
The Grace of Giving
11th Sunday after Pentecost - Year B

Psalm Reading: 125 OT: Proverbs 22:1-2,8-9, 22-23
NT: Mark 7:24-37, 2 Cor. 8:7-15

Paul, in his second letter to the Corinthians is trying to get 
the people of Corinth to help out the church in Jerusalem, 
which is struggling. In his biography of Paul, N.T. Wright 
surmises the reason that the church in Jerusalem is having 
problems is because the people have all sold their personal 
property and now have no way to make an income. Besides 
this, they need help to carry on the work of the church.

Paul wants to inspire the Corinthians to action, and he has 
a very sly way of doing this. He does this first by appealing to 
the competitive nature of the Corinthians.1 (Kind of like we 
Americans. Kind of like us in Alpena. - Soccer ref?) So he tells 
them, “Since you excel at everything – in faith, in speech, in 
knowledge, in complete earnestness, and in the love we have 
kindled in you – see that you also excel in this grace of giving.” 
(NIV, 2 Cor. 8:7)

Well, put that way, if you have really good faith, broad 
knowledge, fine speech, etc. you ought to be good at the grace 
of giving, too. Imagine us to be the Corinthians, why wouldn’t 
we want to be really good at grace, this grace of giving thing? 
But wait, just a minute! Grace sounds like a good thing, but 
then ice cream sounds good, too, but too much of it is 
definitely not good for us. Besides the immediate danger of 
brain freeze there is high cholesterol and the near infinite 
number of calories per spoonful. Maybe before diving into it, 
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we might just want to know exactly what this grace of giving 
thing is.

We talked a little about the common meaning for Grace in 
the children’s sermon, but … Grace in theological circles means 
something like “free and unmerited love.”2 Sounds good so far, 
doesn’t it? Everyone likes free an unmerited love, especially 
when it comes from God. For us as individuals it is a bit harder 
to hand out unmerited love. I can hardly imagine giving love 
when I don’t know the person receiving it. Well, we are 
supposed to love our neighbor as ourselves. So I guess that 
sounds feasible, possible. Perhaps... we might be able to do 
that. But wait, Paul is saying this free and unmerited love is an 
aspect of giving. Giving what? MONEY? or time? or attention? 
Hmmm, maybe we should think about that one for a few 
minutes.

We worked hard for our money. And time? Time is even 
more valuable. I mean, between work, chores, television, and 
our usual social obligations, there is not that much time to 
spare. Attention? We hardly have time to pay attention to our 
families, much less lavish it on people we don’t even know.

Do we really have to do this graceful giving thing?
Paul responds mildly, and we Corinthians are glad of that. 

He says, “I am not commanding you.” (v.8) Well, that means we
don’t absolutely have to get into this graceful giving thing. But 
then again, Paul is starting to sound just a little bit like my 
mother. My Mom would acknowledge this, she is the master of 
the guilt trip. You all know what I’m talking about. If she wants 
us, her children, to do something, like visit, or call her at least 
once a week, or go to church on Sundays, she convinces us to 
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do it by reminding us all of how much she loves us, and wants 
the best for us. And what makes this effective when she 
employs it on myself and my brother and sisters is we know it is
all true. Mom does so much for us, she loves us more than 
words could describe, so if we do not do as she asks, well, we 
should be ashamed of ourselves.

In the same way, we know that God loves us. And we 
should be doing good things in response to God’s love for us. 
Not that God would guilt trip us or anything. But Paul is not 
above such a reminder for his own part. Back in verse seven he 
says that we, as the Corinthians of course, “excel in the love we 
have kindled in you.” And we can take this in two different 
ways. First, that Paul discerns a loving-ness within us, and 
second, that Paul has a great love for us. Yes, this does sound 
like my mother. Paul, in his next comment, basically tells us that
he is watching to make sure we do respect his wishes. He says, 
“I want to test the sincerity of your love by comparing it with 
the earnestness of others.” “Your sister calls every day! You 
could call your mother once a week.”

“Wait, foul play!” “Not fair!” Just because the 
Macedonians gave their fair share, does that mean that we 
have to give as much as they did? In fact in verse three Paul 
says, “they gave beyond their ability.” (v.3) Does that mean that
we have to give beyond our ability? Well, if we want to beat the
Macedonians! Yeah.

But if we do not want to take the Macedonians as an 
example, there is the example of Jesus Christ. Jesus is the very 
God and we are made in the image of God, and we want to be 
like Jesus don’t we? What Paul says is this: “You know the 
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Grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, that though he was rich, yet for 
your sake he became poor, so that you, through his poverty 
might become rich.” (v.8) There, my friends is an undeniable 
truth. Remember when Christ was tempted by Satan right after 
his baptism? He was offered all the kingdoms of the world. And 
as the Christ he could have used his power as God to get 
anything he might want. And even as the man Jesus, admired 
by crowds, pursued by sinners who wanted forgiveness or 
healing, he could have indulged himself in all kinds of luxury 
that could have been given to him by wealthy people he had 
healed. Sure, he could have been like a doctor, esteemed and 
well-off.

