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“And Now For Something Completely Different”

1 Corinthians 16:1-4

As we come to the final chapter of 1 Corinthians, we can almost hear a heavy sigh coming from the apostle Paul. The previous chapter was a lengthy and beautiful treatment of the most pivotal event in human history—the resurrection of Jesus Christ. So anything that comes after that seems like a postscript. In fact, at the end of Paul’s letters he appears to be cramming in a bunch of disjointed thoughts before the curtain closes. Given the glorious subject of 1 Corinthians 15, chapter sixteen seems to be anticlimactic.
 

In this chapter Paul makes a radical change from the doctrinal to the practical. After discussing the resurrection in great detail, he ends the letter with instructions in regard to giving, doing the Lord’s work, faithful living, and love within the Christian fellowship. He brings us rather abruptly from the future life to come back to the present life that is.

The insights into the life of the first-century church make such sections invaluable. While those interested in theological complexities may find such chapters less compelling, historians and those who want a clear picture of the activities of the first-century congregation find a great deal of information in these verses.

Remember, though, that in the original Greek there is no break between what we call the fifteenth and sixteenth chapters. Paul finds no difficulty in moving from the theological heights of chapter fifteen to the practical depths of chapter sixteen.
 Through these final instructions, what the reader sees emerging is a portrait of a community that lives in light of that event that changed the world—the kind of community that the church is supposed to be.

You see, the life to come is far from unrelated to living here and now. Whenever God gives us a glimpse of the end times or of heaven it is always for the purpose of helping us live more faithfully here and now on earth. After Peter gives a sobering picture of the last days he says in 2 Peter 3:14, “So then, dear friends, since you are looking forward to this, make every effort to be found spotless, blameless and at peace with him.” What lies ahead in resurrection glory lays great responsibility on the present. If we truly believe that we are going to leave this world and that our bodies one day will be transformed and perfectly united with our spirits to live all eternity with God, our concern should be to lay up treasures in heaven while we are on earth.

And so, in the first four verses of 1 Corinthians 16, Paul deals with a subject that, quite frankly, is one I don’t like to talk about from the pulpit.

Now about the collection for God’s people: Do what I told the Galatian churches to do. On the first day of every week, each one of you should set aside a sum of money in keeping with his income, saving it up, so that when I come no collections will have to be made. Then, when I arrive, I will give letters of introduction to the men you approve and send them with your gift to Jerusalem. If it seems advisable for me to go also, they will accompany me.
Chuck Swindoll notes, “Money can buy everything but happiness and take you everywhere but heaven. Money can also be a good gauge for the depth of your gratitude to God.”
 Giving is a major subject for discussion—and evasion—in most congregations. It is a very sensitive issue, to be handled with great care.

Verse one begins with a familiar phrase in this letter. “Now about” (peri de) is the formula that introduces topics mentioned in the letter from the Corinthians to Paul.
 He already has used the phrase several times to indicate either a complete change of topic (7:1; 8:1; 12:1) or at least a transition to a different issue within a larger topic (7:25).
 This deals with a collection Paul was taking up from all the churches he had planted in his missionary journeys. Evidently the Corinthians had heard about it and were eager to know how they could share in it.
 Though Paul doesn’t say explicitly whom the collection is for, references elsewhere make it clear that he’s talking about a relief gift for the impoverished believers in Jerusalem (see Acts 24:17; Rom 15:25-26; 2 Cor 8:1–9:15).
 One of the most important ministries Paul had during his third journey was the gathering of a special “relief offering” for the poor believers in Jerusalem.

The Jerusalem saints may have become poverty-stricken because of the famine recorded in Acts 11:28.
 Because the Christians in Jerusalem had been persecuted for many years, their economic plight was made even more serious. Many of them were put out of their own homes, stripped of possessions, prevented from getting any but the most menial of jobs, and even imprisoned. Furthermore, Paul also wanted the collection to express the spiritual unity of the church. The believers in Jerusalem were predominantly Jews, and most of the believers in the churches contributing to the collection were Gentiles. Writing about this same collection, Paul writes in Romans 15:27, “For if the Gentiles have shared in their [the Jews’] spiritual things, they are indebted to minister to them also in material things.”

