6
Fellowship Bible Church 9/6/09 Pastor Howie Wideman

PASS THE PLATE PLEASE
II Corinthians 9:1-15

The story is told of a pastor who stated that after the message there would be an offering collected for the church.  The organist would play an appropriate number and all those who wanted to donate $10 would stand at that time.  The organist asked what song would be appropriate and the minister replied “The Star Spangled Banner.”

Don’t worry, I’m not going to do that and ask you to sing “Standing on the Promises” or the “Hallelujah Chorus.”
Before I go any further in this message I need to give a disclaimer.  The message is about giving, but I need for you to understand something.  Our Deacon Board did not ask me to speak on this topic and neither are we as a church in financial difficulties where we need to have a message on giving to stir you up to give more.  

God has blessed and continues to bless us as we meet our financial obligations.  In our quest this year to consider core beliefs, the last one we will address is on the area of stewardship.  

A steward is someone who has been entrusted with something, be it financial or material possessions, or even a business.  He is a keeper.  Defined by Webster a steward is “a person who is morally responsible for the careful use of money, time, talents, or other resources, especially with respect to the principles or needs of a community or group.”  

In Tolkein’s trilogy that follows “The Hobbit”, until the rightful king returned Denathor had been made steward of the city of Gondor and its people.  He was to look out for the welfare of the kingdom and its people.

A steward then is someone who has been entrusted with something, not for his own benefit, but rather for the benefit of others.

Steve would be considered a steward of a business and has responsibility not only to distribute a product to customers; he is also a steward of that product ensuring its quality.   Additionally, he is a steward of employees and a steward of the capital to operate that business.

Kris plays lacrosse.  His coach has made him steward of that section of the playing field.

Hannah, working at Arby’s, is a steward of the cash register.
If you are a parent, you are a steward of the children entrusted to your care.

If you are a husband, you are a steward of your family.

You steward the place you live.

You are a steward of your bank account.  Your bank is a steward of your money.
You steward your garden.

A steward looks out for the best interest of others rather than self.  Stewardship doesn’t hoard it helps others.

Our passage today is about stewardship in respect to what God has entrusted to us to care for and in turn to help others who are in need.  It is much like the story Jesus told about the money that was passed out by the wealthy land owner to three of his servants.  Two of the three proved to be good stewards of the resources entrusted to them so that when the owner returned he found that they had invested wisely for his benefit, not their own.  They thought of their master, whereas the one thought only of himself.
Please turn in your Bible to II Corinthians 9.  

There is a hand of gentleness – v. 1-5
There is a habit of generosity – v. 6-10

There is a heart of gladness – v. 11-15
A HAND OF GENTLENESS – v. 1-5
For a couple of years as Paul traveled to various cities and visited churches he had been organizing a collection for the believers back in Jerusalem.  There was a great financial need for them.  When the church first began we read in Acts 2 that many helped meet the needs of other believers by selling property and possessions to help others who were in need.  A New Testament prophet had also predicted a famine that left the area in difficulty as well.  Recognizing this need Paul encouraged believers in the regions around to help out the Christians in Jerusalem.  He had been instructing them about this need for over a year and so he begins chapter 9.  We aren’t sure about what delayed the collection of contributions from the Corinthians but something did and Paul wanted to give them a gentle reminder about their previous commitment.
The summary of this contribution is found in Romans 15:25-27.  It was after this prompting in our passage that the offering was collected and delivered to Jerusalem for assisting with the needs of the believers there.

The churches of Macedonia would encompass those in Philippi, Thessalonica, and Berea.  The believers in this region suffered for their faith.  It would be like many believers in other countries today who are unable to get work or good paying jobs because they are Christians.  Following Jesus costs many people a good livelihood. The Macedonian believers suffered financially for their faith, yet they remained steadfast and joyful and even contributed to others as they were able.  Last spring when the Wasilla Bible Church in Alaska suffered a fire due to arson, one of the churches they support in Africa sent them a check for $42 dollars to help out.  The damage was over a million dollars and here a small poverty stricken church gave.  That’s the churches in Macedonia.
Notice in verse 2 that it was the faith of the church in Corinth that spurred on and encouraged the churches in Macedonia to give as well.  

