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First Church, Jerusalem, was struggling.  Although it was the starting point for the whole of the faith, life had become difficult.  Jews in the community were suspicious on those who swore allegiance to Jesus; Romans were not particularly pleased to have another religious group in the city’s volatile socio-political mix.  The Christians themselves were largely poor and powerless, people at the mercy of the world around them.


And so the Apostle Paul proposed to help.  When he and Barnabas went to Jerusalem to discuss their mission to the Gentiles, they agreed to take an offering from the Gentile congregations to benefit First Church.  It would not only help the people in poverty but would affirm the connection between Jewish and Gentile Christians.


Unfortunately, there was some delay in the process.  Paul had talked to the Corinthians about it and some had been contributing to it for at least a year.  But work still needed to be done, and so Paul, in writing to the Corinthians, encouraged them to complete the task.  Our reading is part of that fund-raising appeal.


What I find interesting about our reading is that it is really not so much a coherent argument but a series of proverbial-type statements.  Each makes its own point but is only marginally related to the others.  Yet when taken as a whole they described how Paul expected Christians to approach the stewardship of treasure.


First, the Christian gives generously.


Paul uses an agricultural metaphor found in Proverbs to make his point.  He says, “Whoever sows sparingly will also reap sparingly, and whoever sows bountifully will also reap bountifully.”  

New Testament scholar Ernest Best notes that Paul seems to suggest that the Corinthians ought to give for their own benefit.  If they give generously, they will be rewarded generously.  And that thought is found in the Old Testament, in the Judaism of Paul’s day and even in what Jesus taught.  After all, he told his disciples that when they gave secretly the Father who sees in secret would reward them. But I believe Best is reading too much into the metaphor.


When I was a youngster, my parents would plant a garden every summer.  Although I wasn’t much interested in it, there were occasions in which I had to help.  One of those occasions was when Dad was planting corn.  He gave me a paper sack of seed and told me to follow him down the row, dropping seed into each of the holes he created.  Fortunately, Dad glanced back early in the process because I had not understood.  I was dropping one seed in each hole.  It had never occurred to me that one seed was not enough.  But, as Dad explained, what would happen if that one seed were bad or if it was eaten by a bird? I needed to sow generously, to drop four or five seeds in every hole, not so that I would have more corn to eat but so that there might be corn at all.  Being generous was not a matter of selfishness but of good sense.


So it is with our giving.  To give generously is to give looking toward the best results.  It is what we do so that the blessings—ours or others—might be great. 


But the Christian not only gives generously, Paul suggests he or she gives freely.


A few weeks ago we talked about Zacchaeus.  You may remember that he was a tax collector, and tax collectors were despised.  One reason they were hated was because they cooperated with the oppressive Romans.  Another was because they took people’s money.

Whether they extorted it under threat of violence or merely took what the law demanded, tax collectors still coerced money from people.  No one likes to give money under duress.


Of course, the church has sometimes forgotten that lesson.  Years ago churches ran an annual stewardship campaign called “Pony Express.”  A circuit leader would take a saddlebag, put her pledge in it, and then carry it to another member who lived nearby.  There she would explain that it was now his turn to make a pledge and carry the bag to the next stop.  Aspects of the program were good.  It got people involved and raised money. But no one uses it today because many people felt coerced by it.  They may have given, but they did so out of guilt or obligation.


That is not how Paul understood stewardship.  Paul could have invoked his apostolic authority to demand the Corinthians contribute to the offering.  He could have reminded them of all that others had done for them and how they ought to now return that gift.  But instead, he urged them to give freely.  “Each one must give as he has decided in his heart,” Paul said, “not reluctantly or under compulsion.”   He knew that cheerful givers are those who choose for themselves how to respond to the call to stewardship. 


That is why the church doesn’t send people bills.  We don’t require people to pay dues.  We do what we have been doing in this stewardship emphasis—asking you to observe what you are currently giving, evaluate it based on your relationship with Christ, and then act—to give as you have decided in your heart.  We do it that way because as Christians we give freely of what God has given us.


Giving generously and giving freely are two of the characteristics of Christian stewardship Paul suggests here.  But there is a third.  Christians give confidently.


Thomas Troeger once preached a sermon on the near-sacrifice of Isaac.  As you may recall, God had promised Abraham and Sarah that despite their advanced age they would be the parents of a great multitude.  But when their son, Isaac came along God ordered Abraham to take the child to the holy mountain and offer him as a sacrifice.  In his sermon, Troeger imagines Abraham making his way up the mountain.  And as he does, he keeps telling himself, “God will provide.  God will provide.  God will provide.”  And God does.  Before any harm comes to Isaac, God stops Abraham and provides a ram for the sacrifice.


Of course, what you and I are asked to give is small potatoes compared to Abraham.  Yet we can learn from the great patriarch’s attitude.  Everything he had was invested in Isaac, but he remained confident that God would provide.  That confidence allowed him to contemplate what otherwise would have been unimaginable.


Christian giving is rooted in confidence in God.  That is why Paul reminds the Corinthians of God’s power.  He tells them that “God is able to make all grace abound to [them,] so that having all sufficiency in all things at all times, [they] may abound in every good work.”  In other words, God is not only able to meet their needs but to give them enough to help others.  Or, as Abraham might say, “God will provide.”

Because God provides, because God had given to them generously and freely, the Corinthians could give confidently.


And so can we.  By every measure, you and I are among the wealthiest people to ever live.  Oh, we are anxious about the economy.  But our trust is in God, and that allows us to be confident stewards.


This week you should have received information on the Stewardship of Treasure as part of our New Beginnings emphasis.  In the envelope you should have received not only a letter inviting you to respond to God’s call to giving but a chart to help you determine what you might want to give and an intent form for sharing that information with the church so that we can plan for next year.  If you have brought your intent form with you, let me encourage you to fill it out and drop it in the offering plate.  If you forgot it, no problem.  When you get home today, fill it out and drop it in the mail.  You can even bring it next Sunday if you wish.  What is important is not when we get it but that all of us—100 percent of First Christian Church—pledge ourselves to giving generously, freely and confidently.  If we do that, God will take care of the rest.

