Of Ministry and Ministers #18

“Right Things Done the Right Way”

2 Corinthians 8:16-24

We’ve all heard the jokes about money and ministers.

Perhaps you’ve heard about the old miser who called his doctor, lawyer, and minister to his deathbed. “They say that you can’t take it with you,” said the dying man, “but I’m going to. I have three envelopes with $100,000 in cash in each one. I want each of you to take an envelope, and just before they close the casket, I want each of you to slip your envelope into my casket.” They all promised to do so. And at the end of the funeral they did it! On the way home, the conscience-stricken doctor confided, “I’m building a clinic, so I took $50,000 and put the rest in the coffin.” Then the lawyer confessed, “I kept $75,000 for a legal defense fund and put $25,000 in.” At this, the preacher said, “Gentlemen, I’m ashamed of you. I put in a check for the full amount!”

That may bring chuckles (or not), but the real-life examples of ministers and money scandals are no laughing matter. The names Jim and Tammy Faye Bakker and Robert Tilton may make the headlines, but the fact is that twenty percent of American congregations lose money to people entrusted with church finances.

This is not a new concern. As far back as Jesus’ twelve disciples, we learn from John 12:6 about Judas Iscariot, “He did not say this because he cared about the poor but because he was a thief; as keeper of the money bag, he used to help himself to what was put into it.” Those in ministry are not immune to the temptation of money.

With this in mind, turn to 2 Corinthians 8:16-24, our text for this evening:
I thank God, who put into the heart of Titus the same concern I have for you. For Titus not only welcomed our appeal, but he is coming to you with much enthusiasm and on his own initiative. And we are sending along with him the brother who is praised by all the churches for his service to the gospel. What is more, he was chosen by the churches to accompany us as we carry the offering, which we administer in order to honor the Lord himself and to show our eagerness to help. We want to avoid any criticism of the way we administer this liberal gift. For we are taking pains to do what is right, not only in the eyes of the Lord but also in the eyes of men. 

In addition, we are sending with them our brother who has often proved to us in many ways that he is zealous, and now even more so because of his great confidence in you. As for Titus, he is my partner and fellow worker among you; as for our brothers, they are representatives of the churches and an honor to Christ. Therefore show these men the proof of your love and the reason for our pride in you, so that the churches can see it.
Handling money is a risky business and Paul is evidently aware of the dangers. He writes, “We want to avoid any criticism of the way we administer this liberal gift” and, “we are taking pains to do what is right, not only in the eyes of the Lord but also in the eyes of men.” He was determined not only to do right, but to be seen to do right.

It is important that right things are done the right way.

In our last study we saw that Paul spearheaded a collection of funds from the mostly Gentile churches he had planted to go to the impoverished Jewish Christians in Jerusalem. He mentions it in 1 Corinthians 16 and 2 Corinthians 8, and from these texts we conclude that he was asking all of the churches he had planted to contribute—those in Galatia, Macedonia, and Achaia (which included Corinth).

The administration of an effort like the Jerusalem collection could easily give rise to allegations of mishandling of funds. Today a charitable organization can employ a group that independently assesses its financial accountability and applies objective standards to its handling of donations (such as public disclosure of the percentage going to meet stated goals compared to salaries and administrative costs). In this way donors can be assured that all monies are being appropriately managed. 

But what about in the first century? How could a donor be certain that his charitable contribution would not end up merely lining the pockets of an administrator? And what kind of assurances did a fundraiser give prospective contributors that their donations would be handled in a responsible fashion?

These verses in 2 Corinthians 8 show the kind of precautions Paul took to ensure the responsible handling and transportation of a considerable sum of money. “Taking pains” translates a verb that means to “think about beforehand, plan ahead of time.” The extra care that Paul takes is understandable. As we will see later in this letter, his critics were quick enough to suggest that the collection was merely a covert way of receiving financial support.

Moreover, the money involved is a “liberal” amount. The term hadrotēs, found only here in the New Testament, literally means “fatness.” In the Old Testament, “fatness” signified the abundance that arises from the divine blessing of lands, fields, and vineyards (see Gen 27:28, 39; Jdg 9:9; Job 36:16).
 Paul is anticipating a very large offering, all the more reason to do whatever has to be done to guarantee its safe handling.

Paul was usually concerned with doing what is right in God’s eyes rather than human eyes—especially since God’s way and humankind’s way are often in conflict. Yet here he takes the additional step of taking into consideration what is right in the eyes of others. Why? Because life and ministry are inseparable. There will always be those who judge the claims of Christ by the lives of those who claim to be his followers. If the conduct of the fundraiser can be faulted, then the gospel itself can be called into question. Not only this, but God’s reputation can be damaged.

