The Power of Thanksgiving #2

“Thanksgiving by Giving”

2 Corinthians 9:1-15

Last Sunday we began a series of studies into the power of thanksgiving. We noted that even the secular world is beginning to recognize the positive impact of gratitude in our lives. In these weeks leading up to the Thanksgiving holiday I want to consider practical ways we can tap into the power of thanksgiving. This morning we will focus on thanksgiving by giving. Our Scripture comes from 2 Corinthians chapter 9.

Our Giving Should Be Marked by Generosity

Our giving should first be marked by generosity. Paul begins in verses 1-6, 

There is no need for me to write to you about this service to the saints. For I know your eagerness to help, and I have been boasting about it to the Macedonians, telling them that since last year you in Achaia were ready to give; and your enthusiasm has stirred most of them to action. But I am sending the brothers in order that our boasting about you in this matter should not prove hollow, but that you may be ready, as I said you would be. For if any Macedonians come with me and find you unprepared, we—not to say anything about you—would be ashamed of having been so confident. So I thought it necessary to urge the brothers to visit you in advance and finish the arrangements for the generous gift you had promised. Then it will be ready as a generous gift, not as one grudgingly given. Remember this: Whoever sows sparingly will also reap sparingly, and whoever sows generously will also reap generously.
Paul engages in a bit of reverse psychology with the Corinthians in these verses. “There is no need for me to write to you about this service to the saints,” he begins, yet he is writing to them about it. Paul had boasted, as proud parents tend to do, about the Corinthians’ eagerness to participate in the collection for the impoverished Christians in Jerusalem. But now a problem has developed. The Corinthians’ initial eagerness has not translated into action. Titus was able to rekindle interest in the relief fund on his last visit, as seen in chapter eight. But after he left Corinth, the collection effort once again came to a halt. And now Paul is planning to travel to Corinth, and the Macedonian delegates who accompany him will see that all his boasting was so much hot air.

When Paul sent envoys to go to Corinth to collect the offering (we read about them in the last half of chapter eight), it was not to persuade the Corinthians to give but rather to assist them in bringing to generous completion their already declared readiness to give. In a word, Paul wished to ensure generous giving from the Corinthians.

Verse five concludes, “Then it will be ready as a generous gift, not as one grudgingly given.” The Greek term translated “generous” here is eulogia, from which we get the English word, “eulogy,” meaning “good word.” Elsewhere Paul has described the gift of the Corinthians as large (literally, “fat”), the contrast here is not about the size of the collection but about the motivation behind the giving. The term for “grudgingly” (pleonexia) is often used of someone who is greedy and grasping after what others have. Here the term denotes selfish, greedy people who give only because they are forced to do so. “It will show that you give because you want to, not because you have to” is an accurate translation.
  This shows that giving is a powerful indicator of spiritual life. Is our giving regular? Is it free and generous? Or do we view it as a necessary evil?

In verse six Paul quotes a popular saying in his time, “Whoever sows sparingly will also reap sparingly, and whoever sows generously will also reap generously.” This may be similar to our sayings like, “Don’t count your chickens before they hatch” and “Look before you leap.” There is no exact scriptural parallel. A similar thought is found in a number of Old Testament texts (such as Job 4:8; Proverbs 11:24-26; 22:8-9; and Hosea 10:12-13). But the closest parallel actually appears in the teaching of Jesus in Luke 6:38, “Give, and it will be given to you…With the measure you use, it will be measured to you.”
 We might call this “the law of the harvest.”

Farmers and gardeners know that you will grow only as many plants as you sow seeds for. You can’t sow two seeds and reap a full field at harvest. Likewise, there is a correlation between the amount of time, energy, and finances we give to the Lord’s ministry and the spiritual blessings we reap in return.
 The important lesson Paul is teaching is that to give is to sow.
 Money given is not lost or thrown away. It is sown and will return a very special kind of harvest.
 Put another way, giving is an investment—an investment in the Kingdom of God. And such investments will have returns.

