Legacy Giving

Intro
A few weeks ago I was down in Florida with a group of Lead Pastors. We get together a couple times a year to sharpen one another, learn from one another, and we encourage each other. It’s a great blessing to me every time.

When we’re together, we do what pastors do. We talk about our churches. A lot. And while we were in Florida, one of the pastors shared an unusual story. His name is Tyler and he leads a church in the Phoenix area.

Tyler said that a few weeks before we were together his Executive Pastor brought him an envelope from the offering box. That’s unique for Tyler – he doesn’t usually see anything that’s given. Same with me – I don’t dig through the offering boxes to see who gives what. But, the XP told him he needed to see this, so he opened up the envelope and found a check and a note. 

He opened the check first and recognized the name at the top. It was an elderly widowed woman from their church. A long-time faithful servant, but also very poor. Giving wasn’t a common practice for her. He then looked at the amount and saw that the check had been written for 41 cents. Then he looked at the note, and in simple cursive it said, “Spend this wherever it can be most used.”

Getting a check for 41 cents almost feels like more trouble than it’s worth. And yet, Tyler said it was the most powerful gift the church had received in some time. Out of her poverty, she gave. That sounds a lot like some verses in 2 Corinthians 8 and 9.

2 Corinthians 8 and 9
2 Corinthians 8:1 – “And now, brothers and sisters, we want you to know about the grace that God has given the Macedonian churches. In the midst of a very severe trial, their overflowing joy and their extreme poverty welled up in rich generosity. For I testify that they gave as much as they were able, and even beyond their ability. Entirely on their own, they urgently pleaded with us for the privilege of sharing in this service to the Lord’s people. And they exceeded our expectations: They gave themselves first to the Lord, and then by the will of God also to us.”

Paul writes this to the Corinthian church. He’s encouraging them to participate in a special offering that he was collecting for the Jerusalem church. The church in Jerusalem was facing some incredible hardship. And this special offering was going to bring unity among two different people groups. Gentiles Jesus Followers had an opportunity to help Jewish Jesus Followers.

So, in order to encourage them, Paul points out how other churches are giving. There were churches that probably should have been receiving special offerings, but instead they’re begging to give. They want to be a part of it —like the lady in the previous story. Paul says that those struggling Jesus followers are the ones who begged for the opportunity to give. They urgently pleaded to give.

It’s a weird passage. Impoverished people begging to give away what they have. Why would they do that? What would cause people to live in such a way? What would cause an elderly woman to write a check for 41 cents.

Verse 5 gives us the secret. It says that they gave themselves first to the Lord, and then they gave themselves to one another. If Jesus is the center of your life, you might start doing some weird stuff. You might start doing some upside-down Kingdom of Jesus type stuff. When Jesus is the center, everything else shifts. Every other perspective shifts, and we find ourselves participating in things with Jesus that we wouldn’t have ever expected. So, that’s the pattern for us. IF WE CAN GIVE OURSELVES FIRST TO JESUS, THEN WE’RE GOING TO START LOVING  PEOPLE AND DOING THE THINGS THAT JESUS DOES.

In the very next chapter, Paul elaborates. Paul says, “Remember this: Whoever sows sparingly will also reap sparingly, and whoever sows generously will also reap generously. Each of you should give what you’ve decided in your heart to give, not reluctantly or under compulsion, for God loves a cheerful giver.” First of all, everyone is expected to give. That’s what this verse says. “Each of you should give.” There isn’t an exception to the rule. To be a part of the church is to participate in being a part of the church. You have a role to play.

And it’s not just that you’re expected to give, but that each of you should give … GENEROUSLY. The target for appropriate giving is generosity. There is a shift in thinking for the Jesus Follower. Have you ever wondered how much you are supposed to give. The mature Jesus Follower doesn’t ask the question, “How much do I have to give?” Instead, they ask the question, “What is generous?” Which is a very different question. It’s an incredible picture: Everyone is expected to give … generously. You should be working to figure out what generosity looks like. 

Paul even says that this isn’t about a specific amount. The New Testament talks about the tithe, and it seems to carry over from the Old Testament as a standard. But it’s not the rule. We don’t give to mark off a task. That’s what giving had become for the religious people who lived during Jesus’s day. Jesus regularly got onto religious people who were obsessed with the letter of the law. They were obsessed with trying to do exactly whatever God’s law said. But they didn’t have any sort of desire within their heart to love the things God loved. There wasn’t anything about them that wanted to care in the same way that God cared. They were trying to mark things off their list. So, Jesus calls them whitewashed tombs: They look good on the outside, but they’re filled with death on the inside.

When it comes to giving maybe you need to tithe. But maybe generosity for you looks like something other than that 10%. The desire is generosity. Generosity is the goal.

