SERMON FOR HARVEST THANKSGIVING

2 Corinthians 9:6-15

Being receivers from God means thanking Him

The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, and the love of God, and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit, be with you all.

The Word of God, the basis for the sermon, is the Epistle heard before, 2 Corinthians 9:6-15.

6 In addition, I say this: The person who sows sparingly will also reap sparingly; and the person who sows bountifully will also reap bountifully. 7 Each person should give as he has decided in his heart, not reluctantly or under compulsion! For God loves a cheerful giver.

8 God is able to make all grace abound toward you, so that you may always have all that you need in every way, and may abound in every good work, 9 as Scripture has said: “He has distributed. He has given to the poor. His righteousness remains for ever.” 10 He who provides seed for the sower and bread for food will supply and multiply your seed, and will increase what your righteousness produces. 11 You are being made rich in every way so that you may be totally generous. This is producing thanksgiving to God through us. 12 This work, which you are doing in serving others, not only supplies the needs of the believers, but it is also overflowing through many expressions of thanks to God. 13 By this service, by which you prove yourselves, you are glorifying God for your subordinate confession of the Good News of Christ, and for your generous contribution to them and to all people, 14 while they also long for you deeply and pray for you, because of the extreme kindness that God has shown you. 15 Thanks be to God for His indescribable gift!

Lord God, heavenly Father, sanctify us through Your truth. Your Word is truth.

Dear friends in Christ,


St Paul once asked the Corinthians, “What do you have that you have not received?” (1 Cor 4:7). This is true of us. We are receivers from God. This is true of all people with respect to the First Article of the Creed. God sends His good things to all people, both believers and unbelievers. We must all have been made aware of this again after the rain over the recent months has made our flower gardens explode with beauty. The harvests that we receive on our farms, or the financial support from other kinds of employment, or even our pensions from Centrelink are covered under the First Article. God richly provides all our bodily needs. Believers are receivers with respect to the Second Article of the Creed. Our Lord has redeemed us unworthy sinners in great mercy by His innocent suffering and death for our sakes to redeem us and has made us His own. Believers are receivers with respect to the Third Article of the Creed. The Holy Spirit has applied Jesus’ redemptive work to us through the Gospel and kept us in the faith, all without our own decision and merit. 


Since we are receivers, the appropriate thing is to be grateful and give God thanks.


This passage, which St Paul wrote to the Corinthians, pointed them to a specific way in which they might express their gratitude and thanksgiving. Towards the end of his third mission journey, one of the things that occupied St Paul’s attention was relief for poor Christians at Jerusalem (1 Cor 16:1-4; Rm 15:25-28). He was arranging it from his congregations of mainly Gentile people in the eastern Mediterranean. He did not handle the money himself, but was taking with him a number of men from the various provinces to look after it. In his first letter to the Corinthians he had urged them to put something aside each Sunday for this purpose (1 Cor 16:1), but they had done little. Paul had to broach the subject again. This time, he urged them to show their gratitude in this practical way.


He motivated them by using the example of the Christians in Macedonia, who had been very generous by giving sacrificially for this cause. The motive for it in the Christians in Macedonia had been their Christian joy. The key thing is that believers give themselves in body and soul, to the Lord. The Lord has given them their time and abilities and all they have, and they are really His (1 Cor 8:5). Their chief motive was that the Lord Jesus, who had been immeasurably rich before His incarnation, became poor for their sakes as He submitted to the Law and fell victim to its curse, and had extended His obedience for their sake to naked destitution on the cross, in order to make them immeasurably rich.


Paul first used a piece of homely wisdom, “The person who sows sparingly will also reap sparingly; and the person who sows bountifully will also reap bountifully.” He used sowing seed as a picture of giving. You let the seed go from your hand, and it is gone. Many people would think, “If I give something away, I have less for myself.” That is not what a person thinks when he sows seed. Everyone also knows that the person who sows little cannot expect a big harvest. God has sown unsparingly. God is generous, and He wants those who are being remade in His image to be like Him. He promises rich rewards as we keep His commands, however imperfectly, and as we echo His own generosity. In this world under sin, this is a new way of looking at wealth or security. What we have should have no dignity of its own. It should be an instrument of serving others in love.


