Giving God’s Way - Part 1

2 Corinthians 9:7

2 Corinthians 9:7 (NIV)

7Each man should give what he has decided in his heart to give, not reluctantly or under compulsion, for God loves a cheerful giver.

By necessity this morning we're going to be dealing with some of the introductory material, but you're going to get a great feel for what is coming in the richness of this wonderful section from Paul to his beloved Corinthians.

Before we look at the text and discuss some of the background, let me ask you a rhetorical question, you don't have to answer it out loud. When you think about coming to church what aspect do you look forward to most?

Some of you might say, “Well, you know, I like the sermon.” I hope there's a few who would say that. Some of you might say, “Well I really like the music, the music moves my heart and lifts my spirits.” And somebody might say, “Well I enjoy the fellowship. We sort of sit in the same place and we have made a lot of wonderful friends and we share our lives together and prayer requests and answers to prayer and it's just good to be there.” And I can imagine you would all sort of line up somewhere along that line of lists. Some of you might say, “I just enjoy being distanced from the pressures of life and just being open to the Lord,” and etc., etc.

But let me suggest something to you. If you really understand Scripture and you really understand what God has promised, the thing you should most look forward to is the offering. Any of you think of that? Well that's really what you ought to look forward to most because according to Scripture it is a direct pipeline to blessing. In fact, every Christian should be eager, anxious, thrilled about the opportunity to give at the offering if based only on two statements that Jesus made. If there was nothing else in the Bible but those two statements, they ought to cause us to line up for the offering. They ought to cause us to be generous and abundant and sacrificial. Let me give you just those two statements.


Luke 6:38 (NIV)

38Give, and it will be given to you. A good measure, pressed down, shaken together and running over, will be poured into your lap. For with the measure you use, it will be measured to you.”
2 Corinthians 9:6 (NIV)

6Remember this: Whoever sows sparingly will also reap sparingly, and whoever sows generously will also reap generously.
It's the same principle. God is going to measure out to you in accord with what you've measured out in your giving. And if you give a lot, you receive a lot. And what you receive is good measure, pressed down, shaken together, running over and it will pour into your lap.

Now the symbolism there is taken from the ancient Middle Eastern grain market. And people would literally go into the grain market ready to receive a lap full of grain. Here's how it worked. Both men and women wore a loose material garment that went all the say down to their feet and it was belted with a sash. When they went into the grain market they would simply pull some of that garment up through the sash and they would make it sort of a bloused effect. They would take two hands and pull that up and they would create by that a huge pocket and that's why the Bible says it will be poured into your lap because that's exactly what would happen. They would fill that garment with grain. 

But there's another verse that I want to mention.

Acts 20:35 (NIV)

35In everything I did, I showed you that by this kind of hard work we must help the weak, remembering the words the Lord Jesus himself said: ‘It is more blessed to give than to receive.’
In other words, what you give away brings you a greater blessing than what you receive. That should be enough. That should be enough to make us line up to give. Do you want to be most blessed? Then give. Do you want to receive pressed down, shaken together, and running over so that your lap is filled? Then give. Those two monumental promises of blessing and generosity from God who is the source of everything, who is the giver of every good and perfect gift, who has the power to get you wealth, who gives you all that you have, those promises from God should make us sacrificially generous.

Now apparently, and we have to say this sadly, but truly, apparently many Christians don't believe these promises. They carry around the idea that they have to protect everything they have and hang on to it. They become hoarders and they become stingy and they become self-indulgent and protective. And it's really a matter of faith. They don't believe the promise of the Word of God or they would give. It's a question of faith. It's a question of trust. It's a question of belief. You either believe it or you don't. If you do, you give because giving is more blessed and giving causes God to give back in greater abundance.

It should be noted, by the way, that for those, for whom the motive of promise doesn't prompt giving, there is also a command. Luke 6:38 does say, “Give,” that's imperative. So it's not just a question of faith, it's a question of obedience. Trust and obey, those are the two keys to Christian living. Believe God's promises and obey His commands and you have both there. The command is give; the promise is He will give in return. Giving then is an issue of faith and obedience. It is an issue of trusting God. It is an issue of believing in His commandments. It is believing that if you give He will give you back in greater measure than you could ever give away, which means you're always replenished. It is also a question of obedience.

