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You have probably figured out, after the Call to Worship and the hymns we’ve sung this 
morning and now hearing the scripture for my sermon, that I am, as we say down South, fixin’ to 
talk about money.  This always seems like a parlous topic for a preacher or, at least, for this 
preacher.  On the one hand, the concept of stewardship is threaded throughout our Bible.  In 
Genesis, we read that humankind has stewardship over the earth on behalf of the true owner of 
everything in creation, our Loving Creator.  The remainder of Torah is full of regulations about 
what is to be offered back to God and when.  The works of the Prophets and the Writings are full 
of admonitions about the proper use of wealth and the warnings against those who misuse what 
God has given them.  Jesus taught about money and so do Paul and James.  How we use the good 
gifts that God has given us, whether it is the fruit of the land or the products of the animals in our 
care or the more abstract salaries and proceeds of sales which we now see more often as figures 
on a screen than as cash in hand, all of this is of great importance as we reckon with our own 
spiritual health as well as with our economic standing. 
 
On the other hand, one of the charges leveled against preachers by those both within and without 
the Church is that we are money-obsessed.  Most of us remember the flashy worship services on 
television led by certain evangelists that always included at least one plea for money, “for 
kingdom work,” as well as a perpetual crawl of text across the screen reminding us where to send 
our checks.  In an effort to separate ourselves from that abomination, many preachers I know 
tread very carefully on this subject.  But this passage pushed into my thinking via Tim 
Slemmons’ “Year D” lectionary and I figured that by this time in April folks were either figuring 
out how they were going to recover from writing that check to the IRS or making plans on how 
to spend their return.  So, now that we’ve rendered unto Caesar, let’s think a little about how we 
might render unto God. 
 
As per usual, I want to begin with the context of Paul’s writing, in hopes that shedding some 
light on the more or less obscure bits of his situation will help us more easily translate this 
section of 1900-year old letter into something relevant for our own lives.  The immediate topic of 
these verses is a collection that Paul has been taking for the poor of the mother church in 
Jerusalem.  We know about this collection from two of Paul’s previous letters and a subsequent 
one.  The collection was one of the results of the famous Council of Jerusalem in which 
Barnabas and Paul received clearance from Peter and John and James the brother of Jesus, then 
the recognized leaders of the Church, to take the Good News of Jesus to the Gentiles.  Paul 
writes of it in his letter to the Galatians: “when James and Cephas and John, who were 
acknowledged pillars, recognized the grace that had been given to me, they gave to Barnabas and 
me the right hand of fellowship, agreeing that we should go to the Gentiles and they to the 
circumcised.  They asked only one thing, that we should remember the poor, which was actually 
what I was eager to do.”  We know that Paul has appealed to the church in Corinth for funds for 
this purpose previously.  In I Corinthians 16, he writes, “Now concerning the collection for the 
saints: you should follow the directions I gave to the churches of Galatia.  On the first day of the 
week, each of you is to put aside and save whatever extra you earn, so that collections need not 
be taken when I come. And when I arrive, I will send any whom you approve with letters to take 
your gift to Jerusalem. If it seems advisable that I should go also, they will accompany me.”  
And we know that the appeal was ultimately successful.  In Romans 15, we read, “At present, 
however, I am going to Jerusalem in a ministry to the saints; for Macedonia and Achaia have 
been pleased to share their resources with the poor among the saints at Jerusalem. They were 
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pleased to do this, and indeed they owe it to them, for if the Gentiles have come to share in their 
spiritual blessings, they ought also to be of service to them in material things.” 
 
The reference here to Macedonia and Achaia may also be obscure and it is significant.  Our 
fellow Baptist, Rev. Dr. Mitzi L. Minor, gives an excellent summary in her volume on 2nd 
Corinthians in the Smyth & Helwys Bible Commentary.  In Paul’s time, “Macedonia was the 
Roman province in the north of Greece and included the cities of Philippi, Thessalonica, and 
Berea where Paul founded churches…  the area was largely rural, suffered a number of invasions 
and battles that took many lives, and had a usual economic situation of “rock-bottom poverty.” 
Rome’s presence was heavy in the area to protect the Ignatian Way (one of its main roads) and 
its northern border.  The “affliction” of Paul’s churches there was likely due as much to 
economics as to persecution for their beliefs.  Nonetheless, they stayed close to and supported 
Paul. For his part Paul seems to have trusted and admired the believers there.  Achaia was the 
Roman province in the south of Greece that included Corinth. The province as a whole 
apparently suffered from poverty and depopulation as had Macedonia, but Corinth had been 
rebuilt as a Roman cosmopolitan city and in Paul’s day was home to prosperity and new wealth. 
Under Roman administration, the two provinces had an uneasy, often competitive relationship.”  
By leading his remarks to the Corinthians of Achaia with the generosity of the Macedonians, 
Paul was playing on that competition. 
 