Let’s take these two pictures together from chapters 8 and 9. Chapter 8 – IF WE CAN GIVE OURSELVES FIRST TO JESUS, THEN WE’LL START LOVING PEOPLE AND DOING THE THINGS THAT JESUS DOES. That includes what we do with our money. And according to Paul, everyone should give. EVERYONE SHOULD GIVE. AND THE STANDARD FOR GIVING IS GENEROSITY. The goal is generosity.

Transition
I want to start with this picture from 2nd Corinthians to lay a foundation of what giving and generosity should look like. Because on top of that foundation, I want to get to one last really big idea for this series. And it may catch you off guard.

For all Jesus Followers, giving is a command. But for some Jesus Followers – for some of you in this room – giving is more than a command. For some, giving is an act of giftedness. For some, God has given you the ability to excel in giving. For some Jesus Followers, giving is more than an act of faithfulness or obedience. It’s a giftedness.

Giftedness
And I get this from Romans 12, starting in verse 6, where Paul writes to a different church. He says: “We have different gifts, according to the grace given to each of us. If your gift is prophesying, then prophesy in accordance with your faith; if it is serving, then serve; if it is teaching, then teach; if it is to encourage, then give encouragement; if it is giving, then give generously; if it is to lead, do it diligently; if it is to show mercy, do it cheerfully.”

Now, it’s probably not breaking news to you that we all have different gifts. But what may surprise you is that – I think – most of this list could also be character traits of any Jesus Follower. I think that Jesus followers should exhibit all of these gifts — with one exception.

I don’t want to get off track, but let’s briefly talk about prophecy. Some people define prophecy as the gift of preaching and proclaiming the word, which I don’t think is a great definition. A better definition for the gift of prophecy is a miraculous spiritual gift where people receive revelation from God and speak the revealed messages to God’s people under divine inspiration. It seems like God doesn’t choose everyone to prophesy, and there isn’t anywhere in the New Testament that says everyone should prophesy. It seems to be a special and unique gift with a specific purpose and a specific audience.

The rest of these gifts look different. I think I can make a case that everything else on this list are behaviors for everyone who claim to be a Jesus follower. The rest of these gifts are commanded behaviors in different parts of the New Testament. And at the same time, some people are specially gifted to do such things.

Like teaching. Not everyone has the giftedness of teaching. And yet … the Great Commission says, “Go and make disciples of all nations, teaching them.” And I believe that the Great Commission applies to everyone. I think there’s a sense in which everybody is supposed to be teaching someone. Now you may not have the giftedness of teaching. You may not be called to teach a large classroom of students, or you may not be a teacher in a school setting, or maybe you’re not called to lead a Bible study here at CapCity up on the 3rd floor. But … every single one of us is teaching the people around us something about God whether we mean to or not. A Jesus Follower teaches other people about Jesus. We’re all expected to teach — even though not all of us have the giftedness of teaching.

Rabbit Trail (Basketball)
It reminds me of my days playing basketball back in high school and the practices we had. We did all sorts of drills. Some of the drills were for everyone. All of us — everyone on the team —was expected to master some skills. So we did defensive slides, and layup lines, or we practiced free throws, or man defense, or a zone defense. We had to learn how to do a full-court press, or we had to learn how to break a full-court press. Everyone on the team participated in every single one of those drills, and everyone on the team needed to develop those skills.

But sometimes we did specific drills for the position that we played. Those skills were expected to be mastered by those who were in that position group. I was a post player, so I went with the tall guys down to one end of the court, and we worked on post moves or post defense or rebound drills or Mikan drills. And at the same time there were guards at the other end of the court doing something else. I don’t know what they were doing because I was not invited to their party. I think they were doing shooting drills or dribbling drills or perimeter defense. Maybe they were doing prayer circles, wishing that they were a little bit taller. I don’t know what they were doing.

But everyone did their position-specific drills, and they were expected to develop the skills for their position. So, you had some drills that everyone did because everyone had a skill set they had to master. And there were other drills that would be split because of the type of skills you had to master.

And then there was a third type of drill. Everyone would do those drills, but not everyone was expected to master those skills. Like shooting drills. We had our routine where we would shoot at all spots on the floor. I participated in that drill. I shot from every spot on the floor. I was shooting three-pointers all the way around the arc. But when it was game time, they weren’t asking me to do that. If I was shooting the ball from more than 6 feet away from the basket, I was making a mistake, and the coach was going to let me know about it. I would do the drills, but no one really expected me to develop that skill. 