In either case, not to give is a sin. It's a sin against God in the sense that you don't trust Him. It's a sin against God in that you don't obey Him. These simple verses ought to be enough to make us line up to give as generously, as unselfishly, as sacrificially as possible.

Now at the outset let me make some things clear and we're going to deal with some introductory things that I find absolutely fascinating in setting up an understanding of this text. At the very outset we must remind you that believers early on gave to the church. They gave to the support of the church basically in two ways generally. 

First, they gave in order that the leaders might be supported, that is Apostles, prophets, evangelists, pastors and those who were responsible for leading, serving, working in the church. And they no doubt supported those who worked alongside them.

1 Corinthians 9:6-14 (NIV)

6Or is it only I and Barnabas who must work for a living? <Look, are we the only people who should be supported?> 7Who serves as a soldier at his own expense? <Nobody. A soldier serves his government, his government supports him> Who plants a vineyard and does not eat of its grapes? Who tends a flock and does not drink of the milk? <There are certain things that we do that have a living built into them> 8Do I say this merely from a human point of view? Doesn’t the Law say the same thing? 9For it is written in the Law of Moses: “Do not muzzle an ox while it is treading out the grain.” Is it about oxen that God is concerned? <In other words, God is speaking in an analogy but He's talking about something other than an ox> 10Surely he says this for us, doesn’t he? Yes, this was written for us, because when the plowman plows and the thresher threshes, they ought to do so in the hope of sharing in the harvest. <In other words, the ox who plows should be fed for his plowing. The plowman should enjoy the crop. The thresher the same. And in verse 11 he brings it to its point> 11If we have sown spiritual seed among you, is it too much if we reap a material harvest from you? <In other words, you ought to support the preacher, you ought to support the apostles and those who travel with him and those who minister and those who teach and those who lead you> 12If others have this right of support from you, shouldn’t we have it all the more? But we did not use this right. On the contrary, we put up with anything rather than hinder the gospel of Christ. 13Don’t you know that those who work in the temple get their food from the temple, and those who serve at the altar share in what is offered on the altar? 14In the same way, the Lord has commanded that those who preach the gospel should receive their living from the gospel. <It certainly was true in the Old Testament economy. The priests received their living from the tithe that the people gave. And so he is saying we support through the church the leaders and teachers that God gives to us>
Galatians 6:6 says the same thing.

Galatians 6:6 (NIV)

6Anyone who receives instruction in the word must share all good things with his instructor. <Make sure that all the needs of the teacher are met by those who are the taught>
1 Timothy 5:17-18 (NIV)

17The elders who direct the affairs of the church well are worthy of double honor, especially those whose work is preaching and teaching. <Why?> 18For the Scripture says, “Do not muzzle the ox while it is treading out the grain,” and “The worker deserves his wages.”

So the church had the responsibility as Israel of old did to support its spiritual leadership. So when the people came on the Lord's Day they gave for the ongoing support of their elders and pastors and spiritual leaders.

But secondly, they gave for the general population of the church as well, to meet the needs of the people. Support of the needy was a very, very important aspect in the life of the early church because the early church was filled with poor people, with needy people, with widows, with orphans, with folks who didn't have a lot of resources and they needed to have their needs met. 

1 Timothy 6:18-19 (NIV)

18Command them to do good, to be rich in good deeds, and to be generous and willing to share. 19In this way they will lay up treasure for themselves as a firm foundation for the coming age, so that they may take hold of the life that is truly life.

There was a great need for sharing. There were many people in the church who had needs, many poor people.

Now I give you those two aspects of giving, one for the support of the ministry and leadership of the church, secondly for the support of the people in the church who had need, that was basically why they gave in the early church, those two aspects. And it is still so. We give for the leadership and the support of the staff and those who minister and lead and serve among us, including our missionaries around the world. And we give also to include the facilities we have. Of course, the early church didn't have that. They met outdoors. They met at various homes. They met in the temple ground, in public places. We give for the support of the life of the church and we give to care for those who have needs. That too is an important part of the church and in some parts of the world today it's as important as it was in the early church, though in America we have most of our needs met because we live in such a flourishing society. 

But the principles for giving then have to do with those areas of giving. Give for the support of the church and the meeting of the needs of God's people in the church.

