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“On the Road of Generosity”
Luke 21:1-4; 2 Corinthians 8:1-15 June 26, 2016

Our readings offer examples of people traveling on the 
road of generosity.

In Biblical times, widows were always among the poorest 
of the poor. The coins she contributed were worth very little 
in absolute value, worth even less in comparison to the gifts 
of the wealthy.  But Jesus considered her gift to be greater 
because it came from her situation of scarcity, whereas the 
larger contributions came out of abundance.

During his missionary journeys, Paul collected money 
to help support the impoverished Christians living in 
Jerusalem. Macedonia was an area of Greece, once very 
prosperous with its fertile plains and gold mines. But the 
Roman Empire had seized those assets for itself, and in 
Paul’s day the Macedonians were economically distressed 
and Christians experienced religious persecution.

Initially, Paul decided not to ask for their financial 
support. But they begged for the opportunity to participate.  
Moreover, “their extreme poverty…overflowed in a wealth 
of generosity.” Paul used the Macedonians as an example to 
motivate the Corinthians to generously support his cause.

These stories are about a particular kind of generosity, 
financial generosity, which is voluntary financial giving to 
people in need or to worthy causes or organizations.

But there is also:
• volunteer generosity – offering our time and skills 

to help others (like helping with Vacation Bible School, 
serving as an Elder, taking a mission trip to Malawi); 

• relational generosity – being generous with our 
attention and emotions in relationships with family and 
friends; and, 

• neighborly generosity – which includes hospitality, 
friendliness, watching your sister’s kids, helping an elderly 
neighbor with snow removal….

What stories of generosity do you have to tell? Who are 
the generous people in your life?

I used to serve on the National Committee of the Self-
Development of People.  This Presbyterian program uses 
One Great Hour of Sharing Offerings to give development 
grants to impoverished communities around the world.  
Once we met in Mexico City to teach poor neighborhoods 

and communities how to apply for our grants.
Here we were, thirty North American Christians, ready 

to share our financial resources with the poor, when a small 
group from one of the poor communities greeted us at the 
airport. They brought two paper plates on which they had 
taken a couple candy bars, cut up into 30 small pieces – one 
for each of us. Although terribly poor, they found a way to 
walk the way of neighborly generosity through hospitality.

What are your stories of generosity? Who are the people 
in your life that travel the road of generosity?

Where does generosity come from? Is it easy or difficult to 
be generous? That answer depends upon our understanding 
of human nature.

Are we born a blank slate – needing to learn anything 
and everything?

Are we born with an instinct for self-preservation, to look 
out for ourselves, to be independent? Are we self-centered 
by nature, by design?

Or, are we born to be altruistic, to look out for others as 
well as ourselves, to be selfless and generous?   

Are we born with a capacity for both generosity and 
selfishness?

To the degree that generosity is something we learn, 
shaped by our childhood experiences and influenced by 
our life experiences, then our starting point makes a huge 
difference.

If we are a blank slate, or if we have the innate capacity 
for both generosity and selfishness, traveling the way of 
generosity is a 50/50 proposition.

But if generosity is contrary to our nature, that’s a huge 
obstacle to overcome!

But what if we begin life predisposed to travel the way of 
generosity?

Dr. Christian Smith, Sociology professor from Notre 
Dame has recently written and lectured on his studies of 
generosity. Smith demonstrates that sustained generous 
behavior results in better life outcomes for people. To a 
statistically significant degree, generous people are happier, 
healthier and have a greater sense of purpose than others.

Neurological studies reveal that generous activity triggers 
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chemical systems in the brain and body that increase 
pleasure while also reducing stress, and suppressing pain, 
all of which leads to greater happiness and health.

Finally, Smith tells of research involving pre-verbal 
toddlers, 1-2 years old. A toddler is in the corner with a 
researcher, when a person walks in who obviously needs 
some help. In one series of experiments, the person was 
carrying a laundry basket, which prevented her from 
opening the door. In another experiment, one was carrying 
an armload of books, and couldn’t open the cupboard door 
to put them away. Time and time again, the toddlers get 
up (without any prompting!) and open the door, open 
the cupboard for these people. How could these young 
toddlers have learned this generous behavior?

I’m not a scientist so I can’t speak to this research with 
any authority. But as a non-scientist, I am free to wonder:  
If our brains and bodies respond positively to our generous 
behavior; if life goes better for people who are generous; if 
the youngest of our children are already generous; could 
these be signs that we are wired to be generous, that from 
the moment of birth we travel on the road of generosity?

I’m not a scientist, but I know a bit about the Bible.  
What does it teach?

The Bible teaches that we are created in the image of God.  
That means we share certain attributes and characteristics 
with our Creator.

We could generate a long list of God’s qualities, but 
for our purposes, we need look no further than these few 
verses about our creation.

Before creating us, God contemplated giving us 
dominion over all the animals. Immediately after creating 
us, God did indeed give us such authority. Then God gives 
us seed plants and fruit plants for food. Next, God gives 
green plants to animals and birds for food.

It is obvious that this creating God is a generous God 
and God’s generosity does not end with creation. The 
Bible teaches that God gives and gives and keeps on giving, 
culminating in John 3:16: “God so loved the world that 
he gave his only Son, so that everyone who believes in him 
may not perish but may have eternal life.”

Scripture teaches that we are created in the image of a 
generous God, to travel the way of Generosity. So if God 
created us to be generous, then of course being generous will 
lead to a happy, healthy, fulfilling life; of course our brains and 
body chemistry will react positively to generous behavior; 
of course the youngest of toddlers already know how to be 
generous. Being generous is what we are created to do!

However, once we begin to travel the way of generosity, 
we face roadblocks, barriers, and detours. Our culture 

constantly pounds home messages of materialism, scarcity, 
fear, individualism, insecurity, wealth, and acquisition.  
Sometimes, difficult or tragic life experiences can cause us to 
become focused on ourselves.

As a result, when it comes to generosity with money, time, 
skills, and relationships, letting go and giving away is not 
easy. Although created to travel on the road of generosity, it 
is easy to lose our way.

But nothing can ever destroy the God-image within us.  
The predisposition to generosity will always be in our heart 
and mind.

Not only that, but Christ, Scriptures, and the Holy Spirit 
continually surround us with teachings, parables, examples 
of generosity to inspire and instruct us to be generous – like 
our two Bible stories this morning.

Luke tells us the story of the widow without any explanation, 
simply allowing us, with Jesus, to watch her in awe.  

Paul explains that the extraordinary generosity of the 
Macedonians, is itself, a gift from God and he encourages us 
to imitate the generosity of Christ who gave up everything 
for us.

Jesus teaches us to love our neighbor as ourselves; to do 
unto others as we would have them do unto us.  He practices 
and teaches about forgiveness.

Both Jesus and the Bible have a lot to say about our use of 
money:  tithing, first fruits, caring for the poor.

If we believe that we are born to be self-centered, or 
even if we believe we are born with an equal capacity to be 
generous or stingy, we may resist and resent these teachings.  
Following them will be a joyless burden. Hearing them may 
make us defensive and angry. We may feel guilt and shame.

But what if we are created in the image of a generous 
God? Then, being generous is not something we have to do, 
it is not a duty or obligation that we have to fulfill however 
reluctantly and grudgingly – no, not at all!

Generosity is at the core of our identity as human beings.  
It is at the core of living a Christ-shaped life.

God has created us to be generous. So let us be generous 
with our finances, our time and skills, our relationships, our 
neighborliness. As Paul wrote in 1 Timothy 6:18-19:  “Be 
generous and ready to share, because that is how to grab 
hold of a life, that really is life!”


