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A People who Give

Mark 12:41-44; 2Corinthians 8:1-12, 9:6-8

Last Monday I was walking through Donegal Town when I spotted 5 euro in coins lying on the pavement.  I had just started to bend down and pick it up when I noticed that there was something funny looking about it.  Just as I was straightening up this cheer erupted from the window of the pub that was beside me.  A group of fellows had glued the coins to the pavement and were amusing themselves by watching everyone come along and try to pick them up.  Everyone that spotted the coins bent down to pick them up and then the pub erupted into cheers.  As I walked on around the diamond all I heard every so often were cheers as another unsuspecting shopper was tricked.  A group of men who were getting a lot of pleasure out of a few coins.  

Our modern western society derives most of its enjoyment from money.  Western society is materialistic.  As a society we are interested mainly in wealth and possessions.  Our goals and our pleasures are derived from money.  Our religion is consumerism.  We live to spend.  Consumerism is a way of life.  It is the basic worldview of contemporary western society.  We live in a society where people highly value wealth, possessions and shopping.  Christians in western society are affected by this materialism and consumerism.  We are influenced by the society around us.  Many of our values are learned from the society around us.  I live in a materialistic, consumer society and that affects me.  A while ago I was in Supervalu and I decided I was going to buy some crisps.  So I went to the crisp section and there were four or five rows of different varieties and types of crisps.  But I couldn’t find any I wanted.  I looked up and down the rows.  There was so much choice but yet I wasn’t satisfied.  It suddenly struck me just how accustomed I had got to getting exactly what I wanted when I wanted it.  80% of the people in the world have probably never seen crisps and yet I was unhappy because the 50 varieties in the shop were not enough.  As I stood there in that shop I realised that was wrong.  It was not the way God wanted me to think.  We are all affected by materialism and consumerism.  Our Christianity is tainted by materialism and consumerism.  But how does God want us to think about money and material goods?  According to God’s word people who belong to God are not to be materialistic.  We are not to be lovers of money.  We are to have different attitudes.  We are to behave differently.  We are to be a grateful people.  We are to be a generous people. We are to be a people who give.  So let us examine our attitudes and our actions as we come to think about our wealth and how we use it.

A grateful heart

In the two passages that we read we see people giving money away.  Firstly you had the widow in the temple putting in her few meagre coins.  Then you have the Macedonian church in the midst of their extreme trials and poverty giving money for the poor in Jerusalem.  The question then is why are they giving their money away?  This widow has nothing.  There is no social security, there is no welfare, so these coins are priceless to her because they are all she has to live on.  The church members in Macedonia needed their money.  They were poor, they were in need, they were suffering but still they were giving away their money.  Why?  I believe it was because they were grateful.  The widow was grateful to God.  The Macedonian church was grateful to God.  As a sign of their gratitude they were giving to God.  That widow recognised God and all that he had done.  He created the world.  He made her.  Those tiny coins belonged to God.  She belonged to God.  So she gives back to God what belongs to him.  As an act of gratitude for all that he had done, she gave her money to God.

The practice of giving to God is firmly established and rooted in the OT.  The Jewish people practiced tithing.  A tenth of everything they had was given to God.  A tenth of their crops, a tenth of their animals, a tenth of their land, a tenth of the herbs in the garden.  A tenth of everything that they had went to God.  If God blessed you with a field of corn.  Then out of gratitude you gave to him a tenth.  If he blessed you with 10 new lambs, then out of gratitude you gave him one of those lambs.  On top of the tithing the people also gave offerings.  Freewill offerings.  They would have brought gifts and offerings to the temple to express their gratitude to God.  That pattern of giving continues into the NT.  Giving is an expression of our gratitude to God.  Indeed in the NT there is even more to be grateful for.  Paul encourages the church in Corinth to give and he gives a principle of why they are to give in 8:9.  You know the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, that though he was rich, yet for your sakes he became poor, so that you through his poverty might become rich.  Paul points the Corinthians towards Christ.  If Christ has done so much for you and given so much for you shouldn’t we be grateful?  

Gratitude.  If we belong to the people of God then we are to have grateful hearts.  The problem seems to be that the more we have then the less grateful we are.  Look at children, the more toys they get, the less they appreciate them.  As westerners we seem to have exactly the same problem.  God has blessed us richly, he has given us so much and so often we are so ungrateful.  We complain about money and prices, we worry about our futures, we have more possessions than most in the world can dream about but we find it very difficult to respond in gratitude by giving to God.  The people of God need grateful hearts.

A generous Spirit

In 2Corinthians 8:5 Paul says that the church in Macedonia gave themselves first to the Lord and then to others.  So they responded with a grateful heart to God and then they started to look at the needs of others.  The church in Macedonia was poor and suffering but they realised that they had a duty and a responsibility and a privilege of giving to help others.  Their fellow believers in Jerusalem were suffering and so when they saw that then their extreme poverty welled up into rich generosity.  They saw how others were suffering and in need.  And they cared about them.  They cared for their fellow believers.  They cared for those who were in need.  Paul says that they pleaded to be included in the offering.  Like the widow they could not give much but they were willing to do all that they could to help.  

