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Text: 2 Corinthians 8.1-15; Matthew 6.19-24 

 So the basic story is this: Paul has set out on a missionary journey, and as a part of it he’s 

taking up a collection among the Gentile churches—those are the Christian’s who didn’t have an 

ethnic Jewish background—and this collection was to be given to those who did.  You see there 

was a great famine at the time that was particularly impacting the Christians living in Jerusalem; 

and along with that they were being persecuted, by both the Romans and the leaders of the 

traditional Jewish churc h, and I suppose Paul saw that not only would the funds they sent to 

support the Jewish Christians in their time of need help to physically support them, but it might 

also go a long way towards smoothing any animosity that some of the Jewish Christians might be 

holding against the new Gentile converts. 

 So Paul would send messengers ahead to prepare the people he intended to visit so they’d 

have time to take up a collection that he would then convey to those in need.  And the deal is that 

the Christians of Macedonia were poor; and they were probably feeling the impact of the same 

famine and the being persecuted by the same people who were persecuting the church in 

Jerusalem.  Paul says they were suffering a “severe ordeal of affliction”... and yet: “their 

abundant joy and their extreme poverty have overflowed in a wealth of generosity on their part.” 

 And that just sounds so odd.  The poor, the suffering, the afflicted are the ones we think 

of as the victims.  They’re the ones we think we should be taking up a noisy offering for, or 

writing checks to, not the ones we’d expect would be making generous contributions of their 

own... but there you have it.  They’re right there in the midst of extreme poverty, and they’re 

digging deep in their pockets to offer whatever they can to others.   

 And that becomes the example Paul holds up to the church of Corinth.  They are the 

model of giving he lifts up to them.  They’re the case in point that sets the bar for the church of 

Corinth... as well as for the church at the intersection of 3 Mile and Fuller Avenue.  And that’s 

why we’re going to be spending some time during our Stewardship-Focus Month highlighting 

the Church of Macedonia.  I’m hoping they’ll inspire us to look at the way we give, and 

challenge us to rise to the occasion in our own giving to others. 

 I greatly fear that most of us think of Stewardship as just a fancy name for a fund drive to 

keep the church afloat.  And there’s a bit of truth there.  It does take money to keep the doors 

open—to pay the staff, and support the programs of the church—that’s certainly true.  So on the 

one hand you’ve got that, but on the other hand there is just so much more to Stewardship.   

 Stewardship is really about our identity as Christians.  It’s about recognizing that this life 

we have, and our families and friends and jobs and health and the food on our tables and our 

relative safety are all gifts God has given us.  And, when we truly believe that, gratitude fills us 

and overflows into joy, and that joy overflows into sharing with others.  It’s about realizing that 

God has graciously called us to join in the process of caring for this world and all who share it 

with us.  That’s who we are and that’s what we’re called to; that’s our relationship with creation 

and all our neighbors.  We are Stewards; called not to hoard the gifts of God but to trust God to 

care for us, even in the future, and thus we’re freed to share what we have with others today. 

 In the book called Giving to God, one thing that was emphasized is that giving to God is 

about much more than just balancing the church’s budget.  We give to God first and foremost 

because we need to give.  We need to practice the art of releasing our grasp on the things we 

have—the things we own—or we’re all too likely to start believing the lie that these things are 

ours by right, and they are the source of our happiness and security rather than the God who’s 

given them to us.  We give because we believe God is the source of all the good things; and we 

trust that God is capable of caring for us much more compassionately than any of these things 
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ever will.  We give because we have enough.  We give because we know we’ve been blessed by 

God and we want to share that blessing with others.  We give because the old saying—“it’s more 

blessed to give than to receive”—turns out to be true.  We give because time and again we’ve 

found that there is a joy in giving that just outstrips the joy of accumulating. 

 I love the image of these Macedonians who are severely afflicted and suffering from 

extreme poverty expressing an abundant joy that they just can’t contain: their joy and their 

suffering flow out into this radical giving.  You’d think they’d be sitting in the corner, obsessing 

over their debts and the obstacles before them, and holding out their hands with a whimpering 

plea for help.  But instead they’re counting their blessings—“we have our lives, we have our 

families, food and a place to sleep, and we know our God is still with us, still powerful, still 

caring; and we trust our God to walk with us through our afflictions, to lead us into our 

tomorrows.”  They’ve known what it is to suffer, they’ve experienced it; and they don’t want 

anyone else to have to suffer in the ways they have.  And they know how faith in a good and 

generous God releases us from the hopelessness and despair of suffering... releases us even into 

joy!  “And because of that we’re free to give.  We know there are others with greater needs than 

our own and we want to be a part of the process.  So please Paul, take what we can offer; it’s 

pleasure, it’s a privilege, it’s the least we can do.” Imagine that.   

 In the last few weeks we’ve seen the impact of natural disasters.  We’ve seen storms and 

floods and winds crush and swamp houses and highways, and swallow up whole cities.  And we 

recognize the loss of life—and we lift those who have suffered and grieve for such losses.  But I 

think one of the hardest things—apart from that—has been to see those who have lost their 

homes and all that they had possessed—clothes, heirlooms, furniture, photographs... everything.  

Gone in the blink of an eye.  All of their treasures. 

 Jesus reminds us that all the stuff we treasure, all the things—the money, the cars, the 

houses and all the stuff that we fill them with—is doomed to rust and rot and decay... that’s the 

way of the things of this world.  And Jesus calls us to lay up our treasures not here in this world 

where mold and rot and storms destroy them, but to lay up our treasure in heaven. 

 All the stuff of this world has a pretty short shelf life.  And really, all the joy that that 

stuff brings has an even shorter shelf life than the stuff itself.  That’s the secret so many of the 

wisest—and most serene and joyful—people of this world have figured out.  It’s not the stuff 

that brings joy.  It’s the relationships; it’s sharing the good times—even the tough times—it’s the 

memories, it’s growing together, it’s the sense that we might have helped someone in need.  It’s 

knowing that you did your best, went out of your way, stretched a bit to bring a little peace and 

joy to someone else... That’s the stuff that means something.  That’s the stuff that lasts. 

 The Macedonians got that.  They had every reason to just curl up and sulk over all their 

troubles, but they didn’t have time to worry about what they lacked, because they were too busy 

being grateful for what they had. Their cup might have been 9/10ths empty but they chose to see 

it as 1/10th full.  They chose to believe that the God who had seen to it that they still had a 

whole, abundant, tenth of a cup was fully capable of giving them another tenth when they needed 

it... And until that time they weren’t ready to give up the joy of helping others.  “What are we 

going to do with a whole tenth of cup?  Here Paul, let us poor a bit in the collection jug, we know 

it’s not much, but every drop helps.  And tell those Christians in Jerusalem that we’re with them, 

we know what they’re going through and we’ll be praying for them.”  

 Friends that’s giving!  That’s what laying up our treasure in heaven looks like.... And my 

hope is that the example of the Macedonians will help us see what being stewards looks like... 
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and that we’ll follow their example of joyful giving out of grateful hearts; through the power of 

the Spirit, to the glory of our God.  Amen 