I must insert a word of caution here, though. There’s been lots of false advertising on this subject over the last several decades. The so-called prosperity gospel has spoiled a perfectly healthy doctrine of sowing and reaping. Those “name it and claim it” preachers have turned God’s promise of blessing us in order to bless others into a virtual Ponzi scheme. Let me be clear. God never promises to match you dollar for dollar, or to multiply your financial contribution sent to some TV or radio preacher with a thirty, sixty, or hundredfold return on investment, or to reward your “seed gift” by opening His floodgates of material blessings in the form of guaranteed health and enormous wealth. God promises to supply all of our needs, not all of our greeds. And He promises to reward us with “immaterial” blessings—such as the joy of obedience, the pleasure of inner peace, and the outflow of abundant love for others.
 Don’t be fooled by con men.
Jump down to verses 10-11, which also speak to this subject:

Now he who supplies seed to the sower and bread for food will also supply and increase your store of seed and will enlarge the harvest of your righteousness. You will be made rich in every way so that you can be generous on every occasion, and through us your generosity will result in thanksgiving to God. 

Here again God promises to reward those who give generously. He provides the giver with enough for his needs and with more than enough to continue sharing with others.
 You see, God is not poor. He doesn’t need our money; He wants to do a work in our hearts.
 Giving is not something we do, but something we are.
 
Verse 11 undercuts the whole prosperity gospel. If the verse merely said, “You will be made rich in every way…” they may have a point. But it doesn’t stop there. It goes on to say, “You will be made rich in every way so that you can be generous on every occasion.” God does not make us rich so that we can hoard it all to ourselves. He gives us more so that we might give more.
Here is the bottom line: As God’s children, we are to be a generous people, for He is a generous God. To be generous is divine.

Our Giving Should Be Marked by Gladness

Secondly, our giving should be marked by gladness. We read in verses 7-9,

Each man should give what he has decided in his heart to give, not reluctantly or under compulsion, for God loves a cheerful giver. And God is able to make all grace abound to you, so that in all things at all times, having all that you need, you will abound in every good work. As it is written: “He has scattered abroad his gifts to the poor; his righteousness endures forever.”
Throughout this passage Paul was careful not to put on any pressure. He wanted their gift to be a matter of generosity, and not as something squeezed out of them. High-pressure offering appeals do not belong to genuine giving.

Instead, each should give “what he has decided in his heart to give.” The Greek verb proaireomai, found only here in the New Testament, means “to choose deliberately” or “to make up one’s own mind about something.” It is a well-known fact that telethons that play on people’s emotions to solicit contributions often end up with donors who pledge impulsively but not deliberately enough to follow through on their pledge. Paul says that giving is to be based on a calculated decision. It is not a matter to be settled lightly or impulsively.
 Careful thought and prayer need to be involved when it comes to our giving.
Not that our emotions are uninvolved in giving, however. Our giving must come from the heart. We should not be “sad givers” who give grudgingly, or “mad givers” who give because we have to; but we should be “glad givers” who cheerfully share what we have because we have experienced the grace of God.

In fact, the Greek word for “cheerful” is hilaros, from which we get our word “hilarious.” This doesn’t mean God loves a ridiculous giver, or a funny giver, or a giver who doesn’t take giving seriously. It means that God desires our giving to generate the same exuberant joy in our hearts as a lively celebration or a hearty laugh. If you can’t give with a smile, then you are not giving from the heart.
 Giving should be an exhilarating experience.

Yet there is another side. Have you ever had someone do something for you with gritted teeth? That is a spirit of compulsion. How about seeing someone give out of guilt? That’s a horrible motivation. We should never use guilt to get people to give. God wants us to be people who love to see good done and who aren’t stingy or tightfisted when an opportunity to bless others presents itself. Cultivate a cheerful heart in your giving.

God loves a cheerful giver because that happy person reflects something of His own nature, and has learned one of the chief lessons of His love. Those who have begun to give have discovered the inner secret of genuine life. They’re moving with the current of God’s purpose. And in that rhythm of giving and receiving, they find abundant life.

In verse 8 Paul moves the focus from the immediate giver to the ultimate Giver. We can give generously, without worry, because God can make His grace abound to us so we will always have enough. Never forget: We can never out-give God. He will never appear to us one day and say, “Well, child, you’ve tapped Me dry. There’s no more left.”

