians. There were many who did not
believe these Gentiles could become Christians until they first followed Jewish



laws and traditions first. Paul knew it was important to blend these two factions
into one church.

I would like to read the six preceding verses to what you heard this morning to
help you get a better understanding. This is Paul saying:

8 We want you to know, brothers and sisters, about the grace of God that has been
granted to the churches of Macedonia; 2 for during a severe ordeal of affliction,
their abundant joy and their extreme poverty have overflowed in a wealth of
generosity on their part. 3 For, as I can testify, they voluntarily gave according to
their means, and even beyond their means, * begging us earnestly for the
privilege!® of sharing in this ministry to the saints— ° and this, not merely as we
expected; they gave themselves first to the Lord and, by the will of God, to us, %so
that we might urge Titus that, as he had already made a beginning, so he should
also complete this generous undertaking among you.

The Corinthian church had been eager a year earlier to jump in and help but
something changed. Paul wants them to honor their pledge and as you hear him
cajole them by telling them they excel in everything, their faith, their speech, their
eagerness, and now he wants them to excel in their giving as well. No, he is not
commanding them but rather he is testing their genuine love for others — that
would of course be the impoverished Christian Jews in Judea. Paul knew
something else about the Corinthian church: It was a wealthy church because the
city of Corinth was a thriving trade center and there was much wealth there. Along
with wealth was much temptation for the Corinthian church. There was 1dol
worship, sexual immorality, and false teachers. This wealthy church however was
dragging its feet when it came to the collection. They had been eager to do this a
year ago but now when it is time for the collection to be given, they no longer
seem eager. Can’t you almost hear Paul say, “What’s in YOUR wallet?”

How will Paul handle this? Paul does not focus on the amount of money because
what is important here and the true theme of this reading is grace

and generosity. What is the difference between just tossing in some money and
generosity? Generosity is an attitude of the heart. Givers get as much if not more
joy out of the giving than those who receive it. Proverbs 11:24 says “some give
freely, yet grow all the richer; others withhold what is due and only suffer

want.” Paul wants them to give themselves completely to the Lord first, then to
give with willing and generous hearts. In verse 12 Paul says, “For if the eagerness
is there, the gift is acceptable according to what one has - not according to what
one does not have”. He lets them know that giving is a grace from God and should
not be a chore or a burden but should be a joy. He ends by saying “As it is written,
‘The one who had much did not have too much, and the one who had little did not
have too little”. This is a reference to Exodus 16. When the people were hungry,
God rained down “bread” on them, which was manna. They were told to gather as



much as they needed for themselves and their families — one more per person
(about 9+ cups dry-measured). Some gathered more and some gathered less but
when they were done and measured it, each person had one more so those who
gathered much did not have too much and those who gather little had no shortage.
God wants us to have enough and not to hang on to more than we need. When the
Israelites gathered their manna, Moses told them to use it all and not to leave any
until morning, but did they listen? No, some people saved some for the morning
only to find it moldy and wormy.

Yes, generosity is the key here. Paul vacillates between flattery and trying to spark
some competition by telling the Corinthians that the grace of God had been granted
to the churches of Macedonia and even in their poverty, they have had the
abundant joy not only of giving but giving above and beyond their means. These
Macedonian churches are in the northern section of Greece. Greece is separated
into two parts by the Corinth Canal and the Corinthian churches were in the section
known as Achaia. I feel like Paul may be using some psychology here (North vs.
South) to see who could contribute the most.

Now I want pause here for a moment and explain something. Paul’s writings were
in Greek and so periodically when I am preparing a sermon, I look to the Greek
text to see if there are translation differences. Some of you who do not know me
might wonder why a woman with the last name of Burnham would be looking at
Greek text. My parents were first generation born here and they were fluent in
Greek and of course my grandparents and aunts and uncles spoke Greek. My
parents sent me to Greek School for five years. This meant [ went there 3 days a
week after regular school, which may have made some children unhappy but not
me. Before you think I was a wonderful child, no, I went because although they
could all speak English, but they spoke Greek when they didn’t want us kids to
know what they were saying and I wanted to know what they were saying. Believe
me [ had no idea I would use it one day writing sermons!

What I found when looking at the text was that Paul used the word “charis” many
times, but it was translated differently several times. Charis or xapis means grace
so what if I read some of these sentences using the word “grace” in the places they
are in Greek? For example, in verse 4, where it reads the Macedonians

were: ‘begging us earnestly for the (privilege) grace of sharing in this ministry”
and in verses 6 and 7, instead of saying he wanted them to excel in this (generous
undertaking), it read he wanted them to excel in grace and when Paul talks of
Jesus’ (generous act), it read the grace of Jesus becoming poor for our sakes. Can
you hear the difference? The act of generosity that comes from the heart

is grace. Paul wants the Corinthians to follow the example of the Macedonians by
excelling in grace and overflowing in their generosity, but this must be generosity
that comes from God’s grace. It should be a reminder of the generosity of God.



What about us? What has God given us through his generous grace? You only
have to look around you!

The beauty of our earth — the trees, the birds, the water, the air, the plants and
animals that provide food for us, and of course, the greatest gift of all: “For God so
loved the world that he gave us is only Son, so that everyone who believes in him
may not perish but may have eternal life”. John 3:16. And what about Jesus? Paul
reminds the Corinthians of the grace and generosity of Jesus Christ, “who though
he was rich, yet for your sakes became poor, so that by His poverty you might
become rich”. Was Jesus actually poor, poorer than the average person? No, what
this phrase means is that Jesus became poor by giving up his rights as God.
Through the incarnation, Jesus set aside his glory and his rights and became wholly
human. He did the will of his Father to make us rich by giving us salvation.

What is your image of generosity? Is it just money? Or maybe it’s the child who
has worked hard to make a picture or card just for you? Is it a handmade sweater
lovingly knit for you? Is it a home-cooked meal deliver to you when you are sick
or a card that arrives in the mail to encourage you through a hard time?

As we sit here, I think of people getting here early to set up all the equipment, I
think of the coffee and goodies that have been prepared for fellowship, I think of
our Sunday School teacher, the volunteers who tend the flower garden and mow
the lawn, the volunteers who collect donations and bring them to Cape Winds Rest
Home or the Bourne Food Pantry, the choir who lead us in praise and worship with
their voices, the couple who counted the money and made the deposits each week
during the pandemic, the pastor and his wife who could take the day off but still
they are here to help share our service with those on Zoom and Facebook. All
these things are gifts, all these generous gifts of time are an example of generosity
and the grace of God. They create that sense of community for God’s

people. These people give with a grace that comes from the God: They give from
the heart.

There i1s no doubt the church requires monetary contributions, but the church
requires the gift of time from people as well. We need greeters, counters, Sunday
School teachers, coffee hour helpers so that with God’s grace we can continue to
be a community of fellowship. We need to be a generous church because you can
give without loving but you cannot love without giving. Amen



