
Sermon on Generous Giving – Sunday 13th February 2011

Since the start of Epiphany sermons at All Saints have been on the theme of giving – how giving  is 
an indispensable aspect of being a Christian. I come now to the final sermon in this series. I want 
to sum up and also challenge us again to think about our own giving ; looking at the challenge the 
Holy Spirit presents us with through the words of the Bible we have read today

 In these sermons we've been showing how giving is a golden thread running though all aspects of 
the Christian life – how we live as Christians, how  we use our God- given gifts, opportunities and 
resources; how Christian mission demands we share with others what we have received; and how 
we need to steward our own resources and those of our church  - everything we have a 
responsibility for in fact-  if we want to help God's purposes for our lives, our communities, and our 
world. We have been reminded that God has given us all that we have , generously and 
abundantly, including the gift of God's very life in Christ,which we share in this Eucharist ; and so, 
therefore, we come closer to God in our lives by giving.

It has not all been about money because Christian giving is not restricting to giving money. For 
some people giving money might actually be the easy option. More demanding for some is to give 
time and commitment to serving the needs of others; or to help carry the burdens of others; 
whether in prayer, or in action as well. Perhaps the most demanding giving challenge for all of us is 
to give our selves; to give our hearts and souls to God and follow God's way for us in life. Why that 
should be so challenging and demanding is one of the mysteries of human existence – after all 
Jesus taught that his burden was light and his yolk was easy. The Bible calls this mysterious inner 
resistance to God's love, sin; and actually we cannot give this gift, the gift of our selves to God – 
unless God is in us as we believe through Christ.

On the other hand Christian giving cannot exclude our money either. We cannot  bracket out our 
money from our spiritual life. This is evident in the Bible. Jesus was not embarrassed to give 
teaching about money and so neither should his followers be.  In our society money has become 
like our version of the other gods that we bow down to and serve, like the Israelites bowed down to 
other gods as described so often in the Bible. We have built a civilisation on money. The early 
Christians, even in their pre-capitalist culture,  were clear, as was Jesus,  that money was one of 
the biggest threats to the spiritual life. As Christians we must do better with money than mimic the 
attitudes given to us by those who live as if there were no God. The money we have is only held by 
us in trust – it comes from God as a gift for us to use in God's service. 

Back in September I was preaching about two ways of life the Bible presents us with, we see the 
two ways given in the book of Deuteronomy from which today's Old Testament reading comes – 
essentially the way of life or the way of death – either embodying God's purposes in our lives, or 
ignoring God's purposes. And I will re-iterate what I said then when I asked the question:
Does this mean as Christians we may use our faith to ignore our family’s needs – or to fail to try 
and excel in our work – or to lead miserably confined lives, ignoring the pleasures of intimacy, of 
friendship, of socializing, of eating , or drinking, travelling, following our interests and lives in sport, 
the arts, music, and so on? And should we expect a church member to spoil their relationships with 
spouse or children who don’t share their faith because of the demands on their time and money 
being a Christian makes? By no means! I don’t think so and I don’t think this is what Jesus meant 
either. In fact Jesus condemned some of the religious leaders who were so fanatical about their 
religious vows as to deprive their families of the help they needed. 

But the challenge is to put God, our love for God, for God’s people and for God’s world, first in our 
lives and in our priorities; as Jesus calls us to do. It means that our lives as people of faith are not 
sectioned into compartments – rather there is one way which orientates the whole of our life’s 
pattern – yes there will be choices to make – yet Christ will be our compass.

We have talked this Epiphany also about what sort of level our giving should be. The Church of 
England General Synod has recommended that members of the Church of England should work 
towards giving away 10% of their income to charitable causes – and half of that through giving to 
the parish church we support, in other words 5% of our income (after tax) to be our personal target 



for giving to our Church. The average amount across the country that Anglicans give to our 
churches is impressive – it's between 3 and 4% of post-tax income. But the financial pressures on 
the Church would be eased considerably if we were all to work towards a minimum of 5%. Our 
Church Council at its meeting in January adopted that Synod recommendation and agreed to 
recommend that in our own church community here at All Saints each individual or household, in 
the privacy of our own prayers before God, consider whether we could work towards that 5% 
target. This would mean that we would not need to worry that we can sustain the parish financially 
– we could meet our obligations and also go further than that; making an even bigger difference in 
our community, and beyond, where there is so much need.

In today's Gospel reading Jesus applied the spiritual core of his teaching to various common 
problems of life in his day – many remain common to us – anger and conflict; adultery and divorce; 
failure to honour agreements,making promises with no intention of keeping them. The teaching is 
really about the importance of our inner life. Yes of course outward observance of the law and of 
social norms is good and necessary for proper order;  but what really determines how you are with 
God, your spiritual condition, is the attitude of the heart – your inner state. 

Recently some TV sports commentators were sacked for making disparaging remarks about 
women who work in football.  Some tried to defend them – I think one at least tried to defend 
himself – on the basis  that they  shouldn't have been judged by what was said off-air, because 
they didn't say it on air after all and wasn't that what mattered? But that's not what others thought – 
others reckoned the off-air remarks showed their true attitudes; which were unacceptable for 
people in that role to have. We could say Jesus teaches here in Matthew that how close we are to 
God depends on our off-air selves if you like– our heart attitudes -  as well as what we do and say 
in practice.

Saint Paul calls upon the Christians at Corinth to be spiritually mature not  selfishly infantile; to 
think of themselves as belonging not to separate groups or factions each fighting their own corner 
but to realise they are all God's servants, working together in one common purpose which is God's 
purpose not their own. Again this is about generosity – largeness of heart and mind – rather than 
narrow vision; giving to the wider task where each one has a part to play but none is “owner” of the 
whole, only God.

Today's Bible readings challenge us to choose between God's vision for our lives – a life of 
generous response to God's abundance – or a life of narrow concern for our own self; Jesus 
challenges us not only to be correct in our outward actions, but to train our hearts to follow God's 
way. And generous giving flows from the heart.

Atheists often make out that believing in God  and living a life based on religious faith is restricting 
and limiting without realising it is exactly the opposite. Do you remember those atheists who paid to 
have slogans on buses which urged people to “stop worrying and enjoy your life”. It's amusing to 
reflect that this is the message of Jesus: in St Matthew's gospel Jesus says “Do not worry about 
your life...” and in St John's gospel - ““I have come that you may have life, in all its fullness”.

So much of our way of life is about getting and gaining rather than giving; how to get the most out 
of life? But a life of giving is more truly fulfilling.
 
Christian faith and life then is all about giving. God gave us life; God gave us his only Son to bring 
us to life in all its abundance. Our response is to live a life based on giving in response to God's 
gifts to us. As we open our lives and our hearts to the presence and the love of God  we are given 
a wider vision of life – we are no longer the centre of the universe –  we give to make a contribution 
to a wider whole, a deeper purpose. We come closer to God in our lives by giving from the heart.

In the end the future of Christian worship and witness in our community depends on where our 
hearts are; and what we will give from our hearts to God out of all that God has given to us.


