Sept. 12 we begin our 4-week study of “Taking God At His Word”.  Class discussion questions are over the study book “Take God At His Word”  Word One:  I Will Make You Rich in Every Way”

1. Share a moment when you were impressed with the truth of Jesus’ words, “It is more blessed to give than to receive”  (Acts 20:35)

2. Some Christians feel uncomfortable believing God wants to bless and reward his children when they obey his Word.  How do the following passages from both the Old and New Testaments demonstrate God’s principle of rewarding obedience?

Old Testament                                          New Testament 
            Genesis 15:1                                                     Matthew 6:33 

            I Samuel 26:23                                       I Corinthians 3:8 

            Psalm 62:12                                                   I Corinthians 9:23 

            Proverbs 13:21                                               Galatians 6:6, 7 

            Jeremiah 32:19                                     Philemon 6 

Hebrews 11:6

3. Read the following passages and identify the general theme of each one: 

Passage:                                                         Theme:
Joshua 1:8        

Malachi 3:9-11

Proverbs 3:9, 10

Luke 6:38

4. God’s Word teaches that we should “give to get to give again” (see page 13).  Identify at least one time when you experienced this blessing.  What can you do to make this teaching a greater reality in your life?

5. Read the section on receiving “in kind” blessings from God (page 16) and list as many examples of this teaching as you can.  Can you think of any biblical exceptions to this principle?

6. What advice would you give to Christians who want to see God as the source of their blessings but are afraid to trust him with financial decisions? 

SERMON:  “GIVING THAT FEELS GOOD”
A man asked God, “How long is a million years to you?”  God answered, “Like a minute.”  The man asked, “How much is a thousand dollars to you?”  God answered, “Like a penny.”  The man asked, “Will You give me a penny?”  God answered, “In a minute.”

It is no secret that God sees money very differently from us.  When Jesus sent Peter to fetch a coin from a fish’s mouth, He gave us an insight into God’s view of money.  It was as if God was saying, “Money?  I make that stuff every day.”

But we humans don’t see money that way.  We see it as the result of our hard work and ingenuity.  We see it as someone else’s good fortune and our bad fortune.  Because we see money differently from God, almost anytime we explore what God has to say about money in His word, it is instinctive for us to get a bit defensive.

Being very honest with yourself, think of a word that describes your initial reaction to the announcement that we are going to study “giving” for 4 Sundays.  Is the word you chose positive or negative?  If it was negative, let me set your mind at ease.  Most of us have an initial defensive reaction to sermons on “giving”.  Why do you think so many sermons on giving begin with an apology from the preacher?  For too many, giving is not a joy but a burden.  It is not a grace but another guilt.

This morning I want you to see what God has to say about why we sometimes don’t enjoy giving.   The text comes from II Corinthians 8 and 9.  In those chapters God holds up a mirror for us as we give – a mirror that shows, not how much we give, but the motive behind our giving.  Listen to the word of God as it leads you through 5 different motivations for giving, beginning with the most ineffective motivation and ending with the best motivation.

I. Motivation #1 for giving – guilt or “have to” giving. 
II Corinthians 9:7- You must each make up your own mind as to how much you should give. Don’t give reluctantly or in response to pressure. For God loves the person who gives cheerfully.
The words “reluctantly” and “in response to pressure” certainly teach that guilt is not to be the reason we give.  Frankly, if we had no conscience, we would use guilt as a motivator because is a proven way of raising funds.  But we are not trying to raise funds or meet some financial goal.  We are trying to learn to take God at His word and that can only happen in giving if it is cheerful rather than guilt driven.

God wants to bring joy to your heart and at the same time help you outgrow the insidious disease of materialism.  Giving is one of God’s methods for doing that.

II. Motivation #2 for giving – responsibility or  “ought to” giving. 

II Corinthians 8:7 - Since you excel in so many ways—you have so much faith, such gifted speakers, such knowledge, such enthusiasm, and such love for us—now I want you to excel also in this gracious ministry of giving.
This passage instructs us to “excel” in giving just as we do in things like faith and love. This passage implies a certain level of responsibility about giving.  It is no secret we need to get the message out that we each have a responsibility give as a part of the body.  Most studies of congregational giving indicate 20% of the members give 80% of the funds; 30% give the remaining 20%; and 50% give nothing at all.

