Series: Giving to God

“Giving as our Duty and Delight”

Romans 15: 22-27

 The Apostle Paul wrote numerous letters (called “epistles”) to churches that he established to instruct and guide them in the faith. Interestingly, it seems he wrote his longest letter to a church he had never visited. The New Testament book of Acts tells us that the church was established in Rome long before Paul ever got there. And so Paul writes the Epistle to the Romans in anticipation of a visit that he longed to make. (William M. Ramsay, The Layman’s Guide to the New Testament, p. 146, 148)

 Paul mentions it in the first chapter on this great letter, writing, “I long to see you,” (1: 9-11) and in our passage we have read today, which comes at the end of his letter he reiterates this, stating how he had been hindered from coming to them, but that now after many years he was planning to come visit them, on his way to Spain. Yes, Paul wanted to take the gospel all the way to Spain. Of course, he never made it there. He got to Rome, was arrested and eventually martyred there.

 Even though Paul was constantly envisioning new horizons for the spread of the Gospel, it seems he never forgot his spiritual roots. He remembered where he came from in the faith. He knew that the faith he now embraced – his faith in Jesus as the Christ and as Savior – had come to him through the church in Jerusalem. Yes, Paul was the apostle to the Gentiles, but he was sent out with the blessing of the mother church in Palestine. Paul never forgot that, especially when the going got rough for the saints at the “home office.” 

 When persecution came upon the Christians there and they began to suffer economic hardship, Paul made it part of his mission to collect an offering from the churches he had started in Gentile regions and he planned to take it back to aid Jerusalem in her plight. One little cluster of churches came to be exemplary models of giving to this offering for the church in Jerusalem. Paul refers to them as “the churches in Macedonia.”

  Sixteen times in 6 of his letters, Paul refers to the Macedonian churches – the congregations in Philippi, Thessalonica and Berea - and their exemplary giving to this aid offering. They are mentioned in our text today. Anytime Paul mentions in his letters the Macedonian example of Christian stewardship, two aspects of giving are held up that are still quite instructive for us as Christian people today. On this Stewardship Dedication Sunday, as we consider our giving to God through our church family, let’s reflect on these two aspects of giving. The first is that for Christian people…

…Giving is our Duty.

 Duty – it’s not a word that is much in vogue in our cultural milieu. Duty, once honored by Victorian moralists and poets, has fallen on hard times, rendered a backseat status in our postmodern ethical paradigms. The classic philosophers defined duty as that which one is morally obliged to do as opposed to what one may be pleased or inclined to do. (William H. Willamon, Pulpit Resource, October-December, 1998, p.4). 

Paul dares to hold up the Macedonians and their stewardship and attach that four-letter word “duty” to it. The way Paul says it in his letter to Rome in verse 27 is that the churches of Macedonia have responded with generosity to the church in Jerusalem, because…

“…indeed they owe it to them”

 The Greek word Paul uses in this paragraph is the word for “debtor.” In Paul’s viewpoint, the church in Macedonia responded to the appeal for the Jerusalem offering because they recognized they were “spiritually indebted” to those Christians in Palestine. The Jerusalem Christians were the ones who had blessed Paul and sent him out with the Gospel. If they had not done that, these Macedonians may have never heard the good news – may never have received the message of Christ. And so they felt obligated; they felt it was there duty to give to help out the ones who had helped them.

 One aspect of Christian giving is duty. We give because we are indebted to someone or something. Now in our case, each one of us has a duty to give to Christ through the church, because we have obligations to meet. 

· It takes our giving generously in order to turn on the lights and heat every day here at FPC.

· It takes giving generously to provide for the means to have the professional staff that leads congregation in mission and ministry.

· It takes giving generously to pay the bills we owe as a church so that we continue to have a good name in our community.

It’s not sexy…it’s not glamorous…but it’s a fact – we have obligations. And therefore we, the members and friends of this church, have a duty to ourselves give.

 But there is another sense in which giving is our duty and I think it parallels closely that sense of indebtedness that the Macedonians felt toward those first Christians in Jerusalem. Giving is our duty to those who have gone before us and passed on the faith to us.

 One of our new members, Mark Gebert and his wife Velleta have been so faithful about coming to serve at the Friendship Table on Tuesday nights. I had the chance to get to know them better by seeing them there. One Tuesday evening several weeks back, Mark asked me, “Did you ever collect coins when you were a kid?” I had to confess that I did not. And then Mark went on:

 “The reason I ask is because, I’m a coin collector and I have something I’d like for you to have.”

 Mark then reached in his pocket and handed me this. It’s a silver half-dollar. And then he called my attention to the date on the coin. The date was 1843. That was the year our church was founded. Mark said, “I thought you might like to have this and just got to thinking that maybe this very coin had actually passed through the offering plate of our church long ago.”