The principle is this: when we give joyfully, others see it and are encouraged to give as well.  We can look at what we have and think that it’s nothing and what good would it help, but God is able to take it and bless it and use it.  $42 is not much in comparison to the need of $1 million.  You may work for minimum wage at some fast food restaurant or you may only receive a small pension or social security and think that’s not much, what can God do with that.  There is an old saying that goes like this “little is much when God is in it.”
Turn back to chapter 8:1-15.

Did you notice some key characteristics about the churches in Macedonia?  The passage speaks of them being very poor yet filled with joy.  This joy was there because of the grace they had experienced from God in extending to them the gift of eternal life.  Consequently their joy spilled over into wanting to share tangibly with others even in spite of their poverty.  They were eager to give.  As a matter of fact, they were so poor Paul was reluctant to take any contribution from them for others because he knew they needed it themselves, yet they were persistent and didn’t want Paul to rob them of the joy of giving.  
Notice an important element of giving found in verse 5 “Their first action was to give themselves to the Lord…”  We cannot give joyfully if our heart hasn’t first been devoted to the Lord.  “We can give without loving, but we cannot love without giving.”  This is what Paul speaks of in Romans 12:1 in presenting ourselves to the Lord as living sacrifices.  Their actions showed how much they loved God and others.  They gave selflessly and trusted God to meet their own needs.  “They pleaded for the privilege of sharing.”  What could the church of Jesus Christ do today if she had the same fortitude of giving as did these believers in Macedonia?  What inexpressible joy there would be
To the church in Corinth Paul is reminding them of their commitment over a year earlier to help the church in Jerusalem with a gift that they had not yet sent and he was holding up the churches of Macedonia as a model to follow.  He reminded them about how eager they had begun the task and wanted them to finish with the same eagerness.  Then he reminded them that whatever they gave, if given eagerly, with the right spirit or attitude, would be accepted because it was done with the right motivation.  He concluded this section of chapter 8 by noting that there may come a time when they might be in need as well.
This is a gentle reminder of their earlier commitment and in verse 5 of chapter 9 when Paul encouraged them to ensure that whatever size contribution they gather should be given willingly, not grudgingly.  

Have you made some promises about giving to the Lord’s work that you haven’t kept?  Have you made some promises about giving to the Lord’s work that you are keeping but you are doing so reluctantly?  Be encouraged by Paul’s gentle hand as reminder that when we give willingly, fully trusting God, He will provide for our needs.

Proverbs 19:17 “He who is kind to the poor lends to the Lord, and He will reward him for what he has done.”

There was a hand of gentleness by the apostle to the Corinthians about giving.  Sometimes we need that reminder as well.  

We see next in verses 6-10 a habit of generosity.

I. A HABIT OF GENEROSITY – v. 6-10

A hat was passed around a church congregation for taking up an offering for the visiting minister.  Presently it was returned to him…conspicuously and embarrassingly empty.  Slowly and deliberately, the pastor turned the hat inside out and shook it.  Then looking to heaven he fervently prayed a prayer of thanksgiving that at least his hat had been returned.

Paul is now going to use the analogy of sowing and reaping to illustrate for them the need of a spirit of generosity.  This is commonly known as the law of the harvest.  The farmer knows that if he sows only a little seed, he can expect only to get a little in return when the harvest comes.  If he sows a lot of seed, he can expect that the return in the harvest will be much greater. 

Let’s say a farmer harvests a bushel of wheat.  You wouldn’t expect him the next year to say that he has plenty from the year before so he only needs to sow half a bushel or none at all.  He will sow more to get more.  The farmer can enjoy all that he has harvested now and have none for the future or he can lose a little now by sowing some of it so that he can have more down the road.  
We see this in the story Jesus told of the man who instead of sowing more decided to store it all up in bigger barns.  
Now here is a principle that is often confusing.  We speak of giving our tithes and offerings.  The Old Testament had a system of giving tithes.  A tithe was 10%.  It came from the first fruits of his labor.  If he got a hundred bushels of wheat, he gave 10 bushels to the Lord.  If he had a 100 sheep born in the year, 10 would go to the Lord.  You get the idea.

