Of Ministry and Ministers #17

“The Most Christ-like Spiritual Gift”

2 Corinthians 8:1-15

It is virtually impossible to get through a day without hearing somebody talk about money. I venture to guess it is one of the most talked-about matters on the planet. Irish playwright and author Oscar Wilde once wrote in The Picture of Dorian Gray, “Young people, nowadays, imagine that money is everything…. And when they grow older they know it!”

Money is entwined with our souls. Some say that the average American spends fifty percent of his or her time thinking about money—how to get it, how to spend it. Whether the statistic is accurate or not, it is generally true. And it is also true that our handling of money defines our affections, the things we truly treasure, how tightly we are bound to the world, and so on.
 “Show me your checkbook,” challenges David Hubbard, “and I’ll tell you something about your faith.”
 Nothing announces our priorities more than the way we open our wallets and checkbooks.
When it comes to money and the church, however, many of us shy away from the conversation…myself included. So many false teachers are out scamming for money that preachers as a group have been stereotyped as money grubbers. I, for one, rarely preach on the subject.

The beauty of expository preaching, though, is that we must address issues we may not want to address. And as we work our way through 2 Corinthians, we have come to not one chapter on the subject of giving, but two! Many scholars believe that the collection Paul refers to here was one of the principal reasons he wrote the letter.

Paul deals with this collection delicately and tactfully, but does not shy away from it. He did not see giving as a mundane matter, nor as something on the outer edges of church life. On the contrary, he saw giving as a core part of what it means for us to be members of Christ’s Church.

Allow me to give some historical background to introduce this passage. About a dozen years after Jesus’ ascension, the prophet Agabus predicted in the church at Antioch that a great famine would soon occur, as it did under the reign of Emperor Claudius Caesar, who ruled from ad 41-54. This impoverished the Jerusalem saints.
 Acts 11:29-30 record, “The disciples, each according to his ability, decided to provide help for the brothers living in Judea. This they did, sending their gift to the elders by Barnabas and Saul.” Here we see Christians—many who were Gentiles—taking up a collection and sending it to the Christians in Jerusalem—most of whom were Jewish.
Now on his third missionary journey Paul was once again taking up of a special relief offering for the poor Christians in Judea, but this time from the churches he had previously planted. According to 1 Corinthians 16:1-4, Paul had challenged the churches in Galatia—Pisidian Antioch, Iconium, Lystra, and Derbe—to participate in this offering. Here in 2 Corinthians 8 we see that he presented this to the Macedonian churches—in Philippi, Thessalonica, and Berea—as well as the congregation in Corinth.

Paul had other blessings in mind besides the material assisting of the poor believers in Jerusalem, however. He wanted this offering to strengthen the unity of the church as the Gentile churches shared with the Jewish congregations across the miles.
 This gave tangible evidence to the church—and to the world—that in Christ the dividing wall between Jew and Gentile had indeed been broken down.

Why, you may ask, were the Christians in Jerusalem so much worse off than the Gentile Christians in these other locations? The reason was the Jewish Christians in Jerusalem had been increasingly ostracized, persecuted, arrested, tried, and shunned. Some were even boycotted, exiled, and executed. Their own countrymen, family members, and friends had turned against them. Most of the same Jewish authorities that had sent Jesus to the cross still held power. To be a follower of Jesus under that regime had moved from uncomfortable to unbearable. As a result of the persecution, many Jewish Christians had no work. Who would hire or purchase goods from a “heretic” Christian? Without work, they had no money. Without money, they had no food.
 

As mentioned in 1 Corinthians 16, Paul had already challenged the Corinthians to participate in this relief effort. Somewhere between the writing of 1 and 2 Corinthians the collection effort in Corinth fell by the wayside. This may have been due to the false teachers who raised questions about the legitimacy of the collection—perhaps with a view to diverting the funds into their own pockets. One of Titus’s tasks to rekindle interest in the relief fund. This he was able to do. But after he left Corinth, the collection effort once again came to a halt. So 2 Corinthians 8–9 is Paul’s final attempt to get the Corinthians to finish what they had pledged to do the previous year.