In these verses we see how Paul went about having the right things done the right way. This involves the right men, the right motives, and the right manner.

The Right Men

First we are introduced to the right men. Note that Paul distanced himself from the actual gathering of the offering from the Corinthians. By doing this, his enemies could not accuse him of extortion through placing undue personal pressure on the Corinthians. Nor could they accuse him of having his hand in the till.

And so Paul dispatches a delegation of men to handle the collection. These men were eminently qualified to do so. This is still true today: only qualified people should handle financial responsibilities. Throughout these verses Paul mentions three men—Titus and two unnamed “brothers”—who would handle the collection of the gifts. Note their credentials: earnest, willing, approved by the churches, administratively gifted, diligent, cooperative, and Christ-glorifying. Also notice that the emphasis isn’t on “thrifty,” “polished,” “business-minded,” “focused on the bottom line,” or “eager for return on investment.” These weren’t businessmen, fundraisers, or accountants. They were godly men of unblemished integrity, well-known to Paul and the churches.
 In fact, the churches that contributed to the collection chose certain representatives to travel with Paul, so that everything would be done honestly, decently, and in order.

The first man mentioned is Titus. Throughout the New Testament we see that Titus was a very trusted partner of Paul. He seems to have been a troubleshooter, being sent to particularly sensitive situations to be resolved. Some scholars suggest that Titus was the bearer of 1 Corinthians and possibly the initiator the collection there. We know he carried the “painful letter” to the church at Corinth, and it was no doubt due to his efforts as mediator that a friendly relationship now existed between Paul and the Corinthians.

Paul did not have to force Titus to go on this mission; verse 17 states, “Titus not only welcomed our appeal, but he is coming to you with much enthusiasm and on his own initiative.” Besides eagerly accepting the idea of a return visit to Corinth, Titus is coming “on his own initiative.” The Greek term authairetos (autos = “self” + haireomai = “to choose”) refers to something done of one’s own accord, by a free choice. The word was used in 8:3 to describe how the Macedonians contributed entirely on their own, without any prompting at all from Paul. The implication here is that Titus had been thinking along these lines even before Paul approached him.
 This shows that the work of God proceeds on its own terms, not those of the apostle.
 While Paul was certainly encouraging this collection and wanted to see it through, he was making it clear that he was not the one calling all the shots.
In verse 18 Paul mentions “the brother who is praised by all the churches for his service to the gospel.” Who is this? All we know for certain is what we are told here, namely, that his praise in the gospel extended through all the churches, and that the churches (whether the churches in general of Judea, Asia Minor, and Macedonia, or the churches of one particular area, is not specified) had selected him to be Paul’s traveling companion in conveying the money collected to Jerusalem. Anything further than this belongs to the realm of conjecture, and the fact that, in a manner of speaking, almost as many names have been suggested as there are scholars to conjecture them is in itself proof sufficient that such definite knowledge as we possess is inadequate for anything approaching a firm conclusion to be reached. Possibilities include Luke, Barnabas, Silas, Timothy, Aristarchus, and Tychicus (whom Hughes sees as likely as any of them).
 
The phrase “he was chosen by the churches to accompany us” is very telling. The Greek verb cheirotoneō means “to stretch out” (teinō) “the hand” (cheir) to express agreement in a vote—or, as we say today, to elect by a show of hands.
 The people carrying the offering to Jerusalem had been elected by the churches because of their confidence in them.
 No one could say that the messengers were Paul’s hand-picked lot.

Verse 22 introduces the third man: “In addition, we are sending with them our brother who has often proved to us in many ways that he is zealous, and now even more so because of his great confidence in you.” The identity of this second brother whom Paul sent with Titus to Corinth is, like that of the first, shrouded in anonymity.
 This reminds us that while God knows every act of service a person performs, the general public may not. Jesus made it very clear in His Sermon on the Mount that our service for Him is not to be made a public spectacle to draw attention to ourselves. While the ideal of service is very important, the identity of the servant is not.

Paul summarizes all three in verse 23: “As for Titus, he is my partner and fellow worker for your benefit. And as for our brothers, they are messengers of the churches, the glory of Christ.” This is the only place Paul uses the word “partner” (koinōnos, from the term koinōnia) of a colleague.
 And the word describing the other two is “apostles.” Please note that there were two understandings of “apostle” in the New Testament era. One is restricted to “an apostle of Jesus Christ,” one who had seen and heard Jesus in person and directly sent out by Him. The other is “an apostle of the churches”, a delegate of the church sent out for a specific role.