Now the issue here is meeting the needs of poor saints. The issue here is not supporting the leadership; the issue here is meeting the needs of the poor saints, the brothers and sisters in Christ. And, in fact, it has to do not with the Corinthians meeting the needs of poor saints in their own church, apparently they were already doing that, but the Corinthians meeting the needs of poor saints in other churches. In fact, in one particular church and that is the church at Jerusalem. In chapters 8 and 9 Paul is endeavoring to get the Corinthians to make significant generous gifts toward the poor saints in the Jerusalem church. That's the issue here. But what comes out of this is a general pattern for all Christian giving.

Now let me tell you a little bit about the church in Jerusalem. It had many, many poor Christians, many in great need. From its beginning, you remember, on the day of Pentecost, the church had to face the problem of extreme poverty among its people. It was as poor as poor could possibly get. It was not an upper class church. It was an impoverished congregation of people. There were three causes, very important as a background so you understand this.

Cause number one was that the church was populated by pilgrims. That is people who had made a pilgrimage to Jerusalem for the celebration of Pentecost. Pentecost was a Jewish feast that followed forty days after Passover. And you know, from knowing a little bit of Jewish background that the Jews liked to migrate or to pilgrimage to Jerusalem for the great religious festivals. They came not only from around the land of Israel itself, but many of them came from all over the place where Jews had been scattered in what was known as the Dispersion. There were Jews scattered all over the Gentile world. They were called Hellenistic Jews, meaning nations or Gentiles. They were Jews scattered in Gentile parts of the world. Whenever there was a big festival in Jerusalem, they migrated or they pilgrimaged to Jerusalem for that very event.

We are introduced to these Hellenistic Jews right away on the day of Pentecost in Acts chapter 2. The Holy Spirit comes, you remember, and the hundred and twenty in the upper room began to speak, they spoke in languages, they spoke the wonderful works of God and it immediately says that everybody heard them in their own language.

Acts 2:4-11 (NIV)

4All of them were filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak in other tongues as the Spirit enabled them. 5Now there were staying in Jerusalem God-fearing Jews from every nation under heaven. 6When they heard this sound, a crowd came together in bewilderment, because each one heard them speaking in his own language. 7Utterly amazed, they asked: “Are not all these men who are speaking Galileans? 8Then how is it that each of us hears them in his own native language? 9Parthians, Medes and Elamites; residents of Mesopotamia, Judea and Cappadocia, Pontus and Asia, 10Phrygia and Pamphylia, Egypt and the parts of Libya near Cyrene; visitors from Rome 11(both Jews and converts to Judaism); Cretans and Arabs—we hear them declaring the wonders of God in our own tongues!”

A side note: Pentecost was also the anniversary of the law. It was on that very day that Moses gathered Israel around Mount Sinai and God came out in majesty and gave His law with His thunders and lightnings and they stood trembling and entered into the covenant of works with him. The Holy Ghost came on that anniversary because the Holy Ghost is the new law of the Christian. The old law was written on stone. The new law is written on the tables of the heart.

And there they were, all these pilgrims gathering for this tremendous Pentecost feast. And what happened? Three thousand people were converted on the day of Pentecost. Listen, many of them were these pilgrims.

Acts 4:4 (NIV)

4But many who heard the message believed, and the number of men grew to about five thousand.

Probably additional women converted. Now the church is in the thousands and many of them are these pilgrims. Now think of it, this, very simple to understand, there was only one church in the whole world and that was the church at Jerusalem and it was only a matter of a few weeks old. There was no other place to go in the world to go to church. There weren't any other Christians in the world. There weren't any other apostles in the world. They had just been born into the church, the church itself had been born. They had just received the powerful expressions of the Holy Spirit. Miracles were a constant daily experience at the hands of the apostles. There was a joy and euphoria and bliss and an excitement and an enthusiasm that caused them not to want to go home. There was nothing to go home to. No church, no miracles, no apostles, no teachers, no nothing. Miracles are a daily occurrence. Joy and exuberance, meeting every day from house to house and in the temple, rejoicing and praising God and eating and celebrating communion and rejoicing in the resurrection of Jesus Christ and the birth of the church, the only Christians, the only fellowship, the only apostles. They didn't go back.

Well that little band of Jewish believers trying to absorb all of these thousands and thousands of converted pilgrims made a valiant effort to do this but it was no easy task. It got very complex. As chapter 6 of Acts tells us, there were many Hellenistic widows, that means that there were many pilgrim widows who had come in, converted to Christ and stayed. And I'll tell you, you can be sure that the people who stayed tended to be the poor people, the widows, the orphans and the people who had nothing to go home to. The people who would go back would be people who had an estate, who had a business, who had a very important job in government somewhere who had great responsibility who operated their own environment.