For us, far removed in time from the circumstances in which this letter was written, the theme of a collection of money for poor Christians may seem at first glance to be of minor importance. But it was evidently not so for Paul.
 He devotes two whole chapters of this book to the subject. In this passage he challenges the Corinthians, who were so proud of their spiritual gifts, to exercise the most Christ-like of the spiritual gifts…one that is rarely mentioned even today when discussing spiritual gifts!
It is also important that we understand that this section of Scripture is not about tithing or even regular giving to the local church. It is about a one-time special gift to another church. It is about God’s grace as it relates to giving. It is about the motivation behind giving. And it is intentionally motivational regarding giving.

The Examples of Giving

Paul begins by presenting the examples of giving. Look at 2 Corinthians 8:1-5,

And now, brothers, we want you to know about the grace that God has given the Macedonian churches. Out of the most severe trial, their overflowing joy and their extreme poverty welled up in rich generosity. For I testify that they gave as much as they were able, and even beyond their ability. Entirely on their own, they urgently pleaded with us for the privilege of sharing in this service to the saints. And 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.
Paul begins by addressing the “brethren,” that is, fellow Christians. This may seem insignificant, but the ministry of giving is a ministry of believers. God doesn’t ask pagans to support His work; it is the responsibility of the family of God.

The first example of giving is the Macedonian churches, which had been planted by Paul on his second missionary journey—Philippi, Thessalonica and Berea. What is noteworthy about these churches is the grace God bestowed on them. The Greek noun charis (“grace”) appears ten times in chapters 8–9. Even within this short span of verses, the range of usage is surprising.
 This word is the root of charismata, or spiritual gift. (We will come back to this concept a little later.)
These Macedonian churches were marked by “overflowing joy” and “rich generosity.” But what is truly remarkable is that this occurred “out of the most severe trial” and “their extreme poverty.” The literal idea of “most severe trial” is that they were being crushed by life.  The word Paul uses for “their extreme poverty” is the word from which we derive the English word bathysphere—the ship we use to probe the depths of the ocean. They were in deep poverty. They were at the bottom—dirt-poor!
 Yet they are described in terms of “overflowing joy” and “rich generosity.”
Paul states that they gave as much as they were able…and then some! But this was not because they had their arms twisted. Paul insists, “Entirely on their own, they urgently pleaded with us for the privilege of sharing in this service to the saints.” The Greek authairetos (autos = “self” + haireomai = “to choose”) refers to something done of one’s own accord or by a free choice. In essence, the Macedonians were not pressured into giving. They gave willingly. In fact, they urgently pleaded to be involved (v. 4). The thrust of the Greek is that they begged (deomenoi) Paul most earnestly (meta pollēs paraklēseōs).
 No compulsion. No guilt trips. In fact, they even pleaded with Paul and Titus to take their money.

This generosity springs from a heart conscious of the infinite generosity of God in giving His Son to redeem mankind.
 When you have experienced the grace of God in your life, you will not use difficult circumstances as an excuse for not giving.
 
One last note before moving on: Verse five provides the key: “they gave themselves first to the Lord and then to us in keeping with God’s will.” Their contribution was not a matter of money only. They had dedicated themselves (the word is emphatic in the original) to the Lord first, then to the ministry.
 This must be the order, the priority.

As impressive an example of giving as the Macedonian churches are, Paul saves the best for last, down in verse nine, “For 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.” “Grace” is a synonym for “generosity,” and the Lord Jesus Christ has given us a superlative example of it.
 The tense of the verb suggests that the fact of the incarnation, rather than the conditions under which Jesus lived, was uppermost in Paul’s mind. To the apostle, Christ became poor in the very act of becoming man!
 And he did this, not as a meaningless gesture of asceticism, but “for your sakes,” namely that through His poverty we might become rich. That is to say, because of our poverty he renounced His riches, so that through His poverty we might share them.