At any rate, the right men were chosen by the churches to handle the sizable sum of money collected for the Christians in Jerusalem. Elsewhere Paul lists qualifications for church leaders such as elders and deacons. If we want to see the right things done the right way, we must insure that the right men (and women) are selected for the tasks.

The Right Motives

Secondly there must be the right motives involved. Titus is described as having “much enthusiasm,” sometimes translated “zeal.” This turns off some people, but having zeal is a good thing, as long as it is in the right direction. Titus’s zeal is “on behalf of” the Corinthians (hyper hymōn), for their benefit.
 He was a true self-starter and was motivated first by his own desire and, second, by Paul’s appeal. Paul stressed that fact to support the genuineness of Titus’ ministry. They were not simply going through the motions of taking an offering. They were full of the desire to do it, the very thing Paul asked of the Corinthians. The ministers were the models.

Motivations in ministry are very important. It is not only about doing the right thing, but doing the right thing for the right reasons. This was true in the first century and it is still true in the twenty-first century. 

From these verses we see three motivations that men and women in any Christian ministry—a local church, a missionary organization, an evangelistic meeting—should possess if they are to handle God’s money:
· A desire to serve (vv. 16–17)

· A desire to see lost souls saved (v. 18)

· A desire to honor God (v. 19)

Ministry in the church—whether dealing with finances or otherwise—must be undertaken with a motivation of servant. Leadership in the church is not about power, prestige, or getting one’s own way. If those are your motivations, go start a business. Those qualities may make a successful entrepreneur, but they do not work in the church!

The final words of v. 19 indicate something of the purpose of the collection as far as Paul himself is concerned. It is “for the glory of the Lord and to show our good will.”  The collection, taken up among Gentile converts and given to Jewish Christians, was a tangible expression of the reconciliation God accomplished through Christ. By bringing both Jew and Gentile to Himself through the cross, God had at the same time reconciled the two groups to one another. So this collection, as a tangible expression of the new relationship between Gentile converts and Jewish Christians, reflected the grace of God in the lives of those concerned and therefore can be said to be for the glory of the Lord. Paul apparently saw this as an important expression of unity between the two very different forms of Christianity, and he was therefore eager to promote a collection among the Gentiles, as this would show the good will of both Paul and his churches towards the Jewish Christians.

In the same way, our ultimate motivations should be for the glory of the Lord and to show our good will both to those outside the church family and to those within the body. To have the right things done the right way we must have the right motives behind our actions.

The Right Manner

Finally Paul did all he could to see that the collection was done in the right manner. He knew that few things would destroy his ministry as much as doubts cast upon his integrity in matters of money. So in verse 21 he further emphasized the extreme care taken: “For we are taking pains to do what is right, not only in the eyes of the Lord but also in the eyes of men.” These words echo Proverbs 3:4—“Then you will win favor and a good name in the sight of God and man”—and show that while Paul was careful to do what was right in the Lord’s sight, his driving interest was doing what was honorable in the sight of man.

Proverbs 3:4 was used in Paul’s day with reference to priests who were in charge of deposits and withdrawals from the Temple treasury in Jerusalem. They wore plain shirt-like robes with no cuffs. They did not want anyone to accuse them of stuffing a few shekels into the many folds of their garments.

To preserve his credibility Paul took every precaution to dissociate himself from any direct contact with the money. “When I arrive,” he wrote in 1 Corinthians 16:3, “I will give letters of introduction to the men you approve and send them with your gift to Jerusalem.” When the collection was finally delivered to Jerusalem, seven envoys from various churches accompanied the money, according to Acts 20:4. The concept of the collection was bigger than the person of Paul.

It is wise for us now to take similar precautions against possible criticism. It is good for churches to be openly careful about the number of people present when the offering is counted, and for regular reports to be given to church members on the church finances. We need such transparency in church life; it gives confidence to the membership.

Money matters should be administered honestly and openly. When people give money to churches, missionaries, ministries, or charities, they trust that their money will be used wisely and carefully—and in a manner consistent with the ministry’s purpose and goals. That sacred trust must be guarded.

Kent Hughes’ testimony mirrors my own: “When I began the ministry, my pastor/mentor gave me some advice by example because he distanced himself from the handling of money and access to church giving records. So from the beginning and over more than forty years I have never touched an offering plate except to give; and I have never inquired as to how much any person gives. Thus I do not know if a family gives or no longer gives or if their giving is requisite with their income. I perhaps can surmise who the generous souls are, but I have no certain knowledge. This means that I am not tempted to defer to the givers and that I treat all people the same. How liberating this has been!”
 I was given similar advice early on and I practice the same.

When it comes to ministry, right things must be done the right way. The integrity of Christ and His church must be safeguarded. And that must be done intentionally.
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