
 

 
  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

   

We want you to know, brothers and sisters, about the grace of God that has been 

granted to the churches of Macedonia; for during a severe ordeal of affliction, 

their abundant joy and their extreme poverty have overflowed in a wealth of 

generosity on their part.  

 

For, as I can testify, they voluntarily gave according to their means, and even 

beyond their means, begging us earnestly for the privilege of sharing in this 

ministry to the saints—and this, not merely as we expected; they gave themselves 

first to the Lord and, by the will of God, to us, so that we might urge Titus that, as 

he had already made a beginning, so he should also complete this generous 

undertaking among you.  

 

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. I do not say this as a command, but I 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. 

(2 Corinthians 8:1-9) 

 

  

“And now faith, hope, and love abide, these three; and the greatest of these is 

love.” (I Corinthians 13:13) 

 

 

 

The new pastor of a congregation preached his first sermon from the text “Love one another.” 

The people were pleased; it was nice stuff. The next Sunday the pastor preached the exact same 

sermon from the exact same text, “Love one another!” The people were surprised. When the 

pastor preached the same sermon the third week from the same text, the people were angry. The 

Staff Parish Relations chairperson confronted the new pastor with the obvious question: “What 
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are we paying you for? You’re preaching the same sermon every week!” The pastor replied, 

“Friend, when this congregation puts into practice what Jesus said about Love, I’ll write a new 

one.”  

 

“A new commandment I give you,” says Jesus. “Love one another as I have loved you.” In 

another place, Jesus declares: “As the Father has loved me, so have I loved you. Abide in my 

love.” Jesus got to sounding like a broken record, like that one-note preacher who refuses to say 

anything new until the congregation gets it. But perhaps he’s saying something so that one day 

we might actually learn it, live it, and do it.  

  

Throughout the fall our emphasis has been “First Things First.” We’ve taken our lead from what 

Jesus called the Greatest Commandment: “You shall love the Lord your God with all of your 

heart, all of your soul, all of your mind, and all of your strength—and your neighbor,” Jesus said, 

“as yourself.” Now in this passage we see the most practical application you can imagine as Paul 

prescribes “love” for the ailments of the church. It’s the first, the primary commandment for you 

and me. And make no mistake, Paul shows us it’s the greatest as well.  

  

Paul is speaking here to the church at Corinth, because in just about every way they are failing in 

the commandment to love. Most of us know the story. The Christians at Corinth were a disgrace. 

Corinth was a cosmopolitan crossroads city, a city of merchants and sailors, known for its wild 

and wicked ways, renowned for the bawdy brothels and the equally decadent temple to 

Aphrodite, the goddess of love. When Paul preached the gospel in this profligate place, many 

were glad to hear it and chose a healthier way to live. But it wasn’t long before the Corinthians 

got the new ways of Christ confused with the old ways of their culture. Some of them thought 

they were better than the others because they were more educated or more passionate or more 

“spiritual” than everybody else. They argued over theology. They argued over ethics. They 

argued over morality. They argued over worship style. They argued over leadership. They were 

negative on just about everything. They talked ideas, but the issues got to be personal. They cut 

each other down and blamed others. The problem at Corinth was control—a lack of self-control. 

By their self-serving actions they fragmented the church with bitter infighting. I’m sure glad we 

don’t have these kinds of problems in the modern church.  

  

The Corinthians were such a mess that Paul had to write to them twice. In his first letter, Paul 

tried to settle their disputes. He urged them to be reconciled. And they attacked him for it. They 

were impatient, unkind, envious, boastful, arrogant, and rude. They insisted on their own way. 

So Paul thundered: “Now hear this. Love is patient; love is kind; love is not envious or boastful 

or arrogant or rude. It does not insist on its own way; it is not irritable or resentful; it does not 

rejoice in wrongdoing, but rejoices in the truth. It bears all things, believes all things, hopes all 

things, endures all things. Love never ends.”  

  

And having so instructed them, in one of the most beautiful passages of all of Scripture, Paul 

writes the Corinthians a second time and decides to put their love to the test. He tells them the 

Christians living in Jerusalem are going through a hard time, too. But it’s a very different kind. 

There is a famine. But they are also facing persecution for their faith. Church members are 

arrested and imprisoned, and their property is confiscated. Christian-owned businesses are 
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boycotted. As a result, the church in Jerusalem struggles to find the funds to support those who 

had been imprisoned or left widowed or jobless by the persecution.  

  

Paul is very aware of what is going on. So he asks the churches in what are now Greece and 

Turkey to contribute to a relief fund. To Paul’s surprise, the most significant help comes not 

from large, affluent churches like Corinth. Instead it comes from some small, impoverished 

congregations in the northern region of Macedonia, churches that are themselves going through a 

time of severe persecution. These are the people who open their hearts and their checkbooks to 

the needs of the saints in Jerusalem. These are the ones who demonstrate that remarkable Fruit of 

the Spirit known as generosity.  

  

Sometimes we associate generosity with a large gift or contribution, but as we heard last Sunday, 

Jesus praised the widow who put in a simple penny. Such generosity as we saw in her is from the 

Spirit and leads us to give beyond our “natural” ability. It has less to do with the amount, and a 

whole lot to do with the sacrifice involved. And so it is with the Macedonian Christians. They 

don’t just reach into some huge treasury they’ve salted away. They dig into what they themselves 

need to live on. 