Please note it is not material poverty and wealth Paul has in mind. No, the poverty of Christ is seen in His incarnation and especially His cross, while the wealth He gives us is salvation with all its rich blessings.
 There is nothing of the “you give a hundred dollars and God will give you a thousand” sales pitch the false prophets peddle on TV.
The Eagerness of Giving

In verses 6-8 Paul moves from the examples of giving to the eagerness of giving:

So we urged Titus, since he had earlier made a beginning, to bring also to completion this act of grace on your part. But just as you excel in everything—in faith, in speech, in knowledge, in complete earnestness and in your love for us—see that you also excel in this grace of giving. I am not commanding you, but I want to test the sincerity of your love by comparing it with the earnestness of others.

In light of these examples of giving, Paul turns to the Corinthians. Unlike the Macedonians, who were being ground under the heel of persecution and economic distress, the Corinthians flourished in financial freedom. They had the ability to complete the work they had started a year earlier. The question was whether they had the discipline and maturity to follow through on their commitment.

From all appearances the Corinthians had eagerly agreed to give toward Paul’s collection, but a number of things worked against them to the point that their willingness waned into inactivity. Paul wants to spark that eagerness again.

The truth is, we humans are selfish by nature. Generosity is not something that comes naturally but is the result of God’s grace in our lives. This is why Paul refers to the Corinthian offering as “this act of grace” in verse 6.
 “Grace,” as used in the Bible, is the word “gift.” While this often refers to our salvation—“the gift of eternal life through Jesus Christ our Lord” in Romans 6:23—it is also the word used for “spiritual gift,” a subject about which Paul wrote extensively in 1 Corinthians 12-14. 

The Corinthians were a gifted church, spiritually speaking, and they were very proud of their spiritual gifts, particularly the showy gifts of tongues, healings, and miracles.
 Paul, on the other hand, listed these gifts at the end of his list of gifts, and challenged the Corinthians in 1 Corinthians 12:31, “But eagerly desire the greater gifts.”
In that context Paul pointed to the gift of prophecy as a “greater gift,” but here the spiritual gift is giving. What’s that? You’ve never heard that giving is a spiritual gift? Well, it’s true that giving does not appear in the lists of gifts in 1 Corinthians 12, but it does appear in Romans 12:6-8,

We have different gifts, according to the grace given us. If a man’s gift is prophesying, let him use it in proportion to his faith. If it is serving, let him serve; if it is teaching, let him teach; if it is encouraging, let him encourage; if it is contributing to the needs of others, let him give generously; if it is leadership, let him govern diligently; if it is showing mercy, let him do it cheerfully.

Giving is a spiritual gift.

Many of God’s gifts are generously bestowed in some measure on all believers and given in special measure to some. For example, all Christians are called to share the gospel with others, but some have the gift of an evangelist. All Christians are called to exercise pastoral care for others, but some are called to be pastors. Just so, all Christians are called to be generous, but some are given the particular “gift of giving.” Those entrusted with significant financial resources have a special responsibility to be good stewards of those resources.
 Paul wants the Corinthians to excel in the gift of giving.
In 2 Corinthians 8:8 Paul writes, “I am not commanding you, but I want to test the sincerity of your love by comparing it with the earnestness of others.” Paul is not forcing the issue, but puts their generosity in the context of love. As one author puts it, “Giving is the thermometer of love.”
 He also notes, “Giving is a facility given by God. It is a high-water mark of faith and vitality. For it is the very nature of God himself, imparted to the donor.”

This is why I entitled this message, “The Most Christ-like Spiritual Gift.” In giving generously we reflect the heart of Jesus, motivated by love to give, even sacrificially. We are never more like God than when we give. As John 3:16 famously says, “God so loved the world that He gave…” 

So there is no compulsion, no arm-twisting, no guilt trips. These are common practices today. Pledge drives too often work this way. Instead of soliciting willing contributions, fundraisers bring to bear external pressure of one kind or another (such as making pledges public and applauding large donations), and people feel forced to give so as not to lose face. This is what Paul was hoping to avoid by sending Titus far enough in advance to allow for the contribution to be willing, not forced.
 He wanted to appeal to their eagerness, not shame them with embarrassment.