Before I get into the meat of Paul’s message, it’s also worthwhile to consider the nature of 
Roman and Greek gift-giving.  David Fredrickson of Luther Northwestern Theological Seminary 
in St. Paul writes, “Altruism was not a motive for charity in antiquity. Rather, gifts displayed and 
reinforced differences in social status. No gift was given without the presupposition that the 
recipient occupied a lower social position than the giver. Furthermore, the recipient was 
obligated publicly to honor the benefactor and to demonstrate loyalty. The patron-client 
relationship, which to a considerable degree defined Roman social relations, rested on the 
symbolic character of gifts. Thus, to give a gift was to assert power and to receive honor.”  Paul 
knew full well that some of the problems in the church at Corinth were caused by the wealthier 
members “lording it over” the poor members.  His language both in this passage and in the one I 
read earlier from Romans showing how the wealthy Achaians “owed” support to the poor in 
Jerusalem was in part to combat this non-altruistic concept of gift-giving.  Rich Christians were 
not buying the personal loyalty of poor Christians through charity.  Rather, they were repaying a 
spiritual debt to the Jerusalem church and responding to the love of God. 
 

I speak of charity advisedly here.  Our word “charity” is derived from the Greek word, χαρισ, 
which we often translate into English as “grace.”  It is used over and over by Paul in this passage 
but translation obscures this as the NRSV uses “privilege,” “generous undertaking,” “generous 
act,” “thanks,” and “blessing.”  Over and over here, Paul is telling the Corinthians the secret to 
the true meaning of giving: grace, a gift given without merit and without strings, just as God has 
shown grace both in God’s original gifts to us and in God’s reconciliation with humankind.  
God’s gifts to us have what Mitzi Minor calls an “unearned, pure-gift quality.”  In her 
commentary, she wonders if the wealthy members of the church in Corinth ever “got it” and, 
indeed, if we actually “get it”:  “We talk and sing about grace gladly enough, but living in 
awareness of it sets aside our egos and introduces us to true humility. Many of us prefer to think 
that we have accomplished enough, believed correctly, and served so well that God is delighted 
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to welcome us into the New Creation. Not only does such a perspective stroke our egos, it also 
allows us to consider ourselves as better than others who have not delighted God quite so much.” 
 
Rev. Dr. H. Stephen Shoemaker is a former pastor to Connie and me and he has written a lovely 
little book on 2nd Corinthians.  In relation to this passage and those to whom Paul was writing, he 
says: “The Old Testament keeps reminding us as it reminded the children of Israel: all of life, 
this new land, all you have and are, is a gift from God.  And the warning accompanied the 
reminder: take heed lest when you are full and healthy and wealthy and live in beautiful houses 
that you forget it was God who freed you from slavery and gave you this land.  Take heed lest 
you say, “My power and the might of my hand has gotten me this wealth” (Deut. 8:17).  The 
problem with the self-made man, goes the joke, is that he worships his creator.” 
 
Steve goes on his book to compare that very Roman and American outlook to the grace-filled 
outlook of Jesus: “The way of Christ is stunningly different.  Its hand is not the grasping hand of 
affluence characterized by getting and keeping.  Its hand is not the ascetic palm up in refusal.  Its 
hand is open, joyfully receiving and joyfully giving.  It is the way of generosity.  It knows “kept 
grace” is a contradiction in terms.  Grace given is always on its way to someone else.  It knows 
that a life which only catches blessing and does not become a channel of blessing ruins the life 
and spoils the blessing.” 
 
Last week, we discussed this passage in Adult Sunday School and shared stories about 
generosity.  It quickly became clear that generosity and hospitality are practiced and celebrated 
around the world.  We heard memories and stories of the way people share generously when they 
don’t have a lot – stories of how neighbors banded together under World War II rationing and 
before that during the dark days of the Depression.  As Paul would have put it, “The one who 
had much did not have too much, and the one who had little did not have too little.”  Rev. 
Guantai reminded us of how the very poorest in his home country would share their fare with 
visitors and consider it a great blessing to be able to do so, much as the Macedonians, in their 
“extreme poverty,” “begg(ed) us earnestly for the privilege of sharing in this ministry to the 
saints.”  It was delightful to share these stories of grace, “always on its way to someone else.” 
 
But even as we enjoy these stories of the deep roots of grace and generosity in our varied and 
shared cultures, we must also come to grips with how the history and present of the United States 
reveal a grasping miserliness, one that often seems to enshrine money and gain as gods before 
God.  We must remember how even the settlers who came to this continent from Europe for 
religious reasons (and there were not many of those) quickly turned to the acquisition of land 
which was already inhabited by others, farming practices that required slavery to be 
economically sustainable, and other acts of injustice in order to secure their own “unalienable 
rights” of “Life, Liberty, and the Pursuit of Happiness.”   
 
Our national history of corporate exploitation and the inappropriate privileging of wealth have 
continued right into the current day when our nation is headed by a leader whose sole 
qualification appears to have been his vulgar and ostentatious affluence.  Just this week, CNN 
reported on the continuing gross disparity between the pay of CEOs in the retail world and the 
largely minimum pay workers employed by them.  According to CNN’s website, “Walmart's 
CEO makes a lot more than the company’s median worker. 1,188 times more, to be exact.  Doug 
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McMillon earned $22.8 million during the retailer's last fiscal year, which ended on January 31, 
according to a company filing. Walmart’s median employee, meanwhile, earned $19,177 in the 
same period.”  Note that’s the median employee, meaning half of Walmart’s workers make less.  
The CNN report continues, “At Macy’s, the CEO earned $11.1 million in the last fiscal year — 
806 times the median employee. At Gap, the chief executive made $15.6 million, or 2,900 times 
the median employee.”  Walmart defended their numbers by pointing out that “the company has 
made important investments in its workers, including raising its minimum wage to $11 an hour 
in February.” 
 