This collection Paul refers to was not simply the regular giving to the church’s normal ministry funds, but to a special collection designed for a particular purpose—to go to the body of believers in Jerusalem, to aid the saints who were suffering financial hardship. This was to be “above and beyond” their normal regular giving.
 Yet even though this was a special missionary offering, from Paul’s instructions we may learn some basic principles that relate to Christian giving.

The Precedence of Giving

I want to begin this evening by considering the precedence of giving. How do Paul’s words here fit in with other Scriptures on the subject? In particular, how does the concept of tithing apply to this passage, and to Christians in general? Scholars are very divided on the issue, some stating that Christians are commanded to tithe to the Lord while others claim that tithing was part of the Law that Christians no longer live under. 

The word “tithe” literally means “one-tenth,” thus tithing is giving one-tenth of something to someone. The practice of tithing was common in many ancient cultures. In Genesis 14:18-20, Abraham gave a tithe of his possessions to Melchizedek, who was “a priest of God Most High.” In Genesis 28:20-22, Jacob promised to give a tenth of all he had if God would protect and prosper him. Thus the pro-tithing camp argues, “Tithing is four hundred years older than the law.”
 John MacArthur counters, 

In neither case did God require such a percentage, or any amount at all. Both Abraham’s and Jacob’s offerings were entirely voluntary, and apparently singular. There is no indication from Scripture that any of God’s people regularly gave ten percent before the time of Moses.

Clearly in the Mosaic law ten percent giving is prescribed for the first time by God. Leviticus 27:30 commands, “A tithe of everything from the land, whether grain from the soil or fruit from the trees, belongs to the Lord; it is holy to the Lord.” Clear enough, right? Maybe not, according to MacArthur, who argues that the tithes—which he claims added up to about 23 percent of the Israelites’ income—“essentially was a tax, used for the operation of Israel’s government. It never involved freewill, spontaneous giving to the Lord.”

MacArthur is not arguing against giving to the Lord; he just sees using the ten-percent standard as an unnecessary regulation of the law. He sees the basic principle for giving in the Old Testament is reflected in Proverbs 3:9-10: “Honor the Lord with your wealth, with the firstfruits of all your crops; then your barns will be filled to overflowing, and your vats will brim over with new wine.” The idea was to give to the Lord first and to give to the Lord generously. “No amount or percentage is ever required in the New Testament,” he writes. “Rather, each believer is to give from his heart.”
 The attitude in giving is more important than the amount, he suggests.

Others disagree. A. W. Pink writes in his book, Tithing, 
Only God has the right to say how much of our income shall be set aside and set apart unto Him. And He has so said clearly, repeatedly, in the Old Testament Scriptures, and there is nothing in the New Testament that introduces any change or that sets aside the teaching of the Old Testament on this important subject.

Stephen Olford agrees, claiming that God’s Word teaches: (1) giving the first part of income (Deut. 14:23; Prov. 3:9-10), not giving from what is left or if anything is left; (2) giving a tithe (10%) plus other offerings (Mal. 3:8-10). These “other offerings” are “freewill giving,” which is over and above the basic tithe. The Bible teaches that God demands the tithes, whereas He deserves our offerings. He demands the tithe because such giving is for our good and blessing. He deserves the offering, for such overflow from our hearts satisfies His heart.

Pink and Olford also agree that Christ endorsed tithing in Matthew 23:23. In that verse Christ is rebuking the scribes and Pharisees because of their hypocrisy. They had been very strict in tithing the herbs, but they had neglected the weightier matters such as judgment, or justice, and mercy. But while Christ acknowledged that observing justice and mercy is more important than tithing, He concludes, “You should have practiced the latter, without neglecting the former,” thus endorsing tithing.

They also concur that our present text endorses tithing, particularly in verse two: “each one of you should set aside a sum of money in keeping with his income…” That signifies a definite proportion of the income. Not “as he feels led”; nor does it say “as he feels moved by the Spirit”; no, it says, “in keeping with his income,” according to a percentage basis.