And we would do fast-break drills. Those were my favorite. It starts with a three-on-two and then back the other direction in a two-on-one. Those were fun. I was even pretty good at it. But in the game setting, the coach never expected me to dribble the ball down the court. He never expected me to lead a fast break. But I still practiced it.

That’s what I think this list of gifts looks like. I think everyone is teaching the people around them something about Jesus — even though not everyone is expected to be a teacher. You hear what I’m saying? Not everyone has the giftedness of a teacher — even though all of us are teaching the people around us something about Jesus.

Now if you aren’t gifted at something, you still need to participate to whatever level you can, while also specializing in what you’re gifted at. Develop skills in your giftedness and develop skills in the areas you aren’t uniquely gifted. If you don’t it’s to the detriment of the team.

Giftedness 2
So, everyone teaches. But some of you are uniquely gifted at teaching. For some of you, if you didn’t teach in a specific formal way, then you would be betraying the giftedness that God has given you.

It’s the same with leading. Not everyone is called to lead a large group or lead at the highest level. But every Jesus follower is leading someone closer to Jesus at some capacity. Whether you intend to or not. There should be people in your life who are getting closer to Jesus because of the way that you’re leading them — even if it’s in the most informal manners.

So, all of us are supposed to lead — not just those with the gift of leading. But even so, some of you excel at leading. Some of you have the gift of leading. Some of you should be doing more than casual leadership. Some of you should be providing spiritual leadership in formal roles – maybe in volunteer positions, maybe at work. So, don’t betray your giftedness. Lead.

And it’s absolutely true for the rest of these gifts. Like serving: We’re all supposed to serve. You can find that all over in the New Testament. That’s what it looks like to be a disciple. If you’re a servant of Jesus … who was a servant leader … then you’d better be serving. And yet, some of you are exceptionally gifted at serving. And if that’s you, don’t betray your giftedness. Serve.

A Jesus Follower is supposed to be an encourager. But some of you are exceptionally gifted at encouraging. And if that’s you, don’t betray your giftedness and encourage the people around you. A Jesus Follower should be an agent of mercy. But some of you are exceptionally gifted at mercy. And if that’s you, don’t betray your giftedness. Be merciful.

What’s most interesting to me is in the middle of this list. In the list of giftedness from God … is the gift of giving. Do you think the gift of giving is any different? Do you think only people with the gift of giving are expected to give? No. I think we’re all supposed to give. We’re all expected to give. That was one of the foundational ideas that we started with out of 2nd Corinthians.

But some of you are exceptionally gifted at giving. Some of you can excel at giving. Some of you would not only betray God if you didn’t give — because we’re all supposed to give – but you’d also be betraying the giftedness that God has given you if you didn’t give.

Application
But that probably means we need to deal with how you can know you have the gift of giving. It will require a little bit of maturity. There are signs that you may have the gift of giving, but if you don’t have maturity, then you could convince yourself of the complete opposite. If you don’t have spiritual maturity, you could take what should be convicting you and your giftedness in giving and convince yourself that it’s not for you.

It starts with the blessing of your finances. If you have the gift of giving, then you probably also have the gift of having. If you have more than average, or if your bank account is healthier than most, or if you have access to money at a higher rate than others — then you may have the gift of giving. 

But there’s a trap there. There’s danger when you have the gift of having. In can turn into an obsession with having more. It can lead to stinginess. It can lead you to the love of money. Remember, Jesus taught on this. He didn’t say that money is evil. He said the love of money is the root of all kinds of evil. And if you love money … it will keep you from giving. Which is connected to the next marker. 

If you have the gift of giving, and you are spiritually mature, you probably enjoy giving. Which is almost laughable … because no one enjoys giving their stuff away, right? Well, not unless they’re living an upside-down Kingdom kind of a life. Not unless they are spiritually mature. If Jesus is the center of your life, then anything is possible. 

If you hate giving you might assume you aren’t gifted at giving. Maybe … or maybe you’re still spiritually immature. Or maybe you love your money and your stuff more than you love God and you need to grow up. 

It may take a while to love giving. It may take some maturing in you to get to the point where you love giving. It may take consistent obedience to God. And over time, with some maturing, you may find yourself excited when you give. Mature use of your gifts usually feeds itself. When we use our giftedness for God, there’s usually a positive emotional reinforcement that feeds our desire to continue using that gift. And so, if you have the gift of giving, you’ll probably enjoy it—at least if you’re mature.

Here’s another marker. If you have the gift of giving, then you’re probably wondering if you’re giving enough. The Holy Spirit will likely nudge you, or you’ll be looking for constant feedback. You’ll be constantly evaluating, which sounds very mature. I said this earlier, but an immature Jesus followers asks the question, “What do I have to give?” A mature Jesus follower asks the question, “Am I being generous?” If giving is painful, then maybe you don’t have the gift — or maybe you’re just immature. 