In verses 10-12 Paul becomes practical,

And here is my advice about what is best for you in this matter: Last year you were the first not only to give but also to have the desire to do so. Now finish the work, so that your eager willingness to do it may be matched by your completion of it, according to your means. For if the willingness is there, the gift is acceptable according to what one has, not according to what he does not have.
Having warmed the hearts of the Corinthians with the example of the Macedonian saints’ sacrificial, spontaneous, and spiritual giving, and also the sacrifice of our Lord Jesus Christ, Paul proceeds to deal with the ethics of giving. He is well aware that in no other area of life is corruption more possible than in the handling of money.

Giving may start as an emotional response of the heart, but it must move on to an act of the will. If the Corinthians did not finish the work, then in the final analysis all their good intentions amounted to nothing.
 There is a great difference between promise and performance. The Corinthians had boasted to Titus a year before that they would share in the special collection, but they had not kept their promise. Note that in verses 10–12 Paul emphasized willingness. Grace giving must come from a willing heart; it cannot be coerced or forced.

When giving is down, there is no financial problem in the church, only a spiritual problem. The Lord has plenty of money lying locked up in the pockets of His people.

The Equality of Giving

Paul concludes in verses 13-15 with the equality of giving,

Our desire is not that others might be relieved while you are hard pressed, but that there might be equality. At the present time your plenty will supply what they need, so that in turn their plenty will supply what you need. Then there will be equality, as it is written: “He who gathered much did not have too much, and he who gathered little did not have too little.”

This is probably the most misunderstood component of this passage. Some have tried to use this passage to promote socialism or communism, but this is not the case. 

Paul is not wanting them to relieve the needs of others by putting themselves in want, for that would be merely to reverse the situation, solving one problem by creating another.
 The whole project of the offering was not designed to gouge the Corinthians so that others could live a life of ease. Paul was not out for excess; he was out for equality and followed the very pattern given by God.
 He is not suggesting that the rich become poor so that the poor might become rich. It would be unwise for a Christian to go into debt in order to relieve somebody else’s debt, unless, of course, he was able to handle the responsibility of paying the debt back. Paul saw “equality” in the whole procedure: the Gentiles were enriched spiritually by the Jews, so the Jews should be enriched materially by the Gentiles.

In all of this, who does the equalizing? God does. Paul used the miracle of the manna as an illustration of the principle. No matter how much manna the Jews gathered each day, they always had what they needed. Those who tried to hoard manna discovered that it was impossible, because the manna would decay and smell. The lesson is clear: gather what you need, share what you can, and don’t try to hoard God’s blessings. God will see to it that you will not be in need if you trust Him and obey His Word.

You see, God’s purpose is not that everybody receives an identical wage, lives in an identical house, equipped with identical furniture, wears identical clothing and eats identical food—as if we had all been mass-produced in some celestial factory! No. Our doctrine of creation should protect us from any vision of colorless uniformity. God the Creator has not cloned us. True, we are equal in worth and dignity, equally made in God’s image. True, God gives rain and sunshine indiscriminately to both the evil and the good. But God has made us different, and has given his creation a colorful diversity in physique, appearance, temperament, personality and capacities.

Yet the Bible also teaches that no believer has a right to enjoy this world’s goods while his brother is in need. John teaches exactly the same principle when he says with searching penetration in 1 John 3:17, “If 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?” 

Authentic Christian giving is spontaneous, sacrificial, and symbolic. The latter was especially important to the apostle. Our gifts also symbolize our support of the causes to which we give them.
 Earlier in this passage, when Paul spoke of “the privilege of sharing in this service to the saints,” the Greek word for “sharing” is koinonia, meaning “partnership.” We become partners with those to whom we give, and in fact we partner with God as we allow His resources to flow through us to those in need.

In the final analysis, God prospers me not to raise my standard of living, but to raise my standard of giving.
 Giving is the most Christ-like spiritual gift. We are never more like God than when we give.
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