The general principle is thus that the more we give, the more we will get from God. And the more we get, the more we are expected to give. John Bunyan wrote, “A man there was and they called him mad; the more he gave, the more he had.” Of course Bunyan was writing about the Christian. To the world such a principle of giving is nonsense. But to Paul it is a reality of the Christian life.

His grace is always abundant and enriching; it always leads to increase, not decrease—even when it involves parting with one’s possessions!—so much so, indeed, that the overwhelming consequence of God’s making all grace abound to them is that they, “in all things at all times having all sufficiency, may abound to all good work.”

But remember, God prospers me not to raise my standard of living, but to raise my standard of giving. God comes right out and tells us why He gives us more money than we need. It’s not so we can find more ways to spend it. It’s not so we can indulge ourselves and spoil our children. It’s not so we can insulate ourselves from needing God’s provision. It’s so we can give—generously.

Paul said that the God who supplies seed to the sower will increase our store of seed. Why? So we can stockpile seed or eat it? No, so we can scatter it and spread it out that it might bear fruit. Abundance isn’t God’s provision for me to live in luxury. It’s His provision for me to help others live. God entrusts me with this money not to build my kingdom on earth, but to build His kingdom in heaven.

This is a very difficult notion for Westerners today, for the drive in our world too often is to get-get-get and buy-buy-buy. An attitude of contentment presupposes trust and confidence in God to provide for our basic needs. If we are secure in his love and know that he undertakes to watch over our lives, then all anxiety for the future will be gone.

Our Giving Should Be Marked by Gratitude

Finally, our giving should be marked by gratitude. Paul writes in verses 12-15,

This service that you perform is not only supplying the needs of God’s people but is also overflowing in many expressions of thanks to God. Because of the service by which you have proved yourselves, men will praise God for the obedience that accompanies your confession of the gospel of Christ, and for your generosity in sharing with them and with everyone else. And in their prayers for you their hearts will go out to you, because of the surpassing grace God has given you. Thanks be to God for his indescribable gift!

The ultimate purpose of God’s generous provision to His people is to produce thanksgiving to Him. Ultimately, everything returns to God’s glory, that He would be praised and thanked for His blessings.
Notice that everybody involved is blessed. First, the giver is blessed by the joy inherent in giving and by the promise of reward from the hand of God. Jesus once said, “It is more blessed to give than to receive” (Acts 20:35). Second, the recipients of the gift are blessed. They receive a solution to their problems and relief for their affliction. Third, God is also blessed, as the recipients overflow “through many thanksgivings to God.” They will glorify God because of the givers’ obedience. They don’t fail to attribute to God the ultimate responsibility for the blessing.

That’s important to remember: we are not the ones who get the glory; it is the Lord who is glorified. Many people will give thanks to God because of our sharing in the meeting of their needs. We may not hear that thanks on earth today, but we will hear it in heaven when the church is gathered together.

The Lord gives to us and we thank him. We give to others in response, and they thank God for the kindness he has inspired in us. Thus, a round of thanksgiving to God takes place, created by this spirit of giving.
 We might call this “compound joy” as the blessings go full circle.
Paul concludes this chapter in verse 15, “Thanks be to God for his indescribable gift!” Some commentators have understood Paul to be expressing gratefulness for their giving or for the fruit of racial reconciliation and spiritual cooperation between Jew and Gentile, but we have no doubt that the gift to which he is here referring is God’s unique gift of His only Son to be the Saviour of mankind—“the divine gift which inspires all gifts.”
 God is the first giver; He first selflessly gives Himself to us in the person of His Son, and all true Christian giving is our response of gratitude for this gift that is beyond description.
 Authentic Christian giving leads people not only to thank us, the givers, but to thank God, and to see our gift to them in the light of his indescribable grace, shown supremely in the gift of his Son.

The power of thanksgiving by giving is available for all: Whether persons are rich or poor, givers or receivers, all participate in the gratitude to God for salvation in Christ. One may thank God for the gift of money, but the money is just a proof of obedience to Christ. All goes back to the God who centers His great gift in Christ—His death, resurrection, and present ministry through the Holy Spirit.

“Thanks be to God for his indescribable gift!” With these ringing words of praise Paul closes his two-chapter treatment of Christian giving. It is the last word that can be said, for no giving can match God’s giving: “For God so loved the world that he gave…”
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