Giving God’s Way - Part 4

2 Corinthians 8:4-8
Well this morning we return to and conclude our study of 2 Corinthians chapter 8. With some apology to those of you who are visiting with us who haven't been a part of this series, knowing you're going to come in on the tail end, really, of our series on a model for Christian giving, but I think you'll be able to hear what the Spirit of the Lord says to us in this great passage.

We're studying 2 Corinthians. We find ourselves in chapter 8, the first eight verses address the subject of Christian giving, how we give to the Lord. Certainly that is a fitting subject, isn't it, at this time of year when we are probably more conscious of giving than at any other time, giving is on everybody's mind. We're spending our time, aren't we, foraging around in all the stores to try to find just the right gift to give to someone. Or we're spending our time dropping hints to folks of what we'd like to have given to us knowing that they're probably going to do that. Giving is both a privilege born out of love and a duty born out of expectation and perhaps even some reciprocation. But nonetheless, we're all about giving and thinking about giving at this time of the year.

But the One's whose birthday is celebrated should be the most gifted One, namely the Lord Jesus Christ. So giving to Him should be for Christians the all-consuming preoccupation even at this time of year. And in view of that it's fitting that we find ourselves in a study of how we are to give. As Christians, how we are to give to the Lord and to his purpose, very, very pertinent.

2 Corinthians 8:4-5 (NIV) 




                             PLEASE STAND
4they urgently pleaded with us for the privilege of sharing in this service to the saints. 5And they did not do as we expected, but they gave themselves first to the Lord and then to us in keeping with God’s will.

Pray
So Paul is calling on the Corinthians in this chapter to give, particularly the issue is the saints in the church at Jerusalem are very, very poor, they are without resources and their needs are vast. Paul wants the Corinthians to give to the saints in Jerusalem. Now remember, it's not a one-time offering, it's a systematic weekly offering.

1 Corinthians 16:2 (NIV)

2On the first day of every week, each one of you should set aside a sum of money in keeping with his income, saving it up, so that when I come no collections will have to be made.

Over a period of at least a year they have known about this offering and Paul wanted them systematically and weekly to be giving so that there would be accumulated a large amount of money that when he came he could then take back to the needy saints in Jerusalem.

He is instructing them here in chapter 8 regarding this matter of the collection, regarding the matter of their regular weekly giving. And to begin with he uses this main principle that giving is the behavior of devout Christians to sort of launch his motivation. And to make his point he uses an example and the example is the Macedonian churches mentioned there at the end of verse 1. The churches of Macedonia were basically three churches, the church at Philippi, the church at Thessalonica, and the church at Berea. They were givers. They were devout Christians and they behaved in a very generous way in the matter of their giving. And so they serve as the illustration or the example. He wants to instruct both the Corinthians and all Christians through all time to give following the pattern of the Macedonians. 

Let me remind you of what we have already discussed. First of all, we said that giving was initiated by God's grace. Verse 1 reminded us that it was the grace of God given to the Macedonians that so totally transformed their lives that turned them into givers. It's not just a human act, it's not just what noble humans do, we're talking about a level of giving and a level of sacrifice that is unique to those who have been transformed by God's grace, who have been saved and sanctified by the power of God and His gracious work. 

Secondly we said their giving transcended difficult circumstances. You wouldn't think it would be a time or an occasion when they would be able to give because of the tremendous difficulty of their circumstances, namely persecution and economic deprivation and yet in verse 2 it says they gave in a great ordeal of affliction.

Thirdly we said their giving was joyous. Verse 2 again he talks about their abundance of joy.

Fourthly it was not hindered by poverty. He mentions in verse 2 their deep poverty.

Fifthly we said their giving was generous, it overflowed in the wealth of their liberality or generosity.

So we looked at the fact that this giving was initiated by grace, transcended difficult circumstances, was joyous, not hindered by poverty and was generous.

Then we came to verse 3, you'll remember, and in verse 3 we saw three other elements of their giving. Six, their giving was proportionate, that is they gave according to their ability, according to what they were capable of giving in proportion to what they had. Seven, their giving was sacrificial. He says it was beyond their ability. That means they gave more than they were really capable of giving. And eight, he says it was voluntary; they gave of their own accord. 

So that gives us eight principles of the giving of the Macedonians. And the last three, it was proportionate, sacrificial and voluntary are so important that we digressed a little bit to talk about those. They really sum up the concept of free will giving. You give what you can, proportionately to what you have, you give sacrificially and you give voluntarily or willingly, you give in a manner of exercising your own freedom in response to God. Those three elements then really are very important, proportionate, sacrificial, voluntary giving sum up the concept of free will giving, or giving from the heart.

