The grace of giving: St John and St Stephen’s Reading. 25.05.25 2 Corinthians 8:7-15 & John 10:1-10.

’Now as you excel in everything—in faith, in speech, in knowledge, in utmost eagerness, and in our love for you—so
we want you to excel also in this generous undertaking. ®l do not say this as a command, but | am testing the
genuineness of your love against the earnestness of others.’For you know the generous act of our Lord Jesus Christ,
that though he was rich, yet for your sakes he became poor, so that by his poverty you might become rich. *°And in
this matter | am giving my advice: it is appropriate for you who began last year not only to do something but even to
desire to do something— “*now finish doing it, so that your eagerness may be matched by completing it according to
your means.'?For if the eagerness is there, the gift is acceptable according to what one has—not according to what
one does not have. **| do not mean that there should be relief for others and pressure on you, but it is a question of
a fair balance between “your present abundance and their need, so that their abundance may be for your need, in
order that there may be a fair balance. *°As it is written, “The one who had much did not have too much, and the
one who had little did not have too little.”

10 “Very truly, | tell you, anyone who does not enter the sheepfold by the gate but climbs in by another way is a thief
and a bandit. 2The one who enters by the gate is the shepherd of the sheep. 3 The gatekeeper opens the gate for
him, and the sheep hear his voice. He calls his own sheep by name and leads them out. * When he has brought out all
his own, he goes ahead of them, and the sheep follow him because they know his voice. > They will not follow a
stranger, but they will run from him because they do not know the voice of strangers.” ® Jesus used this figure of
speech with them, but they did not understand what he was saying to them.

7So again Jesus said to them, “Very truly, | tell you, | am the gate for the sheep. 8All who came before mel® are
thieves and bandits, but the sheep did not listen to them. °| am the gate. Whoever enters by me will be saved and
will come in and go out and find pasture. 1 The thief comes only to steal and kill and destroy. | came that they may
have life and have it abundantly.

Our focus today is on generous giving, with a departure from the normal readings to
look at the topic with the help of St Paul, and his dealings with the Church in Macedonia.

We discover first of all that this church in Macedonia excels in many things: Paul commends
them for excelling in faith, in speech, in knowledge, in eagerness and in love. That’s one big
‘excellent’ reputation to keep up.

He now wants them to add generous giving to the list of things at which they excel. As |
pondered this reading in the light of a commitment that | gave to the PCC to preach on
giving, | wondered what it was like being a church that excels in a number of areas...

| wondered if it is a good thing, a desirable thing, to excel in many areas as a church.

In the last year we have earned a reputation for being the go-to church for Eco-things,
deservedly, as we are the only church in the Diocese to have received Gold in the A Rocha
Eco Church scheme.

As people flocked here last Saturday to celebrate our link dioceses across the globe, our
building was commended time and time again for being an excellent place for big events,
and our hospitality was praised.

Just the other day, someone recognised our church on a name badge | wore to a Citizens
UK event, and asked how our Contact Centre was going, and praised its excellence. We won
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an award for the best community magazine with our NEWT publication. People often
comment that our music is excellent (it is) and | personally have not heard as many
excellent sermons in any church as | have heard here in this church. So dealing in excellence
is an interesting point to reflect on — at least | think it shows we are both a blessed group,
and a group that gives blessing to others.

Back to the reading: Paul urges the excellent Macedonians to now excel in the grace of
giving. | am assuming that this is a call for us too, to excel in generous giving. So | have three
points as we reflect on this important teaching from 2 Corinthians 8.

(I'm only dealing in this talk with financial giving, but of course we all acknowledge that
giving of time & skills is equally important and in this we are rich too.)

Firstly: The theological imperative.

Paul writes in verse 9: ‘You know the generous act of our Lord Jesus Christ, that though he
was rich, yet for your sakes he became poor’.

The pattern for our giving is Christ himself. Spiritual gift is linked here with generous
response. Paul is explicitly saying that since Christ gave everything for us, we should be
generous in giving. It makes sense!

