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Sermon Title:  Generosity

Grace to you and peace, from God our Father, and the Lord and Savior
Jesus Christ. Amen.

Every night, Mrs. Hollis Sharpe of southern California took her miniature
poodle, Jonathan, out for a walk. She always took with her a plastic bag so that
after her dog would make a mess in someone's yard, she could clean up after
Jonathan.

During their walk on the night of November 13, 1974, Jonathan finished
doing his duty, and they were returning home when a mugger jumped from
behind some bushes attacked her from behind. He shoved Mrs. Hollis Sharpe to
the ground, grabbed her plastic bag, jumped into a waiting car, and drove off
with the spoils of his crime.

Although Mrs. Sharpe sustained a broken arm, she still maintained a sense
of humor. She told the police, "I only wish that there would have been more for
him in the bag!" '

We're talking about generosity this morning — and I am certain that what
you and I have to share with the world is a bit more valuable than what was
contained in Mrs. Sharpe’s bag.

Here at Saint Peter, Financial Generosity is one of the five habits of
discipleship that we encourage every believer to adopt.

I had someone ask me about the habits of discipleship this past week, and it
was a very interesting question. She said: “I thought Lutheran theology was all
about grace — about receiving faith and the promise of eternity from God as a
free and undeserved gift. So why are you emphasizing what we have to do as
disciples?”

She is right, of course. When Christians from various traditions gather to
talk about the faith, one of the primary gifts that we Lutherans bring to the table
is our understanding of God'’s grace. We don't believe that there is anything we
need to do to deserve God’s forgiveness and the promise of eternity. I could even
say that stronger: We don't believe that there is anything we can do to deserve
God’s forgiveness and the promise of eternity. We believe that God has given it
all to us as a free and undeserved gift — as a sign of how much God loves us.
That is our definition of grace. While some Christians claim that you have to do
this or that or the other thing in order to be sure that God will save you, we
disagree. We believe that the Bible is clear in teaching that there is nothing we
can do to save ourselves — even the faith that saves us is given to us as a gift by
the Holy Spirit.

So yes, Lutherans are focused on grace, and the belief that through the
death and resurrection of Jesus Christ God has done it all. But you don't have to
spend a lot of time reading the Bible to discover that the story doesn’t end there.
God’s grace is not end of the story. In fact, the opposite is true: God’s grace is
the beginning of the story. When we truly experience God’s love and grace, and
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when we realize how far we are from deserving it, it completely changes our relationship with God —
and completely changes our lives. We find ourselves looking for ways to show God how grateful we
are. Discipleship is a way of describing how it is that we thank God for all that God has done for us.
Prayer, Bible study, worship, community service, financial generosity, small group support — each of
these is a way that we give a portion of our lives back to God, in response to the incredible gift of
grace that we have received.

There is nobody who knew that better than the Apostle Paul. Paul spent the first part of his
religious career trying to destroy the Christian church. He thought that was what he had to do to
please God. But once Christ got Paul’s attention, he began to understand his faith quite differently.
He realized that God'’s love was there for him, even before it occurred to him to ask for it. He realized
that God wanted to give him far more than Paul deserved to receive — as an expression of how much
God loved Paul. And once God’s love touched Paul’s heart, Paul was willing do just about anything, in
order to honor God with his life. That is the way grace works. And that is the way grace that
transformed Paul’s life.

Today’s New Testament lesson is a portion of a letter that Paul once wrote to the Christians who
were living in Corinth. In this section of the letter, Paul praises them for the strength of their faith. He
encourages them with these words: “You excel in everything—in faith, in speech, in knowledge, in
utmost eagerness, and in our love for you.” (8:7) He sees these strong gifts in the community of faith
at Corinth, and he gives thanks for all that God has given to them: far more than any of them
deserved.

Then he offers them a word of challenge. He reminds them of one of his favorite efforts: the
financial offering he is taking from the churches he started, to support the Saints who were suffering
back in Jerusalem. He had recently received a gift to that project from the church at Macedonia — a
church that was suffering great difficulty, and living in severe poverty. But despite their difficult
situation, “their abundant joy and their extreme poverty have overflowed in a wealth of generosity on
their part.” (8:2).

On the other hand, the church in Corinth (which was a relatively wealthy community — made up
of artisans and craftsmen and those who were profiting from a strong trade-based economy) had
fully intended to participate in that offering, but never quite got around to giving the money to Paul.
So Paul encourages the Corinthians, who had made a commitment to support this effort a year
earlier, not only to fulfill their commitment, but to “desire to” fulfill their commitment (8:10).

Paul knew that the need in Jerusalem was great. And he knew that the potential in Corinth was
significant. He wanted the Corinthians to do more than promise their support. He wanted them to
deliver on that promise, and experience what it is like to be generous with the gifts God had given
them. He knew that God had given them so much, and he was bold in encouraging them to use what
had been given to them in order to make a difference for the Saints in Jerusalem.

