Pre:

Background to the 2 Corinthians passage:


In the early days of the Christian Church, generosity seemed to be a natural outcome of conversion.  As people came to faith, there was an outpouring of material goods and money, that was pooled to help those who were in need.  So when the Christians in Jerusalem fell on hard times, the Apostles started a fund drive for them.  All the churches made commitments to enter into this benevolence, and many had already paid up their pledge.  The church at Corinth had not paid up, so Paul included a note about generosity in his letter to them.  Here it is.  

Let God Lead:  As You Love Me

Romans 12:1-2, 2 Corinthians 8:1-11


In his classic book, The Call of the Wild, Jack London tells the story of a magnificent dog by the name of Buck, whose fictional life was placed in the late 1800’s.  Buck was half St. Bernard and half German Shepherd.  150 pounds of pure muscle.  His impressive stature made him a target for dognappers, who in those days were stealing dogs and taking them to Alaska where there was a great need for powerful dogs to pull sleds through the wilderness snow.  


The dognappers were cruel people.  Buck was passed from owner to owner, and was nearly broken in spirit by the time that he fell into the kindly hands of John Thornton.  Thornton was so loving in his treatment of Buck, that the dog developed an undying loyalty to Thornton.  He would do virtually anything for that man.  For instance, just to show Buck’s loyalty, Thornton commanded Buck to jump off the edge of a cliff.  Buck was flexing to jump when Thornton stopped him.  On another occasion, John Thornton was lured into making a $1,000 wager that Buck could break a thousand pound load from a frozen standstill and move it 100 yards.    Some dogs had been known to break 500 pound loads, maybe even 600 pounds, but 1,000 pounds seemed impossible.  It was a foolish wager, but Thornton believed that if any dog could do it, Buck could.  John didn’t even have the money to back the wager.  He had to borrow it. 


Men spilled out of the saloon to see if Buck could possibly perform this feat.  A sled holding twenty 50 pound bags of flour was standing frozen in the snow.  The ten dog team that had been pulling it was released and Buck was harnessed in their place.  


John Thornton put his face against the face of his great dog.  This time he did not playfully shake Buck as was his normal habit.  Instead he knelt down by Buck’s side and whispered in his ear these unforgettable words, “As you love me Buck, as you love me.”  Then he stepped back and allowed Buck to do the rest.  And . . . Buck did.  (story file, 19.4.1)


“As you love me, Buck, as you love me.”


I think that story is a great analogy.  It is a picture of what motivates Christians to serve God.   It’s not out of fear (that God is going to punish), nor out of guilt (it’s my duty).  It’s because of love.  Unlike anyone else in our life, God has treated us with kindness, with compassion, with grace.  God has reached out to us in love, and we have reached back in gratitude.  And because of this loving relationship, we will do anything for this God.  We will let God lead us in every arena of our life.  Including our giving. 


Before taking the offering one day, a pastor said, I would like to remind you of three good reasons for giving.  1.  What you are about to give is tax deductible.  2.  You cannot take it with you.  3. If our church doesn’t pay its electricity bill, we will be singing in the dark next Sunday. (Stewardship Nuggets, 38, adapted)    Now, all of those reasons for giving are accurate, but none of them describe the true motivation of a generous Christian.  We give out of love for God.  


In the Romans passage, Paul challenges Christians to offer themselves to God.  And in the 2 Corinthians passage, he says, this is exactly what the Macedonian Christians did.  The Macedonians were dirt poor.  But they loved God.  So when this fund drive came along to help the Christians in Jerusalem, they wanted to help.  But they were not simply responding to a need, nor were they giving to a budget.  Paul says, “they gave themselves first to the Lord, and then to us.”  In other words, they let God lead them in their giving.  They wanted to give, but they gave themselves to God first, and then God enabled them to give far beyond their ability.  Their desire to give opened the floodgates of possibility.  But that’s the way it works with generosity.  You throw that stone in the water and the ripples just keep going.