Of course, the giving of ourselves to Christ is much greater than financial giving — it is giving
what we can when we can, and it starts with our inner attitude. The explicit link between
the Incarnation and our response as generous givers is indicated by the same word in
Greek: Paul refers to ‘this generous undertaking’ (of the Macedonians) and ‘this generous
act’ (of Christ’s) and uses the same word: charis, or grace. The grace of giving.

Secondly: Inner Attitude.

Paul writes about an inner attitude of eagerness to give, which is as precious as the actual
gift. We read that the Macedonian Christians had started some sort of giving project to a
poorer church, and now Paul writes encouraging them to match their earlier enthusiasm
with action, so that the project may be completed. He says: ‘For if the eagerness is there,
the gift is acceptable...’ (verse 12).

And here’s another crucial point: he urges the Macedonians to give according to what they
have, not according to what they don’t have.

Preachers are rightly nervous when it comes to asking Christians for more money. We are
already a generous church. We give away 22% of our income to mission causes. In a
previous church | was involved in we dragged our giving up to 5% (from about 1%) and that
was felt to be a major step.
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Christians are, in my experience, already generous people. Those outside the church are
often amazed when they learn that in this country, the Church of England receives no public
funding — nothing from the State - to pay for its ministry and buildings. Everything needed
to fund the work of the Church of England comes from the generosity of its members.

But before we panic about being asked to dig yet deeper, generous giving needs to be seen
within several other frameworks. In Scripture, the idea of proportionality is important. If
your income is small, your gift will be commensurately small. This is fine — it is the
willingness to give that is precious to God.

Equity amongst God’s people is also important. In verse 15, Paul alludes to the manna
which dropped from Heaven in the wilderness under Moses: “The one who had much did
not have too much, and the one who had little, did not have too little”. We know that the
New Testament early believers held everything in common, in order that there was no
outstanding need for any one believer.

We are a long way from this ideal, so what does a call to generous giving mean for us
today?

Thirdly: Don’t panic: God provides — though this is often via us!

In this section | want to reiterate that inner attitude is key. We trust in a God who has
absolutely no problem in providing for humanity, and who has done so repeatedly
throughout Scripture, especially when it seemed least likely that he would. So we trust in
God’s generosity and we are reminded that abundant life is something Jesus promised
(John 10:10).

Having said that, we also live in the real world. In the real world, as we know, the cost of
living has become a crisis for many. And the cost of living affects Church finances.

Broadly speaking, in real terms, our monthly costs have risen and our monthly income has
fallen. As ever with finances, monthly income ideally needs to be higher than monthly
expenditure! When it’s not, we have to draw on lump sum gifts, or even sell investments.
But once sold, investments cannot then provide monthly income. So this is not a
sustainable habit.

For those of you who read the financial accounts in our annual report, or heard Alan explain
at the meeting, our gap in monthly income was plugged this last year by a generous lump
sum gift from Jean Skuse. But that means the lump sum is now reduced — to keep drawing
on this sum for running costs is not sustainable or desirable.

So we need to raise our monthly giving.
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There are two ways you can help. Firstly, if you give by monthly standing order, thank you!
We rely on this heavily. Thank you for your generous commitment to put aside something
every month. If it’s been a while since you revisited the amount you give, please could you
consider raising this by 5%? Or 4%, or 3%...

If you can’t, remember Paul’s teaching — we give what we can, NOT what we can’t. There’s
no guilt.

Secondly, if you don’t yet give to the church by standing order, or by regular monthly sum
in the collection plate, you might consider setting something up so we can see what sums
are coming in. Regular monthly giving that we can predict is the best way for us to keep our
finances on an even keel. You can talk to our treasurer or find details at the bottom of the
Mailchimp.

Finally, Because of our investments, we have not had to do much active fundraising for
special projects, but we’d like to do just this for our heat pump project, due to be
completed this summer. The majority of the money needed for this project will come from
Jean’s legacy - but we’d also like to generate fresh funds for some of this —a figure of £15k
is something we can hopefully aim for, to give us a sense of ownership of the project. |
commend this idea to you now.

To sum up (excuse the pun)

e we give because of the generous self-giving of Christ.

e inner attitude is more important to God than the amount.

e we now need to increase our monthly regular giving: if you can (and only if you can) —
thank you.

In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, Amen.