The principle of giving 10% is nowhere mentioned in the New Testament as the standard by which we are to give.  What is the principle stated in these verses?  Verse 7, “You must each decide in your heart how much to give.”  Now 10% may be what you decide in your heart to give.  It is not a hard and fast rule.  

That word in the Greek means to bring forward by choice, to choose beforehand, to purpose.  There is then the idea that your offering should be by careful prayer and determined beforehand.  Now that doesn’t mean you can’t be spontaneous in your giving either.  You come to church and there is a special need you become aware of that day and you decide to help out.  What Paul is saying is that in general our giving should be deliberate, thought out, it is to be done voluntarily.  Before you arrive for church you should have all ready prayed about and decided on what will be given.  It may be more one week and less another.  The principle is that you have determined in your heart what to give and then given cheerfully.  
I’m not going to say whether it should be based on your gross income or on your net income, whether it should be before bills or after bills.  I am going to say that as Paul teaches here giving should be done willingly, voluntarily, prayerfully, from the heart.  It needs to be done with the right motive.  He’s saying don’t give because you have to, give because you want to.  Giving is an act of worship.  So if you give with the wrong motive or unwillingly it is not an act of worship.  

There are really only two ways to give according to this passage.  We either give cheerfully or we give grudgingly.  We either give because we want to and have determined in our heart to give that amount or we give reluctantly out of coercion.  

That word grudgingly in the Greek literally means out of sorrow, it’s like pulling teeth.  I can remember as a boy a tooth dangling, about ready to fall out, but I fought and resisted my Dad because I didn’t want that tooth to be pulled out.  

A man once had a dream that God gave him 10 times the amount he gave in the offering.  In his dream the man soon lost his car, followed by his house and then many other things.  He quickly learned that you can’t live on $10 a week.

A little boy was given a quarter and a penny by his father to put in the offering and told that he could choose which one he gave.  Later that day the father asked which coin he put in the offering plate.  The boy stated that he remembered the preacher once said that God loves a cheerful giver.  The boy said he could be a whole lot more cheerful giving the penny than he could the quarter.
The story is told that Mark Twain once visited a church where he thought the preacher was exceptionally good and decided to give him every cent he had with him, but then he kept at it and Twain decided to keep the dollars and only give him the coins.  Finally he got so upset that when the offering plate was passed out of spite he took $2 for himself.  

Paul reminded the Corinthians that giving should not be done reluctantly or with regret or out of coercion where you feel forced or pressured to give.  I heard of a church years ago where the pastor didn’t feel there was enough given in the offering so he told the congregation it would continue to be passed until he was satisfied.  That is not an offering taken or given willingly or cheerfully.  Cheerfully is the Greek word hilarion, which we get our English word hilarious.  We are to be abundantly joyful when we give.  So are you a happy giver?
Don’t give because you are a member of the church.

Don’t give because you feel it’s your duty.

Don’t give because you are told to.

Don’t give because you are expected to.

Don’t give because others are.

Don’t give half-heartedly.

Give because you love the Lord.

Give because you have determined in your heart.  
Give because you are joyful.

Give because you are willing.

Done with the right heart and motivation, God’s blessing in return to you may be temporal as He blesses you in some tangible way, but most definitely blessings will be eternal.
Proverbs 3:9-10

Proverbs 11:24-25

Proverbs 28:25, 27

Malachi 3:7-10

Luke 6:38

Keep Philippians 4:19 in mind as you prayerfully consider what you will give: “But my God will meet all your need according to His glorious riches in Christ Jesus.”  