So that's the first reason that the church in Jerusalem was extremely impoverished. The people were poor and now they had to take on the full support of all these pilgrims in their midst and it made it very, very difficult.

There's a second component that made them poor. The church was made up of persecuted Jews. Jerusalem is the holy city. There's no question about it. And it is the most sacred place on the earth to devout Jews. It is there that they are more concerned about their religion than anywhere else. It is there that their legalism reaches its pinnacle and their animosity toward anyone who rejects Judaism. You can see it even to this very day. And the people who were converted from among the inhabitants of Jerusalem would be immediately rejected, even as they are today when someone in an orthodox Jewish family in Jerusalem comes to faith in Jesus Christ, they are immediately rejected, they are alienated. They would become the victims of social alienation, excommunication from the synagogue, complete rejection, they would lose their businesses, they would lose their jobs, they would lose their source of income and everything would disappear. Their family would disown them. And so what you had there was a whole lot of pilgrims with nothing and a whole lot of dispossessed Jews who had nothing either.

Now let me throw in a third component, the Roman economy. The economy of Jerusalem and the area around Jerusalem, the area of Palestine was as poor as any part of the Roman Empire. And don't for a minute think that the Roman Empire was wealthy. Rome was fine, but the Empire was very poor. And it was made even poorer by the Romans who managed to extract everything out of all of the territories they occupied. The result was, there was rampant poverty in the land of Palestine.

And there is a fourth component.

Acts 11:27-30 (NIV)

27During this time some prophets came down from Jerusalem to Antioch. 28One of them, named Agabus, stood up and through the Spirit predicted that a severe famine would spread over the entire Roman world. (This happened during the reign of Claudius.) <In response to that, listen to the next verse> 29The disciples, each according to his ability, decided to provide help for the brothers living in Judea. 

Why? Because that was the largest population of believers, first of all, and because Judea was already so impoverished. And when the famine was coming they sent the money there because the poverty was so great.

1 John 3:17 (NIV)

17If anyone has material possessions and sees his brother in need but has no pity on him, how can the love of God be in him?

Deuteronomy 15:7-8 (NIV)

7If there is a poor man among your brothers in any of the towns of the land that the LORD your God is giving you, do not be hardhearted or tightfisted toward your poor brother. 8Rather be openhanded and freely lend him whatever he needs.

Deuteronomy 15:10 (NIV)

10Give generously to him and do so without a grudging heart; then because of this the LORD your God will bless you in all your work and in everything you put your hand to.

You want to be blessed in your work? You want to be blessed in everything you do? In all your enterprises? Then give and God will bless.


Acts 20:35 (NIV)

35In everything I did, I showed you that by this kind of hard work we must help the weak, remembering the words the Lord Jesus himself said: ‘It is more blessed to give than to receive.’”
Luke 6:38 (NIV)

38Give, and it will be given to you. A good measure, pressed down, shaken together and running over, will be poured into your lap. For with the measure you use, it will be measured to you.”
That's God's will. That's God's desire.

Psalm 41:1-3 (NIV)

1Blessed is he who has regard for the weak; the LORD delivers him in times of trouble. 2The LORD will protect him and preserve his life; he will bless him in the land and not surrender him to the desire of his foes. 3The LORD will sustain him on his sickbed and restore him from his bed of illness.

Proverbs 19:17 (NIV)

17He who is kind to the poor lends to the LORD, and he will reward him for what he has done.

Proverbs 21:13 (NIV)

13If a man shuts his ears to the cry of the poor, he too will cry out and not be answered.

Proverbs 22:2 (NIV)

2Rich and poor have this in common: The LORD is the Maker of them all.
Proverbs 22:9 (NIV)
9A generous man will himself be blessed, for he shares his food with the poor.

Beloved, those of us who have a potential of blessing that people who don't have miss. We can be blessed in our giving. That's the principle. It is a command to give. It is a promise of great blessing in return.

You know what happened to that Jerusalem church? It wasn't very many years until the rich weren't rich, until it was just a whole bunch of poor people because they had all given it away. It was so overwhelming for them then to try to sustain the needs of that church as persecution elevated and escalated.

