Givers  <slide 1>

Punchline: Our identity in Christ is founded in the idea: “It is better to give than receive.”  As a church and as Christians, the thing that should set up apart is the radical nature of our giving – even to the point where we suffer.  But the good news (which is totally crazy at face value) is that worldly suffering results in spiritual rejoicing.

1) Lindsay and I were talking the other day about religion – actually we got into an argument the other day about religion.  You’d think that with two pastors in the same house, we’d be able to talk about religion without fighting.  But we were talking about what makes Christianity unique among world religions.  <Slide 2>
2) Our God walked the earth <click> and suffered. <click>
a. Isaiah prophecies about God <slide 3>
i. Despised and rejected by others <click>
ii. Suffering and sickness <click>
iii. Crushes and wounded for our sin <click>
iv. Oppressed and afflicted <click>
b. In scripture we read <Slide 4>
i. When he spends 40 days in the desert in preparation, he is hungry, he is tempted <click>
ii. When Lazarus dies, Jesus weeps <click>
iii. In the garden of Gethsemane, Jesus prays that there might be another way.  He is sorrowful and anxious. <click>
=> Our God was hungry, was tempted, wept, was sorrowful, was anxious and experienced the wide range of human emotion.  That’s good news to me right there.  Our God understands us.

But also, our god knows what it is like to give Himself for the sake of others

3) In Acts, Paul talks about his missionary journey <slide 5>
a. In every city, imprisonment and persecution awaits me <click>
b. He warned people with tears<click>
c. We know eventually he was imprisoned and killed for his faith<click>
d. And he concludes “It is better to give than receive.” 

4) The common link – suffering.  Name a bible character who was lifted up as faithful but did not suffer for their faith?  I don’t think there is one.  And how much have we suffered for our faith?  What is the worst that we have had to endure because of our faith?

a. To be Christian is to be a giver <slide 6>
b. To be Christian is to believe “it is better to give than receive.”

c. To be Christian is to believe that if I have more than my neighbor, it is better to give until we are equal.

=> Now I’m not saying I am at that point in my faith.  My experience has been that it is always better for me when I give than when I receive or have or keep – but I still find that I don’t give as much as I could.  I have found that all of God’s promises have been true and yet, I have more than many of my neighbors.  I believe that  I am called to suffer for my faith and yet, when I think back on my eight years as a Christian, what have I given up for my faith?  What suffering have I done?  What have I had to sacrifice?

I guess what I’m trying to say is that knowing what to do and doing it aren’t the same thing.

5) But, Paul also talks about people from within the church who will come and try to “distort the truth in order to entice the disciples to follow them.”  In America in 2008, I think what that looks like is a gospel that doesn’t require suffering or sacrifice.  “Being Christian is easy.” <click> “God wants you to be rich.” <click> “30 minute power worship.” <click> I think it is a scandal to the gospel of Jesus Christ for a Christian to say, “God just wants me to be happy.” <click> If anyone says these to you, Run the other way! <click> Brothers and sisters, God does not want you to be rich.  God does not want you to receive or to have or to own.  God wants you to grow.  And in order to grow we need to give and sacrifice and suffer for your faith.  Do not be deceived by the distortion of the gospel which says that we as Christians give worldly things in order to receive more worldly thing.  We give because we receive spiritual things, even though our bank accounts are smaller at the end of the day.

But here is the good news.  While I was writing this last night, I was sitting next to Lindsay (we were both writing our sermons on Saturday night) and I was thinking and I turned to her and said, “You’ve actually suffered for your faith.”  And she said, “What do you mean?”  And I said, <Slide 8>“When you in Ghana (she was a missionary in Ghana) you had rocks thrown at you, you lived on $200 / mo, you got malaria twice, you had people lifting up your skirt and scratching you skin to see if you were really a human being…”  And she said, “I guess so.  I suppose when you’re suffering for you faith.  It doesn’t really seem like suffering.”  This is the good news of the gospel.  As Christians, we are called to be givers.  We are called to give of ourselves, not just out of our excess, but out of our desire for justice, out of our willingness to love our neighbor as ourselves, as our belief in the promise of Jesus Christ, that it is better to give than to receive.  Do you truly believe Christ when he says this? <slide 9>
Because if you do truly believe this and are willing to put it into action, you will suffer for your faith.  But like Christ, like Paul, like all the prophets, like all those who have been faithful and have given and sacrificed for it, when we suffer for our faith, it brings joy and not pain.  Paul wrote a whole page about how he was suffering for his faith, but the last line in his paragraph: “It is better to give than to receive.”  It seems strange, it seems unlikely, it may even seem impossible.  But this is God’s promise to us and this is God’s example to us in Jesus Christ.  May we have the courage to be givers.
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