The harvest is directly proportionate to the amount that is sown.  Paul is asking the Corinthians to trust God in their giving.  Someone once said, “God doesn’t love the size of the gift; He loves the sincerity of the gift.”  That is seen in the Mark 12:41-44 where Jesus sitting in the temple watched many give their gifts, some were very large gifts.  He then saw a very poor woman place two small copper coins in the temple treasury. They were the least in value in Palestine, like giving 2 cents today.  They were worth only a fraction of a penny.  Jesus remarked to His disciples that she gave more than all the rest because the others gave out of their wealth, but she gave all she had.  With what attitude do you give?  Is it done cheerfully and willingly and generously or is it done reluctantly or under compulsion?  

No matter what your age or what your income status is or what you have, we can all give as Paul encourages the Corinthians.

Verse 8 states that “God will generously provide all you need.  Then you will always have everything you need and plenty left over to share with others.”  
Elijah journeyed at the bidding of the Lord to a village where he met a widow collecting some sticks to make one last meal.  There was a severe famine in the land.  It hadn’t rained in the land for a couple years.  Elijah requested of the widow something to eat.  The woman said she only had enough for her and her son for one last meal.  Go and prepare it and as she obeyed she found that daily God provided what she needed, enough for her, her son and Elijah.  Enough until the Lord sent rain again.  As you give, do you give joyfully, do you give trusting that God will provide for you?
Referring back to chapter 8 we see these principles:

v. 4 – giving is a privilege

v. 5 – giving is an act of worship

v. 6 – giving is an act of submission

v. 7 – giving is alongside other Christian virtues

v. 8 – giving is a proof of love for God and others
God wants us to give as we are able and to give willingly and cheerfully.  Keep in mind that this is how God gave to us His Son.  He gave willingly, generously, cheerfully, not grudgingly or reluctantly.  He didn’t give because He had to; He gave because He wanted to.  He wasn’t forced to give.  He didn’t give reluctantly and then regret that He had given the best and given all for nothing in return.  He gave without reservation or hesitation.  He was deliberate.  He planned all along to give.  Just as God gave so our habit of generosity must also be done cheerfully and willingly.
Thursday I received an email from a former church I attended that a sister church burned to the ground around 9p.m. Wednesday night.  I’m wondering what we might do for the Huron Valley Baptist Church of Brighton to help out?  Is there something we can do to assist them willingly, cheerfully?

The result of such giving is found in verses 11-15.

We see here a heart of gladness.

II. A HEART OF GLADNESS – v. 11-15

These verses indicate that when people are generous and giving is done in the right attitude with cheerfulness, God is praised.  Everything we do is to be done for the glory of God, according to I Corinthians 10:30.  

Three things happen because of giving:
1. The tangible needs of others are met.

2. Those whose tangible needs are met will in turn give God praise.  
II Corinthians 4:15

3. Those whose tangible needs are met will pray for you with deep affection out of gratitude for God’s provision because of how God has blessed you to give.

That God is praised and needs are met are a direct result of your obedience to the Lord.  
That God is praised and needs are met is a direct result of the grace that God has extended to us not just financially or materially, but spiritually as well as it was His grace that gave in the first place – grace that extended His gift of salvation through Jesus Christ, freely given.  

If we love the Lord for all He has done for us in providing salvation and as He blesses us we in turn demonstrate our love for Him by giving to help in meeting the needs of others.

“And the King will say, ‘I tell you the truth, when you did it to one of the least of these my brothers and sisters, you were doing it to me!” 

Matthew 25:40

The Corinthians needed the gentle hand of Paul to come along and encourage them to fulfill their earlier commitment.
The Corinthians needed to be reminded that generosity is a habit.

The Corinthians needed to remember that when they give with gladness of heart others have a heart of gladness that praises God.
Praise God from who all blessings flow.

John Bunyan, the author of Pilgrim’s Progress once wrote:

There was a man, they thought him mad,

The more he gave away the more he had.

Let’s trust God in our giving and watch Him bless, but remember, it begins first with giving ourselves wholly to the Lord.  Then we are truly free to be cheerful givers.