And you remember I told you that there is no prescription in the Bible for what percentage we are to give. We are to give proportionate to what we have, we are to give with a measure of sacrifice, and we are to give voluntarily. That's what we call free will giving.

Now once we had established that we digressed into the Old Testament last time because the Old Testament established two kinds of giving. One is required giving and the second is free will giving. Now required giving is basically taxation. Prior to Moses required giving was prescribed in Egypt to fund the national government for a time of famine and the amount of that was set at twenty percent. During the time of Moses God ordained tithes. The first tithe went to support the Levites who ran the nation, it was a theocracy and they were basically the government workers. They were the people who led the nation. There was a first ten percent and that went to support the Levites, to pay their salaries and provide their livelihood. Secondly there was another ten percent every year that every Jew had to pay and that was the festival tithe, that ten percent went for the national festivals, the national holidays, the great religious meetings and occasions. And then every third year there was a third tenth which was for the welfare tithe to give to the poor and the orphans and the widows and so forth. So if you break that third one into three parts, it's three and a third per year or so, ten percent, ten percent, three a third percent, there at twenty-three percent. You throw in the corners of the field and the gleanings which they couldn't harvest, a kind of a profit-sharing plan, throw in the temple tax which they paid every year and you have about twenty-five percent of a Jew's income went to fund the national government. That's what the tithes related to. 

No Jew gave ten percent. He gave ten percent, ten percent, and ten percent every third year plus. So if you're talking about tithing, you're talking about that amount and you're talking about the funding for the national government. You're talking about supporting the theocracy, that was taxation.

Now let me say at this point just by way of a footnote. I know that this is new to some of you who perhaps were raised in a church or been in a church where they hammered on tithing and they said that the way Christians are to give is to give ten percent because that's the way the Jews give. I know that that is something that is taught commonly. That is not what the Bible teaches. The Bible does not teach the Jews gave ten percent. As I pointed out it teaches that they gave about 25 percent. It was not their giving to God, it was their payment to the theocracy, to the government. It had to be brought into the temple treasury and not to bring it was to rob God, according to Malachi 3:8, of His due tithes and offerings. That was taxation. I know that that is perhaps new to some of you but that is clearly what the Scripture teaches. If you didn't get to come last time, pick up the tape from last week and it will be of help to you.

You say, “Well does the New Testament say anything then about taxation?” Yes!

Romans 13:1-2 (NIV)

1Everyone must submit himself to the governing authorities, for there is no authority except that which God has established. The authorities that exist have been established by God. 2Consequently, he who rebels against the authority is rebelling against what God has instituted, and those who do so will bring judgment on themselves.
Romans 13:6 (NIV)

6This is also why you pay taxes, for the authorities are God’s servants, who give their full time to governing.

Pay your taxes. That is required giving, the New Testament demands that.

1 Peter 2:13-14 (NIV)

13Submit yourselves for the Lord’s sake to every authority instituted among men: whether to the king, as the supreme authority, 14or to governors, who are sent by him to punish those who do wrong and to commend those who do right.

Pay your taxes. State tax, federal tax, sales tax, inheritance tax, capital gains tax, whatever tax, you pay your taxes, that's required giving. And we as Christians should be the most cooperative of all in this because we are not just under government mandate, we are under divine mandate. That is required giving, pay your taxes.

Now what about free will giving? What does the New Testament say about free will giving? It says given amounts are personally determined. Give whatever you want.

2 Corinthians 9:6 (NIV)

6Remember this: Whoever sows sparingly will also reap sparingly, and whoever sows generously will also reap generously. 7Each man should give what he has decided in his heart to give, not reluctantly or under compulsion, for God loves a cheerful giver.

You give whatever you want realizing that whatever you sow is what you're going to harvest. Give and it shall be given unto you. You can't out give God. All of those principles that we have given.

Luke 19 has got to be one of the most humorous stories in the Bible. It's the story about Zaccheus the short little guy who was the regional head of the tax collectors. He wasn't just a local Jericho tax collector, he was the chief among the tax collectors. And Zaccheus had gotten rich by overtaxing his people.

He was curious about Jesus. Heard that Jesus was coming through town one day. And he wanted to see him so he was down there to see him but there was a huge crowd and he was a little short guy and so he climbed up a tree. And as Jesus came along He looks up at Zaccheus and says, “Zaccheus, hurry up and get down out of that tree, I'm coming to your house.” 

