Pre:
As we walk week by week through the season of Lent, we are asking the question: What does a Christian look like? And in answer to that question I am talking about some characteristics that I am calling “marks of Grace.” These are identifying marks that show to the world that we belong to Jesus and that we are his followers. The new birth, growth, God’s word, prayer. 
There is a certain flow or direction to these topics. One really grows out of the other. So today we explore what might grow out of this new birth that is growing in us and what comes from our attention to God’s word and prayer. 

In Galatians 5:22 Paul lists some of the fruit that the Spirit produces in our lives: love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, generosity, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control. Today I am going to pluck one of those fruits and talk about it as a mark of grace: Generosity. Following God’s example, Christians are known by their generosity. 

Calling it a fruit of the Spirit suggests that generosity is a natural outcome from our relationship with God. But as you will see by the reading from Paul’s second letter to the Corinthians, sometimes Christians need to be reminded to cultivate this fruit. 
The background to our Bible reading is that a special offering was being taken among all the first century churches, and that offering was going to help the Christians in Jerusalem, who had fallen on hard times. You might compare this offering to our One Great Hour of Sharing. The members of the church in Corinth had made a pledge to this offering about a year earlier. But they had not paid up. So Paul is sending a letter and a delegation to remind them of what ought to have been a natural and spontaneous act of generosity.  

Marks of Grace: Generosity

2 Corinthians 9:1-15

A Greek satirist named Lucian lived between 120 and 200 AD. Not only was he a satirist, he was also an atheist. His view of all religions was that they were superstitions. Yet when he saw the generosity of the Christian church, he wrote this: “It is incredible to see the fervor with which the people of that religion help each other in their wants. They spare nothing. Their first legislator [that is, Jesus] has put it in their heads that they are brothers.” 

And so it has been from the beginning of the church down to today. One of the primary identifying marks of a Christian is generosity. 
Where does this generosity come from? Well, look out the window. We created this church with windows to the world, so that we will not forget God’s creation, which is evidence of God’s generosity. God has created this wide world, with its mountains and valleys, its rivers and oceans, its trees and flowers, birds and fishes and animals. And God has placed us in this world which renews itself every year. Spring is such a wonderful time to be aware of this. No matter how harsh the winter has been, spring reminds us that God has lavishly bestowed life on this world and on us. “The earth is the Lord’s,” the psalmist says, “and the fullness thereof.” The earth is the Lord’s.  As you well know, people tend to stake a claim to various pieces of real estate on the Lord’s earth. And many of us even have a piece of paper that says we “own” a certain piece of property, and give monthly payments to our mortgage company to prove that. In many nations, totalitarian leaders stake their claim in a more violent way, with guns and tanks and weapons of mass destruction.   

But “the earth is the Lord’s,” as the psalmist says. God generously gives us a share in Adam and Eve’s dominion, to care for and draw our sustenance from this earth which is the Lord’s.  So when you see the leaves coming out this spring, along with the blossoms and sprouts, remember that all of this is a gift. And life itself is a gift. 


So, our generosity becomes a response to, and a reflection of, God’s generosity to us. 


And that is not only expressed in the natural world. Look behind me at the cross. In John 12:21, Jesus says, “Very truly, I tell you, unless a grain of wheat falls into the earth and dies, it remains just a single grain; but if it dies, it bears much fruit.” He is talking about his own generosity. He came into the world with the express purpose of giving himself for the life of the world. And in the planting of that seed, he produced eternal life in countless people, including you and me. His generosity has borne fruit in our life and our faith. 

Talking about Jesus and his generosity brings us to the point that generosity is not just about money. It is about money, but it is really a whole lifestyle that makes us generous with our time and talents, our energy, our gifts, our love and forgiveness, and our very selves.  

The generosity of God challenges us to build our lives on the basis of the principle of abundance, not the myth of scarcity. I have spoken before about the difference between these two philosophies.  But in case anyone missed it, here’s the difference.