  I appreciate this gift Mark has given me. It reminds me that had not our FPC forefathers and foremothers placed half-dollars, as well as pennies, nickels and dimes in the offering plate long ago, none of us might be sitting here today. And by the way, I checked on the Internet and discovered that 50 cents in 1843, is the equivalent today of $118.73. So, if you were planning to put a half-dollar in the offering plate today, just write a check out for $120 and we’ll call it even!

  And so, in a very real way, do we not owe it to our FPC predecessors, to be generous in our time? Is it not our duty to bless others because those who came before us in the faith have blessed us? 

 Duty may be four-letter words, my friends, but it is a blessed motivation to give. We Christians are obliged to give, because we have been given to – by those who have gone before us, but more importantly, by God. And we all share that duty.

 I heard a wonderful story recently about Mrs. Bertha Lamb of Old Orchard Beach, Maine. She was 90 years old back in 1991 when she received a letter from the U.S. Navy asking her to sigh up for active duty. Her vision was impaired, and she was unable to walk without a cane, but she nevertheless felt honored that Uncle Sam needed her. She felt like there might be someone else who could serve better than her (and I would question that!) but she was honored to be asked to do her duty.

 As fellow disciples on the journey of faith in this church, I’m asking each of us to do our duty by giving to God in support of this church. Like Miss Bertha, we may be limited in what we can give, but each and every one of us has a duty to do something. I hope you feel honored to be asked and not incensed. I hope it lets you know that you are needed.

 But let’s move on to that second aspect of giving mentioned in the text today. Giving is our duty as Christians, but perhaps even more importantly…

…Giving is our Delight

  In the first lesson of the morning that Julie read, in his second letter to the church on Corinth, Paul also was lifting up the Macedonian example of giving. He says that the grace of God was given to them, even though they too were undergoing persecution for their faith. They, too, were facing hard economic times. Nevertheless, listen to how Paul says they responded to the appeal for the Christians in Jerusalem:

“They voluntarily gave according to their means, and even beyond their means, begging us earnestly for the privilege of sharing.” (2 Corinthians 8: .3b-4a)

 And why would they do that? Why would they stretch themselves even beyond their apparent means? Why would they “beg” to give? I think Paul answers those questions by what he says about the Macedonian Christians in Romans 15. He says it 

“pleased them to share their resources.”

It pleased them. In other words, it delighted them to give. Their giving was such that it moved them beyond simply obligation to joy; beyond duty to delight.

 Let me ask you, does it make you feel good to give to the Lord through your church? If not, then I hope you will stop giving! Because if it does not please you in the Lord to do that; if you only give because you feel you have to, then I believe you may need to examine your heart and see where it is God is calling you to give in a way that will delight you. The same Apostle Paul who wrote these words today also wrote:

“God loves a cheerful giver.” (2 Corinthians 9:7)

  When I was the Associate Pastor for Evangelism at Peachtree Church in Atlanta, there was only one Sunday in 7 years when we did not receive a new member. (We called it Black Sunday!) Every Sunday, Dr. Harrington, our Senior Pastor, would welcome those new members at the 11:00 worship service and challenge them to do 3 things: worship regularly, serve eagerly, and give generously. And about giving, Dr. Harrington would always say, 

“Don’t give until it hurts, give until you feel good about it.”

It “pleased” the Macedonians, even in their own poverty to be able to share with others. They gave not until it hurt, but until it delighted them.

Little Chad was a shy, quiet boy. Day after day, his mother agonized when she watched the children coming home from school. While they laughed and talked to each other and hung onto each other, Chad always lagged behind - alone. One day, Chad came home and told his mother that he'd like to make Valentines for everyone in his class. Her heart sank. She thought, "I wish he wouldn't do that! They never include him in anything." 

Nevertheless, she decided she would go along with her son. So she purchased the paper and glue and crayons, and for three weeks, night after night, Chad painstakingly made 35 valentines. V

Valentine's Day dawned, and Chad was beside himself with excitement as he started out for school. That afternoon, Chad's mother placed cookies and milk on the table. Then she looked out the window and saw the children coming home from school. There they came, laughing and having the best time. And, as always, there was Chad in the rear, alone. But walking a little faster than usual. His arms were empty. Obviously, he had not received any valentines, and she fully expected him to break into tears when he got inside. She choked back her own tears, saying as he came in, "Mommy has some cookies and milk for you." But he hardly heard her words. He just marched right on by, his face aglow. And all he could say was: "Not a one. Not a one." Her heart sank. And then, he added: "I didn't forget a one, Mommy. Not a single one."
(Dale Galloway, Dream a New Dream: How to Rebuild a Broken Life, pp. 77-8.)

 Little Chad is a Macedonian at heart. Out of his own poverty of popularity among his classmates, he nevertheless found such delight in giving. 

 By the grace of the Lord Jesus - who though he was rich, yet for our sakes became poor that we might be rich in spiritual blessings – by his grace, may we discover both the duty and the delight of giving.
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