He went to Zaccheus' house, you remember, they had a great time. And Zaccheus put his trust in Jesus Christ as his Lord and his Savior and immediately after that, here's what he said:

Luke 19:8 (NIV)

8But Zacchaeus stood up and said to the Lord, “Look, Lord! Here and now I give half of my possessions to the poor, and if I have cheated anybody out of anything, I will pay back four times the amount.”

Now immediately this converted man became a fifty-percent giver. Now that's my kind of giver, a fifty-percent giver that gave the same day he was saved. I suppose Jesus could have said, “I don't think you understand, we only require ten percent.” Jesus didn't say that. Jesus never gave him any prescription at all, never restricted him, didn't say, Hey, hang on to the forty, Zaccheus, not necessary. Zaccheus gave fifty percent of everything he had. And Jesus could have stopped him but He didn't. He would have robbed Zaccheus of the sowing bountifully principle and therefore reaping bountifully.

And then he went further, he said, “and if I have cheated anybody out of anything, I will pay back four times the amount. I'll pay it back four times or four hundred percent.” The point is giving is spontaneous, it is whatever you want to do in your heart, it is out of love and gratitude, not out of law. It has nothing to do with the tithe and the taxation system.

So the amount is up to you. Whatever you purpose in your heart, whatever you desire to give, whatever you want to give voluntarily, generously, sacrificially, proportionately, that's the way you give. Now let's sum it up. The giving of the Macedonians was initiated by grace, transcended difficult circumstances, was with joy, not hindered by poverty, generous, proportionate, sacrificial and voluntary, that is the way we are to give.

Now I'm not done. Quickly we're going to finish this, listen carefully. We come to a ninth point, giving was viewed as privilege not obligation. This is a wonderful reality.

2 Corinthians 8:4-5 (NIV)

4they urgently pleaded with us <the main point is begging, a very strong word. And what are they begging for?> for the privilege of sharing in this service to the saints. <You know what they're doing? They're begging for the privilege of giving. Now you know your heart is right in giving when you're looking for places to give, when you're eager to give, when you see it as a privilege, when you beg for the opportunity to give. That's the kind of giving that is exemplary giving> < Number ten, their giving was an act of worship> 5And they did not do as we expected, but they gave themselves first to the Lord and then to us in keeping with God’s will. <In other words, it was total dedication. We were hoping for an offering, they gave themselves. And listen, when they gave themselves they gave everything they had. They made it all disposable. They made it all dispensable. They made it all available because when you give yourself, everything with you comes with the giving. That is THE supreme act of worship when you give yourselves>
Romans 12:1-2 (KJV)

1I beseech you therefore, brethren, by the mercies of God, that ye present your bodies a living sacrifice, holy, acceptable unto God, which is your reasonable service. 2And be not conformed to this world: but be ye transformed by the renewing of your mind, that ye may prove what is that good, and acceptable, and perfect, will of God.

Yes we worship on Sunday, and God is pleased with that. Yes we worship when we praise Him. And God is pleased with that. But we worship most and most importantly when we give ourselves as the offering, when we offer ourselves, all that we are, all that we have and all that we ever hope to be, unconditionally and unreservedly to Him. And that is what the Macedonians had done. 

In other words, we're to lay ourselves on the altar and say, “God, I give it all up, everything I am, everything I have, everything I hope,” that's what a sacrifice is. That is our spiritual service of worship. That's where worship starts. And once you give yourself as a sacrifice and all that you are and have as a sacrifice, everything else follows. When you say, “I am Yours, Lord, I'm all Yours, I'm completely Yours and everything I possess is Yours,” that's where the Macedonians were. Once you've done that you have really worshiped. And I found in my life that it's not a one-time deal, you do it over and over and over again.

What pleases God is total sacrifice of yourself.

1 Peter 2:9 (NIV)

9But you are a chosen people, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people belonging to God, that you may declare the praises of him who called you out of darkness into his wonderful light.

It required transformation of the mind to a spiritual godly way of thinking, rejection of the world, acceptance of the mind of Christ, commitment to His will, His plans, His purposes and His pleasures. And that is exactly what the Macedonians did. They gave it all. It was all the Lord's and they were just stewards of everything they were and everything they possessed. And that produced the generous sacrificial giving.

2 Corinthians 8: 5 (NIV)

5And they did not do as we expected, but they gave themselves first to the Lord and then to us in keeping with God’s will.
Number eleven, their giving was in submission to their pastors. You'll notice at the end of the verse there is a statement made that is very important, it's that little statement “and then to us in keeping with God’s will.” there at the end of verse 5. It is the will of God that they first gave themselves to the Lord and to us by the will of God. They not only gave themselves to the Lord, they gave themselves, Paul says, to us, to the Apostle Paul and to Titus and to Timothy, to their pastors, to their spiritual leaders. They were submissive to them.