Joy is one of the mainsprings of Christian gratitude, thanksgiving, and giving. Paul writes, “Each person should give as he has decided in his heart, not reluctantly or under compulsion! For God loves a cheerful giver.” The word in the Greek New Testament for “generosity” is interesting. It is the word for singleness or simplicity. If I fold a piece of paper it is duplex, or double. If I leave it unfolded, it is single or simple. Generosity is simplicity, without secondary considerations. That reminds us of what Jesus said, “When you give to the poor, do not let your left hand know what your right hand is doing” (Mt 6:3).


This portion of our text goes a step further. There are blessings that result from generosity in response to God’s kindness. We cannot give more to the Lord than He gives to us. When we give more, He blesses us more. St Paul writes, “God is able to make all grace abound toward you, so that you may always have all that you need in every way, and may abound in every good work.” He uses the word “abound” twice. In the original, Paul used a word that in ordinary language meant “self-sufficiency,” Many people like to think that they are self-made men, and so rely on no one else. They think, “I have all I need and I have provided it for myself.” Thinking of oneself as self-sufficient is a way of being proud. The Stoic philosophers of Paul’s day considered that word and idea of being self-sufficient as a good thing. For Christians, Paul gives that word a new meaning. By God’s grace, they have all they need, but as a pure gift from God.


Next Paul quoted something from Psalm 112. One who fears the Lord is generous to his needy neighbours. Such a person is blessed, and his righteousness remains for ever (Ps 112:1, 9). Although no one earns eternal life through good conduct, God in His grace does never forget it. Mercy to poor people is a special proof that a person is pious.


In verse 10, Paul continued the picture of sowing seed and harvesting. “He who provides seed for the sower and bread for food will supply and multiply your seed, and will increase what your righteousness produces.” When believers give to the needy, what they give away is not simply lost. God causes a rich harvest to grow or abound for the one for gives. We cannot out-give our generous God. He brings about both the readiness to give, and gives back richly in return.


Paul pointed to another benefit from the generous giving he hoped for. It would be much more than relieving need. It would be a way of producing thanksgiving to God. In that situation, the liberality of Gentile Christians to needy Jewish Christians in Jerusalem was strengthening the ties of fellowship between them. The poor in Jerusalem who would benefit would praise God more for the generosity and obedience of the Gentile Christians. They would see Gentile generosity to them as an expression of fellowship among believers throughout the Eastern Mediterranean.


In the original Greek of verse 12, Paul used the word for “liturgy,” which in the secular world meant a public service to the local community that rich people were asked to do for the common good at their own personal expense. It might be putting up a building, equipping a fleet, or providing a bridge, for example. However, in the Greek Old Testament, the word “liturgy” was associated with priestly service in the temple (Lk 1:23), and the Letter to the Hebrews used it to express the meaning of Christ’s death. Paul even used the word for the service he performed in his mission work with his readiness for martyrdom if need be. The word could also be used for the conduct of Christians in their community (Plp 2:17). Christian giving is a work or service, but a work that has the connotations of priestly service to God. Their work of giving to help the poor people of Jerusalem would be a service to others connected with their faith, which showed their gratitude to God.


In verse 13 Paul wrote, “By this service, by which you prove yourselves, you are glorifying God for your subordinate confession of the Good News of Christ, and for your generous contribution to them and to all people.” There are four things together here. We glorify God by our giving. We prove ourselves in our giving. We show our submission, or subordination, to God through it, and it may be a form of confession. When we confess God, we show that we accept His claims on us and express our commitment to Him. As Jesus said, we do not do it to be seen by others, but God sees it. However, when all the Gentile churches sent along their gift to the poor in Jerusalem, it was an open witness of their gratitude for what God had done for them. Any free act of brotherly love can become a confession of what the Gospel means to us, and it can also be a witness of a congregation to the public. Much of our giving in church is directed towards keeping our own congregation going and meeting its needs; but our giving as Christians should have a much wider range than that.