Jesus Christ gave all of that up so that we might be saved. 
So that he might take a turn that would lead him down the 
inevitable road to the cross. And the riches that we gain 
because of the self-denial of Jesus are stored up in heaven, 
where Christ goes ahead of us to prepare rooms for us in his 
father’s house. So we see that graceful giving is about giving 
because we want to, no because we must.

Next, Paul has some fatherly advice for we Corinthians. He 
says, “And here is my judgment about what is best for you in 
this matter. Last year you were the first not only to give but 
also to have the desire to do so. Now finish the work, so that 
your eager willingness to do it may be matched by your 
completion of it, according to your means.” (v.10-11) He is 
saying, do not let what you have begun fail. Finish the thing. 
Now, this is good fatherly advice. And I will echo it. When you 
start something, you should, indeed, try to finish it. This goes 
for big hard projects as it does for small ones. This is important 
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on the individual level and the organizational level. And it is 
important in building a church. And I mean literally building a 
church.

Back in Medieval times it could take decades, even 
centuries to build a cathedral. Plans would be laid, ground 
chosen, workers hired, funds raised, and work, once begun, 
would go on and on, with the community supporting the 
building project year after year.3 Can you believe that it took 
almost 200 years to build the Notre Dame Cathedral in Paris?4

Imagine starting such a project and having the faith that all the 
work you are putting into it will come to fruition. This means 
that those in the past are relying on people in the future to 
finish what they have started. Our church is kind of like this. 
Not that we are building on to it, but we do have to maintain it, 
and the church is not just this building, it is also the people who
love and inhabit this place, and by inhabit I mean give it life. 
And so, we continue the work of past generations in that we 
pursue our vision which is to “proclaim”, to “nurture”, and to 
“demonstrate”. The people of the past worked partly that we 
might do what we do now, and we work now so that people 
might worship and be a help to society in the future.

So, yes, it is a good idea for we Corinthians to finish this 
project we have begun. Are we willing? Still not sure. Paul says, 
“If the willingness is there, the gift is acceptable according to 
what one has, not according to what one does not have.” (v.12)
Paul tells us to be careful and only give according to our means.
As he goes on to point out, “Our desire is not that others might 
be relieved while you are hard pressed, but that there might be 
equality.”
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The point he is getting at is that you can give too much. 
You have surely heard it said that you should give til it hurts. 
But that does not mean that you should give til you are now in 
need yourself. Paul even says, “At the present time your plenty 
will supply what they need, so that in turn their plenty will 
supply what you need.” Yes, Paul is a pretty practical guy for 
being an evangelist and a theologian. He seems to have an 
economic understanding that says if you give ALL you have, 
then you will only put yourself in a position to need help. To 
need help is not a bad thing. By chance we all need help on 
occasion. We just do not want to put ourselves in that position 
needlessly and on purpose.

Paul says, “as it is written, ‘The one who gathered much 
did not have too much, and the one who gathered little did not 
have too little.’”  He is quoting the book of Exodus. The quote 
he chooses is quite remarkable in that it comes from the scene 
where manna first falls from heaven. He means that the manna 
that was gathered was just enough for everyone.  And this went
on in the desert for forty years! It was a miracle. But it also 
alludes to the fact that all of what we have comes from heaven 
as well, and we should be careful to help out others with the 
surplus.

So what do we, the Corinthians, do in this case? Do we 
help out the church in Jerusalem? The church is on hard times. 
We know what a boon the church is to the people and the 
people need help to keep doing what they are doing.

Paul here, in his second letter to the Corinthians, makes 
the case for graceful giving, giving to help others and giving to 
help the church. Every week we here at the Presbyterian church
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take up an offering. The money goes to the infrastructure of the
church, both building and personnel. It goes to support our 
missions. It helps us to help care for others both spiritually and 
physically. It helps us to provide a place where we can gather to
worship, a place where we can come together in fellowship, a 
place where we can study the Word of God. But we give not 
just because of what we can get out of the church or only to 
help others. No, we give as a thankful response to what the 
Lord Jesus did for us some 2000 years ago, the effect of which is
still reverberating around the world and across the centuries. 
Jesus gave himself, so that we might live. And like Jesus we give
of ourselves so that we might honor God and help others in this
world.

Please bow your heads and pray with me…
Eternal and giving God, you share your creation with us, 

giving us life and sustenance out of the abundance of this 
world. Give us grateful hearts that we might practice the art of 
graceful giving. 

ἀμἠν
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