And if you do have the gift of giving, it may feel like a calling. You might feel like your money is a primary way that you’re impacting God’s Kingdom. If you lack maturity, you may feel like God is impacting you and that He’s trying to change you and that He’s messing with your life. But guys, if you’re mature, it’s going to feel more and more like you’re a willing participant on a mission with a purpose.

Challenge
I don’t think churches typically talk about gifts like this. What’s really interesting to me is that when we talk about these gifts, we give a completely different care to most of the list and we treat giving like prophecy. Prophecy makes us uncomfortable – and talking about what people have makes us uncomfortable. So, we focus on the rest of the list in a completely different way.

I mean, we celebrate teachers throughout history. We talk about people like John Dewey and the impacts they’ve made on teaching. We do the same thing within our family here at CapCity. We lost an incredible woman this week — Rita Evans – who taught pre-school kids alongside Melissa Watson here every Wednesday night for around 35 years. We celebrate those skills and that giftedness.

We celebrate leaders in history like Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. And we celebrate our leaders here within the family of CapCity — men like Johnny Jones and Jim White. We celebrate servers in history like Harriet Tubman. And we celebrate servers at CapCity like John Peckinpaugh and Tommy Scott. We celebrate encouragers in history — people like Barnabas in the New Testament. And people here at CapCity like Kay Westwood or Kaye Triplett. We celebrate people in history who excel in mercy — people like Mother Teresa. We celebrate the merciful here at CapCity — people like Miss Monde.

And yet … for some reason … when it comes to giving … we get … quiet. If I started listing out the biggest givers her at CapCity that would get pretty awkward. We don’t talk about it the same. And I get it. We don’t want to talk about people who are great givers because they don’t really want to have their stuff being put out there. Plus, that would be kind of dangerous. We don’t want to make too big of a deal out of people who have money and what they’re doing with it. That could turn ugly.

But the opposite is also ugly. It’s bad when a church is scared to celebrate people and the giftedness they’ve received from God. It’s not healthy to avoid the gift of giving that God has given to some in the church. 

And we don’t want to challenge people because that’s too personal. It’s too controversial. But we call out other stuff. Like if someone isn’t serving like they should be, or if they aren’t encouraging like they should be, or if they aren’t teaching or leading or showing mercy like they should be. But giving? That’s too personal. It’s not safe. It’s too much. Giving is something that should exist between you and God. How dare anyone else ever call that out, right?

I bet some of you need to be called out. It’s not many of you. This is going to apply to a small group. But I bet there are some of you in the room who wouldn’t be able to describe your giving as generous – even though God has gifted you with the ability to give generously. And before you take that personally, just know I don’t know who you are. I know the giving of two people in this church – myself and the person married to me. I don’t have your W-2’s or your giving records. I don’t know who you are, but I know you’re out there. And I desperately want you to live in the giftedness that God has given you. I pray that you can begin developing the skills that God has gifted you with. And I hope your generosity doesn’t become a betrayal of God and His giftedness to you. I want Jesus to be the center of your life, and I hope that he’s causing you to live in an upside-down kingdom type of a way.

If you’re worried that I’m talking to you, use your own wisdom and discernment. Again, not many have the gift of giving. But also be honest with yourself. No excuses. Just truth.

Conclusion
We started this morning with a potential scenario. Some of you in this room may have the gift of giving and not know it. You have no idea. And it might be the church’s fault because you’ve never been challenged, or maybe it’s your fault because you’ve never tried or you’ve never explored how God may use you.

You may unlock a spiritual gift from God with a simple act of faithfulness — a simple act of obedience — because we’re all called to give. And it may take some time to mature, but you may discover that you are gifted to give and that God has given you a new role in His Kingdom that you never expected to be a part of.

Most people I know who are gifted with giving didn’t start out hoping to be gifted at giving. The Holy Spirit worked on them, and they matured and they became something that they’ve come to love. Guys, today may be the day that God begins to show you your unique contribution to His Kingdom.

So, go back to that foundation. IF WE CAN GIVE OURSELVES FIRST TO JESUS, THEN WE’LL START LOVING PEOPLE AND DOING THE THINGS THAT JESUS DOES. And that will impact our money and what we do with our finances. EVERYONE SHOULD GIVE. AND THAT THE STANDARD FOR OUR GIVING IS GENEROSITY. And especially today, I want you to hear that SOME OF YOU ARE CALLED TO A GREATER GENEROSITY BECAUSE YOU’VE BEEN GIFTED TO DO SO.

Celebrate your gifting. Encourage God to work some maturity in you to be able to give in a way that pleases Him and honors the giftedness that He’s given you.
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