In fact, their devotion to the Lord, these Macedonians, their devotion to the Lord led them to easily and eagerly submit to the leadership of their pastors. They realized that these men were under-shepherds of Christ who stood in the place of Christ giving direction and leadership to the church and they responded to their leadership. God wants His people to respond not only to Him but to His leaders as well. That's pretty clear, isn't it?

Hebrews 13:17 (NIV)

17Obey your leaders and submit to their authority. They keep watch over you as men who must give an account. Obey them so that their work will be a joy, not a burden, for that would be of no advantage to you.

1 Thessalonians 5:12-13 (NIV)

12Now we ask you, brothers, to respect those who work hard among you, who are over you in the Lord and who admonish you. 13Hold them in the highest regard in love because of their work. Live in peace with each other.

A little footnote here. Whenever people in a church become disillusioned about their leaders, their giving drops. And it happened in Corinth and it happens today. It always happens. And people who are in churches where that is the case, where they legitimately have leaders that are not faithful, have a very difficult time expressing their giving as it ought to be expressed. I thank the Lord for faithful leadership in this church, for trustworthy people and for your confidence as evidenced by the grace of giving that I see constantly coming from you.

2 Corinthians 8:6-8 (NIV)

6So we urged Titus, since he had earlier made a beginning, to bring also to completion this act of grace on your part. 7But just as you excel in everything - in faith, in speech, in knowledge, in complete earnestness and in your love <agape love> for us - see that you also excel in this grace of giving. <Number twelve, giving was in concert with other Christian virtues. It's not giving in a vacuum. It's not giving in isolation. It's not giving contrary to what's in your heart. This kind of giving is in perfect harmony with other Christian virtues. You find me a heart filled with faith and utterance and knowledge and earnestness and love and I'll show you a generous heart. It's a combination of all of these virtues that describes a Christian who is sold-out for Christ> 8I am not commanding you <remember, this is free will giving>, but I want to test the sincerity of your love by comparing it with the earnestness of others.
One final point that marks the exemplary giving of the Macedonians, number thirteen, their giving was a proof of love, giving proves love. I'll tell you one thing about giving, it tells the level of your love for God and the ministry. You can give without loving, that's required giving, but you can't love without giving. And the amount of your giving expresses the amount of your love. I want your love to be the same as their love. I want you to follow their example and prove that your love, your agape is sincere, literally genuine, the real thing, legitimate, true.

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?

If you love the Lord, if you love His church, if you love those in need, it is evident by your giving. The true test of sincere love is not your emotions, it's not your feelings; it's your action. And many people are under the allusion that they love because they feel things. Your love is not measured by what you feel, it is measured by your actions and your actions may disprove your own assessment of your feelings. Giving is always the test of love and that's the, that's the highest measure of love a Christian can show to God.

So the Macedonians are our model. They show us that giving is to be initiated by grace, that is to be a supernatural kind of giving. It is to transcend difficult circumstances. To be done with joy. Not hindered by poverty. It is to be generous, proportionate, sacrificial, voluntary. It is to be sought as a privilege not an obligation. It is a part of worship. It is to be done in submission to pastors and leaders. It is to be concert and harmony with other Christian virtues and it is to prove our love to God to His church and His people. That's the Macedonian giving, the giving of devout Christians. Such giving, as we've said all along, is the path to blessing, a path I trust you are eager to walk.

Pray
O Father, we thank you these great texts and how they lead us to the path of blessing. Forgive us, first of all, Lord, for how far short we fall compared to the level of these precious Macedonians, for this is what You require. Thank You for the privilege and the freedom of giving. So, Father, we want to give to prove our love for You, our love for our leaders, those who are over us in the Lord, our love for the people, our love for the ministry, for the advance of the kingdom.

Matthew 22:37-38 (NIV)

37Jesus replied: “‘Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind.’ 38This is the first and greatest commandment.

Our giving proves how much we love you, and unfortunately, it may also prove how much we really don’t love you.

May our affections be set so much on heavenly things, may we be so wholly given as a living and holy sacrifice that we will willingly become poor that others might be made rich through our example. Father, we thank You for Your direction and Your leading in this area in our lives, day by day and week by week, may we be faithful to respond to your calling and to your kingdom In Christ's name I pray. Amen.
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