So which is it? I agree with MacArthur (and I think Pink and Olford would, too) that giving is more about attitude than amount. I do not think God wants us to become legalistic about giving. But I also agree with the others that nothing in the New Testament supercedes the standard of giving ten percent as a base amount, with additional offerings to be given as well. The attitude is paramount, and the Scriptural attitude toward giving is best seen in 2 Corinthians 9:7, “Each man should give what he has decided in his heart to give, not reluctantly or under compulsion, for God loves a cheerful giver.” 

The Principles of Giving

Let’s move on to the principles of giving laid out for us in this text. Paige Patterson points out that we can learn much about Paul’s theology of giving by examining the original Greek words he used in conjunction with it. The term translated “collection” in verse one is the Greek term logeia, basically meaning “communications.” (It is related to the Greek logos, or “word.”) This collection was meant to communicate something from the giver to the receiver. Paul wanted this gift to communicate love and appreciation from the Gentile churches to the “mother” church in Jerusalem.

In verse 3, the same collection is called a “grace” (charis). Then in 2 Corinthians 9:13 it is described as a koinōnia or a “sharing” (this is the familiar word translated “fellowship”), while in 2 Corinthians 8:4 it is referred to as a diakonia or “ministry.” In 2 Corinthians 8:20 Paul labeled the same collection hadrotēs, meaning “an abundance,” which probably reflected confidence that what was given would be an abundance. In 2 Corinthians 9:5 the collection is called eulogia or “a good communication”; while 2 Corinthians 9:12 represents the offering as “liturgy” (leitourgia), referring to an act of worship. In Acts 24:17 eleēmosunē, meaning “merciful expression” is employed, and in the same passage prosphoras, meaning “that which is brought forward as a gift,” is also used to describe an offering.

From these varied expressions, all designed to describe the generosity of those who would give such an offering, a rather remarkable theology of giving can be constructed. Out of the merciful expressions of hearts bound together in common commitment, motivated by the grace of Christ, a good communication is provided in abundance as an act of worship and service brought forward in a public expression of participation.

First and foremost we see that giving is an act of worship to God. Each member was to come to the Lord’s Day gathering prepared to give his share for that week. The early church met on the first day of the week in commemoration of the resurrection of Jesus Christ. It is tragic when church members give only as a duty and forget that our offerings are to be “spiritual sacrifices” presented to the Lord. Giving should be an act of worship to the resurrected and ascended Saviour.

The expression “the first day of the week” provides the first insight into a change in the day of worship. Much of the practice of the synagogues was maintained by the early church. There is evidence that for a while the church continued its services on the Jewish Sabbath, primarily on Friday evening after sundown. Other indications would point to almost daily meetings of the early church, particularly in Jerusalem. However, by the time of the writing 1 Corinthians, distinctions between Judaism and the faith of Jesus Christ were becoming more solidified. To honor and celebrate the resurrection of the Lord, the Christians began to worship on Sunday, the first day of the week. The first indication of this regular practice is provided here.
 Giving is a part of worshiping God.

Second, giving is an expression of love for others. Paul writes in Romans 12:13, “Share with God's people who are in need,” while John asks in 1 John 3:17-18, “If anyone has material possessions and sees his brother in need but has no pity on him, how can the love of God be in him?” James states in James 1:27, “Religion that God our Father accepts as pure and faultless is this: to look after orphans and widows in their distress and to keep oneself from being polluted by the world.”
A reluctance to give usually indicates a lack of faith in God to provide for one’s needs or the presence of selfishness being unwilling to part with one’s own possessions to give to others. The regular practice of giving communicates what we think God is worth (in worship), our faith and trust in Him to provide for all our needs, and our love and concern for others who are in need.

Giving is a good antidote to pride and selfishness.

The Practice of Giving

From these verses we also learn the practice of giving. 

First, giving should be systematic. Paul urges the Corinthians to set aside money for this offering each week. This indicates thoughtful planning—setting aside the “firstfruits” of one’s earnings at the beginning of the week. This was not supposed to be a “spare change,” last-minute offering when Paul arrived. He urges careful, conscious, and deliberate giving. This is why Paul tells them to systematically “put aside and save.”