The myth of scarcity is the outcome of fear. And the fear is that resources are limited. There’s not enough to go around. Scarcity can be a temporary reality. Maybe you lost your job. Maybe the grocery store ran out of toilet paper. Maybe there’s been a drought and your crops are drying up. Things are tight right now. But the myth of scarcity is a life principle, it’s a broader, more global perspective that governs a person’s behavior no matter what the outward reality is. For many people the fear of scarcity causes overeating, overbuying, anxiety, hoarding, and a reluctance to be open to other people. “The scarcity principle discourages us from sharing ideas, opportunities, and resources out of a fear that someone else’s success will translate into our loss.” (articlesbase.com) 


There’s an old Jewish legend that tells of a poor old farmer who was awakened one night by an angel, who said he would give the farmer three wishes. He could ask for anything he wanted. The only condition was that whatever the farmer asked for, his neighbor would get the same thing, only double. So the farmer asked for 1,000 cattle. He woke up the next morning to find a giant herd of cows milling around his house. And he was ecstatic. Until he stood up on a hill and saw in his neighbor’s field, a herd twice as big. Then he was depressed and upset. As time passed, he remembered the other two wishes. He and his wife were childless, so he wished for a son. And nine months later, a son was born. He went to the synagogue the next day to thank God for his son. And found that his neighbor was there too, thanking God for the birth of twin sons. And the farmer was filled with jealousy. Late that evening, he made his third request to the angel. “Please gouge out my right eye.” The angel was appalled. “Why, son of Abraham, have you turned to such dark desirings?” With pent-up rage, the farmer said, “I can’t stand to see my neighbor prosper! I’ll gladly sacrifice half my vision for the satisfaction of knowing that he’ll never be able to look on what he has because he’ll have both eyes gouged out.” There was a long silence and then tears in the eyes of the angel, who told him that the third request would not be granted, not because God lacks integrity, but because God is full of mercy. 


And this is the tragedy of the myth of scarcity. 

The reverse of this is the principle of abundance, which is built on the idea that “there is more than enough to go around and the world is always creating new opportunities and fresh challenges.” (ibid) This perspective tends to generate generosity and creativity and openness. In verse 8 of our reading, Paul says: “God is able to provide you with every blessing in abundance, so that by always having enough of everything, you may share abundantly in every good work.”  God gives us what we need, and more to share. That doesn’t mean that each individual person always has what he or she needs at any given moment. It means that as a community we have what we need. Our sharing with each other is a way of acknowledging that. 

If you look around you, you will see that people make a choice as to which philosophy to live by. Focusing on scarcity tends to make people turn inward on themselves. Focusing on God’s abundance leads people to make decisions that benefit not only themselves, but others as well. “The point is this,” Paul says (vs. 6), “the one who sows sparingly will also reap sparingly, and the one who sows bountifully will also reap bountifully.” 


Over a period of 15 years, a New Jersey business man anonymously gave away more than $600 million to universities, medical centers, and other beneficiaries. When a legal complication forced him to reveal his identity, he explained his generosity by saying, “Nobody can wear two pairs of shoes at one time. I simply decided I had enough money.” 


Two college students, Frank and Matt, were riding on a New York subway when a beggar approached them asking for spare change. Frank adamantly rejected the man in disgust. Matt, on the other hand, whipped out his wallet, pulled out a couple of singles and gladly handed them over to the beggar with a smile. The beggar thanked him kindly and then continued on to the other passengers. Frank was outraged by his friend’s act of generosity. “What on earth did you do that for?” shouted Frank. “You know he’s only going to use it on booze.” 


And Matt said, “and we weren’t?”


There are lots more stories I could tell about giving. But what it boils down to is this. What’s your story? When you look in the mirror, do you see a generous person looking back at you?   “Each of you must give as you have made up your mind,” Paul says, “not reluctantly or under compulsion, for God loves a cheerful giver.” 


 Generosity is a mark of God’s grace. May you wear this mark gladly as you follow Jesus. 
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