Wow.  A whole $11 an hour.  Now, there are two Walmarts in easy driving distance from this 
church.  Can you imagine making $11 an hour and living anywhere around here that’s not 
subsidized by HUD or some other program?  The most recent study of “living wage” in the 
Seattle area was published last June by the “National Low Income Housing Coalition and lays 
out the affordability crisis facing renters in the Seattle-Bellevue area.  According to the report, a 
person must earn a minimum of $29.69 per hour - or about $61,000 per year - to afford a two-
bedroom apartment. Earning just minimum wage, you would have to work 2.7 jobs to pull down 
that kind of income.”  The report says, “If you earn the state minimum wage of $11 per hour, you 
would have to work 69 hours per week, on average, to afford to live in Washington.”  I honestly 
do not understand how people can say that the United States is a Christian nation or even a moral 
nation when the facts clearly show that it is the acquisition of wealth that is worshipped in our 
land and not the generous God of Creation and God’s self-sacrificing Anointed One. 
 
But we do follow the Way of Jesus, so how do we respond to Paul’s call to generosity and to the 
situation in our culture?  First of all, we need to remember to take care of each other.  Do you 
know someone who is having a hard time?  Invite them out to lunch or take them something 
homemade for dinner or invite them over.  The gift of food is one of the most intimate and 
meaningful gifts we can give, something from our hand which both nourishes and blesses the 
ones with whom we are in relationship.  Don’t know anybody who needs your help?  I do; I hear 
the stories every day of people who are just getting by or just falling short.  Next Sunday is the 
first Sunday of the month, so we will be taking up our Benevolence Fund Offering.  The Fund 
has been a little short of late – right now, it’s in the hole.  Help make up the difference so that we 
together can make a difference in somebody’s life. 
 
We can also support our regional and national denominational ministries, which support the 
needy in so many ways.  Again, our level of giving to these causes at Good Shepherd Baptist has 
fallen off a bit.  In today’s bulletin, as previously noted, are envelopes for donations to our 
Evergreen Association.  It’s more expensive for Evergreen to mount the kinds of educational 
activities that our pastors and lay leaders depend on.  It’s more expensive to send our Executive 
Minister to our far-flung churches to encourage and counsel them.  It’s more expensive to have 
an Exec who’s married with two little boys than one who had no family to care for.  Next week, 
we’ll also begin a month-long emphasis on the “One Great Hour of Sharing” offering.  This 
multi-denominational offering goes to help folks in places where there has been a crisis – to 
Puerto Rico, still partially without electricity and clean water; to Mexico, to help rebuild from 
recent earthquakes; to food pantries and homeless shelters all over the U.S.  The list goes on and 
on.  And nobody is getting rich off “One Great Hour of Sharing.”  Out of each dollar given, 
American Baptist Home Mission Societies keeps exactly zero for administrative expenses. 
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Another need for generosity is coming sooner than we care to consider.  Because of some 
damaging wind events, portions of our building’s roof have been replaced in the last few years in 
part or whole through insurance dollars.  But the rest of our roof is reaching the end of its useful 
life and will need to be replaced within the next two-three years.  One estimate that I’ve gotten 
so far puts the cost at about $22,000.  Of course, the longer we wait, the higher the price is likely 
to go.  And lest you think of this as us just spending money on ourselves, consider that three 
other churches worship here, either too small or too poor to afford their own building.  Consider 
that we host recovery groups for people trying to reclaim their lives from addiction five nights 
and one morning a week.  And consider the families being blessed by the Playful Learning Co-
op Preschool in our Fellowship Hall during the school year.  Our little building shows the love of 
God through us to the world. 
 
Finally, how are we called to change the seemingly insurmountable problem of systemic 
financial injustice in our country?  The issue is so big and we are so small.  But some said that 
about this congregation’s God-breathed dream to build affordable housing, too.  As I said to the 
attendees at last week’s Symposium on Homelessness at Seattle University, the injustice 
machine that seems to run the world these days is remarkably fragile.  It is possible for one 
person or one congregation to throw just enough grit in the system to slow it down, derail it, 
cause change.  Consider where you shop.  Do enough research to be a good consumer.  Ask hard 
questions of elected officials.  Now, before the campaigns really gear up, is a great time to do 
this.  Give what you can, when you can, not, as Paul said, “that there should be relief for others 
and pressure on you,” but so that you can feel the satisfaction of participating in a way that’s 
significant for you in God’s graciousness and generosity.  As Rabbi Tarfon wrote in the 
generation after Paul, “It is not your job to finish the work, but neither are you free to walk away 
from it.”  God’s generosity to us is overwhelming.  May we respond with our hearts linked to 
God.  Amen. 