What Paul has said here and elsewhere is that giving to God should be more than an emotional exercise; it should be the expression of a theological conviction. This, of course, is the direct opposite of the psychological tricks and carnal pressures that are often employed today.

Some scholars have suggested that many people were paid on the first day of the week during that time in history.
 But even if they were not, each believer was to set aside his offering at home and then bring it to the assembly on the first day. Paul did not want to have to take up a number of collections when he arrived in Corinth. He wanted the whole contribution to be ready. If today’s church members were as systematic in their giving as they are in handling their other financial matters, the work of the Lord would not suffer as it sometimes does.

Second, giving should be an individual matter according to one’s ability. Paul says, “every week each one” should support the Jerusalem relief fund, not just the particularly wealthy or the overly sacrificial. Not just people with personal connections with the brothers and sisters in Jerusalem. Everybody was to get involved in giving a portion of their offering to that need far away. Yet this didn’t mean that each member of the Corinthian congregation was expected to give the same amount. Instead, Paul says that each should give “in keeping with his income.” The amount of their weekly wages might differ drastically, but all of them should have the same attitude toward giving: as an expression of thankfulness for whatever the amount of the Lord’s blessing.

Determine before God what you should give. Don’t let the crowds (or the lack of such) at your place of worship determine your giving. The money you offer God is prompted from within, not pressured from without. Those in leadership should make church needs and plans known without resorting to pressure tactics or gimmicks. They must look to God to prompt believers from within.

 “Each one of you” is all-inclusive. No Christian is excepted or excused. We are stewards of whatever the Lord has given us, no matter how little it may be in economic terms. As Jesus observed different people putting their offerings in the Temple treasury, He did not discourage the widow from putting in her “two small copper coins, which amount to a cent,” nor did He chide Temple officials for accepting money from someone so destitute (see Mark 12:41–44).

Third, giving should be a private matter, not a public spectacle. Paul did not want to employ marketing gimmicks, tacky fundraising stunts, or strong-arm tactics. He did not do anything that would compromise each believer’s personal decision about giving. In fact, he made it a point that “no collections be made” when he arrived in Corinth. The envelope containing each believer’s offering should be sealed, so to speak. Paul was particularly discreet when it came to handling the Corinthian church’s pooled offering. He wanted no personal part in collecting it, counting it, or delivering it. He would, however, put his seal of approval on whomever they chose to deliver it, accompanying them himself if the gift were large enough.

Money is to be handled honestly. The various churches involved in this special offering appointed delegates to help Paul manage it and take it safely to Jerusalem. It is unfortunate when Christian ministries lose their testimony because they mismanage funds entrusted to them. Every ministry ought to be businesslike in its financial affairs.
 Paul is scrupulously careful. He did not plan to touch the money at any time. The Corinthians would raise it, keep it till he came, and send it by their own approved messengers to its destination.
 In our churches, finances must be handled carefully and above reproach. 

Giving is a powerful indicator of spiritual life. Is our giving regular? Is it free and generous? Is it proportionate to the way God has blessed us? Is it a significant proportion of our income? Is it something that is prayed over? Or do we view it as a sort of tax, a deplorable necessity, or an unmentionable subject?
 Again, the attitude in our giving is as important—even more so—than the amount. Ralph Martin concludes,

No act of public worship can mean so much or so little as the giving and receiving of our gifts in God’s house. If we offer our collection unthinkingly and formally, the act is devoid of all spiritual significance and warmth. But, if we see the collection as an integral part of corporate worship and anchor it thus firmly in the total response we make to the Gospel news, then it takes on a new, richer meaning; and the dedication of our money becomes the outward and visible sign of the inward and spiritual grace of a thankful heart. Like all true worship, the offering is [sacred].

Taking up the offering may not sound as exciting as talking about the resurrection of the dead, but how we behave is as important as what we believe. And what we believe about the resurrection ought to influence how we behave when we worship God. We ought to give regularly, generously, and joyfully, expressing our worship and trust in God as well as our love and compassion for others.
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