Again the practice of giving for others is rooted in the OT and carried through into the NT.  God is a God of love who cares deeply for those in need.  So his people were to be the protectors of those in difficulty.  The poor were to be cared for.  The OT law laid down provision that the poor and the widows and the strangers would be provided for.  In the NT we are encouraged to support those in need.  Loving others is a requirement for loving God.   A requirement of being a follower of God is that we have a generous spirit to those in need.  The closer we are to God then the more generous we will be.  The more full of the Spirit of God we are then the more we will love others and be willing to reach out to them in practical ways.  It doesn’t matter whether we are poor as individuals or as a congregation we are to be generous.  The widow had nothing but yet she gave.  The Macedonian church was small and suffering and poor but they gave generously to help others.  They were part of the family of God and therefore they were a giving people.  They had grateful hearts.  They had generous spirits.  If we have grateful hearts and generous spirits then that should change the practicalities of how we use our money.

A giving lifestyle

We have looked at why we give.  We give ourselves firstly to God as a grateful response for all that he has given.  We then give to others because if we belong to God then his spirit of love and generosity should be within us.  Now we need to look at the how questions.  What does it mean to be a people who give?  What is a giving lifestyle?

Sacrificially 
according to Jesus the widow gave a fortune even though it was only a few pennies.  The Macedonians gave generously and beyond what they were able.  The amount of money that we give does not matter to God.  What is important is how much it costs us.  For some people 5 euro may be a lot, for others 5 euro is nothing.  God asks us to give generously and sacrificially.  The principle of tithing meant that everyone gave 10%.  If you didn’t earn much then you gave 10% of it to God.  If you earned a lot then you gave 10% of it to God.  I believe tithing is a Biblical principle.  In Genesis 28 Jacob tithes 10% of his possessions to God.  So before the OT law is given the principle of tithing is there.  The OT law required that everyone tithe 10%.  In the NT there is no requirement to tithe.  We are never commanded to tithe.  Some people argue that because the law has been done away with then we do not have to tithe.  I disagree.  A tithe was given to show gratitude to God.  In my understanding with Christ in the new covenant we have so much more to be grateful for and therefore a tithe should express just a minimum of our gratitude to God.  Janice and I tithe.  When we married first we had very little but we tithed.  Now we earn more than we have ever done and we still tithe.  As we have tried to show our gratitude to God he has richly blessed us.  My own experience confirms what Paul says.  Whoever sows generously also reaps generously.  How much are we to give?  The NT teaches we are to give generously and we are to give sacrificially.  I believe that tithing a minimum of 10% is a Biblical principle of showing your gratitude to God.

Willingly
2 Corinthians 9:7 each man should give what he has decided in his heart to give, not reluctantly or under compulsion for God loves a cheerful giver.  Whatever we are to give we are to give it cheerfully and willingly.  Our gifts to God are not to be given out of duty, or habit or because we feel pressured by the minister or because we want the amount in the annual report to be respectable.  We are to give because we want to.  The Macedonians saw giving as a privilege.  Their giving was the result of their overwhelming joy.  Paul encourages the Corinthians to give but he does not force them or compel them.  Giving to God is to be voluntary.  When the offering plate comes around each week you do not have to put anything in.  What we do give is to be given to God joyously and willingly.  If you do not give joyously and willingly then I suggest that it is better that you do not give at all.

Quietly
Jesus often gave off to the Pharisees because they made a show of giving.  They gave their money so that others would see and stand back in awe.  Do we give to be seen by others or are we happy to give even when we are not recognised for our generosity?  Jesus taught us to give in secret.  He taught us that it only mattered that God saw what we give.

What to
from what I can see in the Bible we are encouraged to give to a number of things.  We are to give to God’s work.  The OT tithes were used for the upkeep of the temple and the priests.  In the NT the churches are encouraged to give to support the workers in the church.  So we give to the church.  We give for the work and upkeep of the local church and we give for the mission of the wider church.  We are also encouraged to give to the widows and the poor and the aliens.  They were the ones in the society who could not provide for themselves.  Special consideration is to be given to the poor who are brothers and sisters in Christ.  So let us suppose we decide to tithe 10% of our income to God, what do we give it to?  We give to the local church, we give to the work of the wider church, and we give to those in need.  

Those are some of the marks of a giving lifestyle.  Sacrificial, generous giving.  Willing, joyous giving.  Secret giving.  Giving to the work of the church locally and further afield and giving to those in need.  

Some of you may think it is inappropriate to speak on the subject of money.  I thought long and hard about it because so often the church can give the impression that all that it is interested in is money.  It used to be that the more you gave to the church then the more the minister got paid.  That is no longer the case.  It doesn’t matter how much you give my salary stays the same.  Your giving does not affect me at all.  But because we live in a materialistic society our attitude to our money is crucial.  How we give affects our lives and it affects our witness for Christ.  The Bible tells us that if we love our money and cling to it then it takes us from God.  The Bible also tells us if we learn to be generous and give to God and his work we will thrive and flourish and reap more than we sow.  So do we have grateful hearts?  Do we have generous spirits?  Are we developing a giving lifestyle where we give sacrificially, willingly, quietly and wisely?  Paul says this to the Corinthians just as you excel in everything see that you excel in this grace of giving.  Because we are the people of God, let us learn to be givers.