Here’s a story to illustrate.  It starts with a poor Scottish farmer by the name of Fleming.  One day, while trying to eke out a living for his family, he heard a cry for help coming from a nearby bog.  He dropped his tools and ran to the bog.  There, mired to the waist in black muck, was a terrified boy, screaming and struggling to free himself.  Farmer Fleming saved the lad from what could have been a slow and terrifying death.  The next day, a fancy carriage pulled up to the Scotsman’s sparse home.  An elegantly dressed nobleman stepped out and introduced himself as the father of the boy who had been saved.  “I want to repay you,” said the nobleman.  “You saved my son’s life.”  


“No, I can’t accept payment for what I did,” the farmer said.  At that moment the farmer’s son came to the door to stand beside his father.  


“Is that your son?” the nobleman asked.


“Yes,” the farmer said proudly.


“I’ll make you a deal.  Let me take him and give him a good education.  If the lad is anything like his father, he’ll grow to be a man you can be proud of.”  


And that he did.  In time, Farmer Fleming’s son graduated from St. Mary’s Hospital Medical School in London, and went on to become known throughout the world as the noted Sir Alexander Fleming, who discovered penicillin.  


Years afterward, the same nobleman’s son was stricken with pneumonia.  What saved him?  Penicillin.


The name of the nobleman was Lord Randolph Churchill.  His son:  Sir Winston Churchill.  (Stewardship Nuggets, 37)


One generous act continues to multiply and to bless.  And the opposite is also true.  People who are tight-fisted and miserly in their approach to life, find that life closes in on them.  A woman by the name of Hetty Green had an all-consuming desire for wealth.  She is listed in the Guiness Book of World Records as the greatest miser—but her name is not very well known.  She kept a balance of $31 million in one bank.  When she died, she left an estate of $95 million.  Her consuming desire for wealth caused her to spend very little.  She lived on cold oatmeal so she wouldn’t have to pay for heat.  Her son was forced to have his leg amputated because she refused to pay for an operation.  Her death in 1916 was caused by apoplexy during an argument over the virtues of skim milk.  (Nuggets, 32)  


A generous heart expands outward, blessing many and blessed in return.  A miserly heart caves in on itself, hardens and dies.  


I think the reason that Paul told the story about the Macedonians to the Corinthians, is because the Macedonians were like Farmer Fleming and Lord Churchill.  The Corinthians were in some danger of becoming like Hetty Green.  Tight fisted and self secure.  The Corinthians were not necessarily rich, though they were better off than the Macedonians.  The Corinthian church was a divers crowd of mostly middle class people.  Not wealthy, but like most people in our day, they had some discretionary income.  The thing about the Corinthians was that they put such an emphasis on spirituality.  Which you might suppose was a good thing.  But they got sort of uppity about it, and they thought that being “spiritual” was all that mattered.  What was important to them was worshiping the right way, exhibiting their various gifts and abilities.  The Corinthians knew that spiritual giftedness was a mark of Christian faith.  In fact, they excelled in spiritual gifts.  But such excellence makes for a one-dimensional life.  They must excel in giving as well.  Not out of guilt, not from pressure or manipulation, but out of integrity.  Those who have experienced the grace of God in their lives are deeply aware that God has given them everything.   And because of that, they are by definition, generous people.  Generosity is one of the marks of the Christian.  


Notice that nowhere does Paul say how much to give.  That’s between the Corinthians and God.  He does suggest that they give proportionately. Those who have more should give more; it’s that simple.  Look what the Macedonians did out of love for God, Paul says.  Surely, you can do the same.  Give yourselves first to God, then to this project.  The numbers will come out right if you let God lead.  


 Bottom line:  For the Macedonians, for the Corinthians, and for us, giving is a spiritual matter.  Or as John Thornton said to Buck:  As you love me, Buck, as you love me.  
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