There is a value to “ought to” giving and that is people learn responsibility.  The weakness to “ought to” giving is it limits the joy and leads a person in the direction of legalism.

III. Motivation #3 for giving – needs or “want to” giving. 

II Corinthians 8:13-15 - I am not trying to make life easier for others by making life harder for you. But it is only fair for you to share with them when you have so much, and they have so little. Later, when they have more than enough, and you are in need, they can share with you. Then everyone will have a fair share, just as the Scriptures say, “Those who gathered too much had nothing left. Those who gathered only a little had all they needed.” 
That last statement is from Exodus 15, the story about manna in the wilderness.  “Those who gathered too much had nothing left. Those who gathered only a little had all they needed.”  In that story those who hoarded manna soon found themselves with rotten manna.  We all know God expects us to be concerned about meeting needs.  In the passage we just looked at Paul is letting the Corinthian church know of existing needs they will want to help with.

The great strength of needs giving is it feels good.  Needs touch our heartstrings.  When we hear that someone has lost a home in a fire or a tornado we all want to help.  The weakness of needs giving is that many ongoing efforts of the church don’t tug on our heartstrings.  Announcing a need to re-paint a classroom doesn’t compare to the need to clothe a child at Christmas but the church has lots of those mundane, unexciting needs that cost money.

IV. Motivation #4 – thanksgiving or “can’t help it” giving. 

II Corinthians 9:12-13 - What you are doing is much more than a service that supplies God’s people with what they need. It is something that will make many others thank God. The way in which you have proved yourselves by this service will bring honor and praise to God. You believed the message about Christ, and you obeyed it by sharing generously with God’s people and with everyone else. 
Such giving not only expresses the gratitude of the giver but also results in the recipients becoming grateful to God.  Gratitude giving rubs off on others.  It works a little like watching children at kids’ praise putting an arm around a friend or seeking out someone they especially want to sit near.  It motivates us to be more open in adult fellowship.

The strength of gratitude giving is that is feels very good!  Gratitude giving points our hearts in God’s direction.  The weakness of gratitude giving is it is limited by our perception of what we should be grateful for.  If we aren’t aware of a blessing, we tend to not be as thankful.  In other words, we often aren’t paying attention when God blesses us and thus aren’t as grateful as we should be.  There are times when we come to church so burdened that gratitude isn’t on our front burner.  At such times giving motivated by gratitude isn’t very strong.

V. Motivation #5 – worship or “It’s my nature” giving. 

II Corinthians 8:5 - Best of all, they went beyond our highest hopes, for their first action was to dedicate themselves to the Lord and to us for whatever directions God might give them.
In this passage Paul calls attention to a unique quality of giving by Christians in Macedonia – “their first action was to dedicate themselves to the Lord”  Their financial decisions flowed out of their relationship to the Father.

There are no weaknesses with this motivation for giving.  The strengths that flow out of this motivation for giving are huge.  Worship giving… 

… generates true commitment.  

… pleases God.  
… enables us to do a lot of good.
… feels wonderful.
Worship giving is not swayed by whether or not you like the project on which the money is to be spent.  Worship giving is not affected by the mood you bring with you to the church building.

Congressman Bob McCune took his son to McDonalds and ordered fries for the boy.  They sat down, the fries smelled so good he reached to get one from the boy’s package.  His son said, “Dad, don’t take my fries.”  He was stunned.  He sat in front of his son in silence and thought, “My son doesn’t know where those fried came from.  He doesn’t realize that about 5 minutes ago I went to the counter, put my hand in my pocket, pulled out the money and bought those fries for him.  I am the source of those fries.  My son doesn’t understand that, if I wanted to, I could take those fries away from him.  He doesn’t realize that, if I wanted to, I could go over to the counter and buy a dozen orders and cover him with fries.  He doesn’t know that I don’t even need his fries; if I wanted to, I could go over to the counter and buy my own.”  He concluded his story by saying, “What I really wanted from my son was his willingness to share with me what I had already given to him.”

God gave us his Son on a cross.  All he asks of us is that we take up our crosses and follow him.