Why did Paul do this? Did he think the Corinthians, by their generosity, could obtain God'’s
grace? Did he think that giving a certain amount of money to the church was essential to their
salvation? Did he think that the more they gave, the better place they would be given in the life to
come? No, none of these statements are true.

Paul encouraged the Corinthians to be generous, because his story was similar to theirs. He
knew what it was like to hear the good news of Jesus Christ. He knew what it was like to know that
you are forgiven; to know that God wants to make a new beginning with you; to know that God has
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promised you a place in eternity. He knew what it was like to experience the gifts of God as far more
than he deserved. He knew how important, how healthy, how central it was to the life of faith that
they have a chance to give back to God, in thanksgiving for everything God had already done for
them.

You see, the question Paul was asking the Corinthians was not: “How much are you willing to
give, so that the Saints in Jerusalem can be supported?” The question was actually: “How rich has
your experience of God’s grace and love been?” Those who experience the power of God’s grace —
those who know how incredible God’s generosity is — find themselves drawn to be generous
themselves, as they think of how God is calling them to support the ministry of the church, and to
make a difference in the lives of those who are in need. And so he wrote to them: “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.”

He asks that same question of us today. What has our experience of God’s love and grace been
like? God has given us life and faith and family and home and food and health and on top of all that,
God has given us Christ, who is our hope and who is our strength. All this has been given to us, not
because we earned it, and not because we deserved it, but because God enjoys giving it to us.
Because God loves us so deeply. What does our response that look like? And more specifically, today,
how have we put our financial resources to work in a way that expresses the depth of our gratitude
to God?

Think for a moment about your own faith life. Where are your personal strengths? What has the
Spirit created in you? Perhaps you are great at working with kids. Perhaps you have a certainty to
your faith that is unshakable. Perhaps you have depths of compassion. Perhaps you have great
knowledge about the Gospel. Perhaps you have enthusiasm about living out your faith. No matter
which aspects of our faith lives are strong, Paul would want us to be every bit as enthusiastic about
our financial support of ministry.

Friends, we are called to be disciples of Jesus Christ. We are called to put our whole lives to
work at thanking God for everything God has done for us. Today’s message from Paul’s letter to the
Corinthians challenges us to be as strong in our financial support as we are in any other aspect of our
faith lives.

Let me leave with you with this one question:

QUESTION OF THE DAY:

God has given us so much — so much more than we deserve.
How will we use our money, in a way that most appropriately express our
gratitude to the God who makes it all possible?

Amen.

David J. Risendal, Pastor (July 2, 2006)
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English Text:

"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.

®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."’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.” iii

Greek Text:

TAAN’ ©OOTIEQ €V MAVTL TTEQLOTEVETE, THOTEL KAL AOY(@ KAL YVWOEL KAl TTAOT) OTTOLdT) Kol Th)
eE UV €v DUV ayam, tva kadl €v TadTn) T X&OLTL TEQLOTEVT|TE.

800 kAT EmTaynV Aéyw GAAX dia TG €TéQWV OTIOLDTG KAl TO TG VUETEQAS AYATING
YVNOL0V DOKLUALWV-*YIVWOKETE YOQ TV X&QLV TOL kLEiov 1wV ITnoov Xtoto, étidl’ Duag
EMTOXEVLOEV TAOVOLOG WV, [var DUELS TN €Kelvou Ty ela TAOLTHONTE. VKAl YVOUNV €V TOUTW
didwL TOLTO Y&Q VMLV oLUbEQEL, ofTiveg 0V HOVOV TO TTooat AAAX kail TO OéAewy
mEoevi|EaoBe o TéQUOLIVLVL d¢ Kal TO oot émiteAéoate, OTws kaBdmeQ 1] TEoOBL K
oL BéAev, 0UTWG KAl TO €miteAéonal €k TOD €xeLv.2el yaQ 1) meoBupia meokeltal, kabo éav
€X1) EDMEOODEKTOC, OV KaBO 0VK €xeLoU Yo tva &AAOLS aveots, DUy OAWLS, AAA” €€
LOOTNTOG4EV TQ VOV KaR® TO VRV TEQioTevUa €l TO ékelvav DoTéoNUa, va kal TO €kelivawv
mMeQlooeLUA YEVNTAL €IS TO VU@V VOTEQN A, OTIwG YévnTat lodtng, P kabwg yéyoamtat:

0 1O TOAV 0UK eTtAedvaoey,

Kat 0 T0 0OAtyov ovk nAattovnoev.

From a sermon entitled "The Generosity of God” by Dave Stone, pastor of Southeast Christian Church in Louisville,
Kentucky., January 1, 2001. Obtained from www.preachingplus.com.
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