Paul pictures the Jewish Christians in Judea rejoicing over God’s action to reconcile Jews and Gentiles in Christ. The poor Jewish Christians would glorify God for relieving their needs through the generosity of the Corinthians and other Gentile Christians. 


Paul adds, “while they also long for you deeply and pray for you, because of the extreme kindness that God has shown you.” Here God’s grace has come full circle for Him. His generosity in Christ makes those who benefit from it generous like Himself. God’s self-giving in Christ reaches part of its goal when believers give themselves to others. The downward and outward movement of God’s grace reaches its full scope when believers respond generously to express their thanksgiving for His grace back up to Him and out to their neighbours. God’s gifts multiply as we receive and share them.


It is interesting that, although Paul was asking the Corinthians to give money, he nowhere in these two chapters mentioned silver or gold. There are many needs besides financial need. We do well to remember that our giving to needy neighbours is often not a matter of cost in terms of money. It may cost us time as we spend it patiently listening, or in speaking honest words in God’s name. Ministering to others in their needs is often costly for reasons other than giving money, because there may be a risk in it. It may be a risk people impose on us; or it may be that risk exposing our fragility as we open ourselves up to them. Often it is easy to hand on many kinds of help that really cost us very little in terms of hard cash. Giving money is only one aspect of helpful service to the needy neighbour, in gratitude to God.


So we think of ourselves today as people with open hands. First they are open as they are held up to God to receive His benefits, and secondly, they are open as we hold our hands out to our needy neighbour. In all of this, we echo Paul’s concluding words, “Thanks be to God for His indescribable gift!”

The peace of God, which is beyond all understanding, will guard your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus. Amen.

PRAYER FOR HARVEST THANKSGIVING


God our Father, You have created the universe in great wisdom, and sustain it by Your powerful word. You are good to everyone, and have compassion on all that You have made. We enter Your house of prayer with thanksgiving, and come before You with songs of joy. We thank You for the many blessings and joys You lavish on our lives. We thank You for soil and seed, sunlight and rain, health and strength, machinery and technology, and every other blessing by which You give us our daily bread. You have given us a plentiful land, rich in resources for agriculture, mining, and industry. You have blessed us with education and skills to use these resources for the good of our country and its people. Although You do not always spare us from trouble and dark days, we still must confess that our cup of blessing is overflowing, and so we praise Your name. Make us continually aware of Your goodness, O Lord. Increase our trust that in all things You are working for our good.


But, Lord, You not only care for our bodies; Your richest love is reserved for the salvation of our souls. Because You have revealed Yourself to us in Your Word, we know You in Your limitless grace, and live in the light of Your truth and love. We thank You especially for Your greatest of gifts: Jesus Christ our Saviour, and for all the blessings of the Gospel and the Church. Grant that we may fully appreciate these choicest gifts, and produce in our lives a rich harvest of faith, goodness, and love.


Free us from every temptation to trust in uncertain things like material wealth. Free us from covetousness, envy, and jealousy. Increase our joy in what You provide, and make us content. Make us more sensitive to what others need. Give us compassion to help those who have too little, and the opportunities to share Your blessings. Let our service to others pave the way for witness to the Gospel of salvation through Jesus Christ Your Son. Teach us to use wisely the things You place at our disposal.


Bless and strengthen the poor and the hungry, those who cannot work, the lonely, the depressed, and especially those who are suffering because of their Christian faith. Give them all the generous help of friends, but, above all, strong trust in Your presence and care.


Guide the nations on earth, and particularly those countries whose people are desperately poor. Grant that all who look up to You for material blessings may find Your kingdom, and Your righteousness. Bless our country Australia with a united spirit and godly goals. Teach its leaders and its people to know, believe, and do Your will. Remove from us things that are unwise and harmful.


Continue to supply the spiritual needs of our families, so that truth, love, and high morals may bless our homes.


We offer You our prayers and our songs of praise, heavenly Father, in the name of Your dear Son, our Saviour Jesus Christ, to whom be glory and honour for ever. Amen.

 