So when Paul began his third missionary journey, he determined that he was going to collect money for the poor in Jerusalem because they had no more resources left. So as he goes on his third missionary journey, this high priority of collecting the money is on his heart. He wants to collect it from the Gentile churches and take it back to the poor in Jerusalem.

So enough of that. The collection was very important in his heart and he spent over a year getting all this money together and taking it to Jerusalem. So the specific issue that is being addressed with the Corinthians here is the matter of giving their money not to support the preachers, not to support those who lead, but to support the poor in the church, and namely the church at Jerusalem.

But no matter what the specific issue was, the pattern for giving is universal and instructive in all of our giving. And when we give to the church we give to the leadership, to support the ministry of the church and as the church disseminates that to those in need. We give to all of that when we lay our money, as it were, in the offering plate that is like laying it at the apostles' feet. And the principles that rise out of these two chapters with regard to giving transcend the specifics but the specifics are important to understand the context of what we're learning here.

Now in the next couple of weeks, we're going to see marvelous teaching about this matter of giving. In fact, we’re going to see from the Scriptures the model for Christian giving. We're going to meet some believers who both believed God and obeyed God.

2 Corinthians 8:1-3 (NIV)

1And now, brothers, we want you to know about the grace that God has given the Macedonian churches. 2Out of the most severe trial, their overflowing joy and their extreme poverty welled up in rich generosity. 3For I testify that they gave as much as they were able, and even beyond their ability. Entirely on their own,

Let's look at verse 1, just briefly. “Now,” he says, that word, by the way, is a Greek article that indicates a contrast into a new topic or a new subject and he's progressing in his discussion. It flows out of the prior text in which he spoke of a restored relationship with the Corinthians. And now that they're relationship is restored, he can talk to them about giving, and he can have a little authority again in their lives. He's saying, in effect, since we have a restored relationship and you're now submitting yourselves to me as God's servant and God's voice, you are recognizing that God's word and will is through me, I must call you back to the matter of giving. He calls them brethren, a term of endearing affection, and then he says, “I want you to look at the Macedonians.”

Now do you know where Macedonia was? There were basically three churches in Macedonia that he's speaking of here. The church at Philippi to which Philippians was written, the church at Thessalonica which received the two Thessalonian letters, and the church at Berea. Those three churches were the churches of Macedonia.

Now Macedonia was the ancient kingdom of Alexander the Great that had now come under Roman control. It included all the northern provinces of Greece. Now let me tell you a little about these churches, just a very brief word or two and we'll see more as we go. There is nothing in the Thessalonian letters and there's nothing in the Philippian letter dealing with the rich. There's no word about how the rich are to behave or what they're to do with their riches, there's no warnings about any of that. As I noted for you, the Romans basically impoverished the people all over the Roman Empire.

Verse 2 says, “Out of the most severe trial.” Remember, the churches were persecuted as well. “Out of the most severe trial, their overflowing joy and their extreme poverty welled up in rich generosity.” They were profoundly poor. In fact, verse 3 says “that they gave as much as they were able, and even beyond their ability. Entirely on their own.” Generous though poor, the perfect model for Christian giving.

So Paul says, I want to draw your attention to the giving that's been done by the churches of Macedonia, and I want you to give like they have given. That's the standard, that's the standard.

Apparently the Corinthians didn't even give like the Macedonians but needed to. So they become the standard. We're going to find out how they gave in the first eight verses, and it is a model of Christian giving, and that's for next Sunday morning.

Pray
Father, again we're so blessed. You have already poured out such abundant blessing on us. We have so much and more. And, Lord, yet there is blessing we haven't received, riches we haven't experienced because we haven't given. We think of these poor Macedonians who had so little and gave the little they had and thus were always replenished to give again and give again. 

Father, I pray that You might teach us that if there was nothing else said we would give if we believed the promise, “Give and it shall be given to you.” We would give if we obeyed the command, “Give.”

Father, You have shown us a path to blessing, a path to abundance, a path to obedience and You ask us to trust You and obey You. May we do that and teach us, continue to teach us that we might know the fullness of Your blessing and eternal glory for that treasure in heaven which can never be corrupted and never rusted and never stolen, but which we shall enjoy forever and ever in Your presence. Thank You, Lord, for Your Word to us in Christ's name. Amen. 
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