  

I suspect that’s what some of you have been doing. I wouldn’t be surprised that some of you do 

without some things so that you can give more. You’ve discovered the truth of what Jesus said—

something our culture doesn’t understand—that “it’s more blessed to give than to receive.”  

  

One of the characteristics of true generosity is that it’s joyful. Paul says about the Macedonian 

believers, “They begged us earnestly for the privilege of sharing in this ministry to the saints.” 

Apparently, Paul hadn’t even planned to ask these churches to contribute to the relief fund 

because of their poverty. But when they found out, they came to him and said, “Listen, Paul, why 

aren’t you asking us to give? Let us contribute. Take our money.” 

  

I have a confession to make to you. I’ve had a fantasy that October comes and October goes, and 

suddenly it’s mid-November and I haven’t said a word about the annual stewardship campaign.  

Weeks go by without any mention of it. Then a bunch of you come and say to me, “Hey, what’s 

up, Gare? Where are the pledge cards? We want to share in this church’s ministry, so how can 

we help? Tell us how much you need!”  

  

Well, that’s my fantasy, but it’s what the Macedonian believers do. When Paul doesn’t show up 

at their doorstep, they show up at his. But the Corinthians haven’t developed this heart of 

generosity. So in our reading today, Paul uses the example of these poor churches of Macedonia 

and what they’ve done to prod the Corinthians. He says, “If they can do it, so can you!”  

  

This leads us to one of the great truths about generosity. It’s a test of our love. In verse 8 Paul 

says to the Corinthians, “I do not say this as a command, but I am testing the genuineness of your 

love against the earnestness of others.” It reminds me of a bumper sticker that I saw a number of 

years ago. This was back when some Christians had bumper stickers that said, “Honk if you love 

Jesus.” This one said, “Tithe if you love Jesus—any fool can honk!” 
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Now here’s what Paul is saying: the acid test of love is how much it’s willing to give. And if you 

want to discover what it is you really love, what you really value, the place to look is in your date 

book, your checkbook and your credit card statements. How you spend your time and money are 

the best indicators of your true love, your actual priorities. If you want to see what you really 

love with all your heart, all your soul, all your mind, and all your strength, that’s where you 

look. As Jesus said, “Where your treasure is, there your heart will be also.” And if you don’t feel 

generous, Jesus tells you that you have the control knob to change that. He’s saying, “Be 

generous and your heart will follow!”  

  

Nicholas Berdyaev is one of the greatest Christian philosophers who ever lived. He converted 

from Marxism to Christianity when he was in his late twenties and became renowned throughout 

the world for his brilliant defenses of the Christian faith. But it was not through philosophy or 

mental reasoning that he came to faith, but rather through the dramatic witness of one simple 

Christian woman.  

  

Berdyaev was imprisoned at a concentration camp where the Nazis were murdering Jews in the 

gas chambers. At one point a distraught mother refused to part with her little baby. The officer 

needed only one more Jew to throw into the gas chamber in order to fulfill the quota for the day, 

and in an act of extreme cruelty he decided that he would take this woman’s baby for the final 

one.  

  

And then it happened. A simple woman he knew named Maria, realizing what was happening 

and that the Nazi officer was only going to take one more person for his quota, immediately 

pushed the Jewish mother and her baby out of the way. And she became the final one who was 

thrown by the officer into the chamber. 

  

“At that moment,” said Berdyaev, “I saw the power of Christ at work in the world for the very 

first time. And faced with that love, I knew that never again could I be the same person.” And 

from that moment on, Berdyaev began giving his all. He began giving all of his heart, as he gave 

his heart to Christ in that moment. And he gave all of his mind as he defended the Christian faith 

with all of his considerable intellectual powers. And he gave with all of his strength, with all of 

his financial and physical resources.  

  

What, then, is this type of love? This is God’s love, which Paul describes as agapeic love. It is 

pure love, self-giving love. It is neither logical nor predictable; we understand it no better than 

images through darkened glass. It does not serve to prove our “rightness” or “virtue,” so it does 

not appeal to our self-interest. Nor can we control it. Rather it moves us in ways we would never 

consider. It is a love not of our making. This is God’s love in Christ, flowing through him, 

leading him to Jerusalem, loving those who turned against him, refusing to judge those who 

harshly judged him, forgiving those who crucified him as he died.  

  

Do you ever wonder what happened to that crazy Corinthian church? Did they split up? Did they 

stop giving? Did they just give up the ship? Not at all. It’s interesting to note that the church at 

Corinth, for all their conflicts and divisions, held it together for quite a while. Clement of 

Alexandria seems to have mentioned them a century later.  
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Maybe Paul’s teaching and challenge about love made a difference. Maybe, just maybe, it’s 

because they gave up their self-righteousness, and childish contentiousness, that we’re here 

today. In the end, they were faithful. And they gave.  

  

There are so many great reasons for you to support this church for the year to come. From 

Corinth we know there are misdirected reasons as well.  

 

 Do not give from a sense of obligation. Give until it gives you joy.  

 Don’t give so you appear to others like you’re doing your part. Give because you 

genuinely want to advance the cause of Christ.  

 Don’t give only when you agree with everything in the life of the church. I’ll tell you 

right now: that will never happen.  

 

There’s only one good reason: give because you love. Give because you have known God’s love 

and somehow that has saved your life. Give because Christ so loved you—and everyone in this 

world—that he gave his life for you. Give because you love.  

 


