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 We want you to know, brothers and sisters, 
about the grace of God that has been granted to the 
churches of Macedonia. For during a severe ordeal 
of affliction, their abundant joy and their extreme 
poverty have overflowed in a wealth of generosity on 
their part.   

For, as I can testify, they voluntarily gave 
according to their means, and even beyond their 
means, begging us earnestly for the privilege of 
sharing in this ministry to the saints—and this, not 
merely as we expected; they gave themselves first to 
the Lord and, by the will of God, to us, so that we 
might urge Titus that, as he had already made a 
beginning, so he should also complete this generous 
undertaking among you.   

Now as you excel in everything—in faith, in 
speech, in knowledge, in utmost eagerness, and in 
our love for you—so we want you to excel also in 
this generous undertaking.  I don’t say this as a 
command, but I am testing the genuineness of your 
love against the earnestness of others.   

For you know the generous act of our Lord 
Jesus Christ, that though he was rich, yet for your 
sakes he became poor, so that by his poverty you 
might become rich.  And in this matter I am giving 
my advice: it is appropriate for you who began last 
year not only to do something but even to desire to 
do something—now finish doing it, so that your 



eagerness may be matched by completing it 
according to your means.   

For if the eagerness is there, the gift is 
acceptable according to what one has—not 
according to what one doesn’t have.  I don’t mean 
that there should be relief for others and pressure on 
you, but it’s a question of a fair balance between 
your present abundance and their need, so that their 
abundance may be for your need, in order that there 
may be a fair balance.  As it’s written, “The one who 
had much did not have too much, and the one who 
had little did not have too little.” 

2 Corinthians 8:1-15 
 

It is helpful for the preacher if the listeners are 
already fascinated by the subject—even if they do 
not recognize that immediately.  My job this 
morning is easier because you and I spend a lot of 
time thinking about money and happiness.  We want 
more of both, but much of the time, rather than 
making us happy, money makes us unhappy. 
 Groucho Marx said, “While money can’t buy 
happiness, it certainly lets you choose your own 
form of misery.”  
 A part of us keeps thinking we would be happier 
if we had a little more money.  We would feel less 
stress if we had a little more money.  We could solve 
several of our problems with a little more money.  



But money will not buy happiness if we spend it 
badly.   
 In the United States, luxury spending has been 
increasing at a rate four times greater than overall 
spending.  In the 1950s, luxury objects had a hint of 
shame to them.  But people are no longer 
embarrassed to spend just for the pleasure of 
spending.   

James Twitchell writes, “The defining 
characteristic of today’s society is the average 
person’s embrace of unnecessary consumption, 
superficial indulgence, wretched excess, and endless 
status-seeking.”  James Twitchell is not much fun at 
Christmas. 
 Lottery winners are famous for wasting their 
new found money.  When they win the lottery they 
think their lives are going to be amazing, but most of 
the time they spend all the money and go into debt.  
Everyone they have ever met asks for money.  They 
end up with worse friendships than they had before 
they won the lottery.   

When we hear this news, we do not think, “I 
hope I never win the lottery.”  We fantasize about 
what we would do if we won—a bigger place to live, 
a month in Italy, and our own little island.   
 Money does not buy happiness when we spend it 
on the wrong things.  Whatever you want, someone 
wants to sell it to you.  Do you want to be young 



again?  We have soft drinks that make you feel 
young and diet plans that forbid soft drinks.  

Do you want someone to love you?  We have 
got the right haircut, right shoes, and right algorithm 
to find the right person.   

Do you want to feel alive?  You are one bag of 
Doritos Jacked Ranch Dipped Hot Wings Flavored 
Tortilla Chips away from filling your emptiness.  
 People with lots of money buy big things they 
do not need.  People with less money buy small 
things they do not need.  We buy things because it 
makes us feel new for a moment, as though we are 
different because we own something different.   
 Will Rogers, Will Smith, the Weeknd, and 
Ludacris have all been given credit for this line: 
“Too many people spend money they haven’t 
earned, to buy things they don’t want, to impress 
people they don’t like.”  It was Ludacris—don’t you 
think? 

We find parting with money difficult, because 
then we will have less in a world that judges our 
worth by how much we have.  Most studies suggest 
that poor people are more generous than wealthy 
people.  A University of California study found that 
four-year-olds from less well-off families are more 
generous than their rich counterparts.  Four-year-
olds.   http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/science/science-
news/11648779/Poor-children-more-generous-than-their-
rich-counterparts-study-finds.html 
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 Michael Norton, a Harvard Business School 
professor, conducted an experiment in which he 
gave money to people to spend on themselves.  The 
researchers go to the University of British Columbia 
and give students envelopes that say: “By five pm 
today spend this money on yourself.”  Some get five 
dollars.  Others get twenty.   

That night they are asked, “What did you spend 
it on and how happy do you feel right now?”   

Apparently, to college undergrads five dollars 
looks like coffee.  They run to Starbucks and spend 
it as fast as they can.  Nothing happens in terms of 
their happiness.  It does not make them less happy.  
It does not do much of anything. (Michael Norton, 
Money Can Buy Happiness, TEDx)  Money does not 
buy happiness if you spend it poorly. 
 St. Paul is happy to tell people how to spend 
their money.  In his second letter to the Corinthians, 
Paul picks up an agenda item that he introduced a 
year earlier—an offering for the hungry in 
Jerusalem.  Paul is concerned not only for the poor 
in Jerusalem, but also for the wealthy in Corinth.  
The wealthy Christians need the joy that comes from 
giving.  Paul sees this as an opportunity for them.  
So the minister becomes a fundraiser.   

In Paul’s mind there is nothing unspiritual about 
asking for money.  Paul preaches unapologetically 
about giving.  Paul first mentions this offering in his 



first letter to the Corinthians.  They respond eagerly, 
but then their enthusiasm dies.   

Paul reminds them of the example set by the 
churches in Philippi, Thessalonica, and Berea.  They 
are in poverty themselves, but they give joyfully.  
Listen to Paul’s words to our church, “Now as you 
excel in everything—in faith, in speech, in 
knowledge—so we want you to excel also in this 
generous undertaking.”   

Most of us think our giving is okay.  We get 
used to whatever level we have chosen and do not 
even see how much room we have to grow.  How 
much should we give?  What level of giving fits the 
kind of person we want to be?  Should our wills 
include the church?  How happy do we want to be? 
 It would be interesting to know how the church 
responds to Paul asking for money.  Maybe it is not 
that hard to guess what happens when the offering 
plate is passed.  Some have through years of practice 
become impervious to requests for money.  They do 
not even hear it anymore.  Some do a mental 
calculation of what they will not miss.  Some decide 
they would rather give than feel guilty.   

Paul’s prayer is that the people in church that 
day will allow God to make them generous people 
who know how to spend their money.   
 Gertrude Stein echoed Paul when she said, 
“Whoever said money can’t buy happiness didn’t 
know where to shop.”   



 In that same Harvard experiment—the one with 
college students in Canada—the researchers also 
give money to people to give to others to see if that 
will make the students happier.  They get a slip of 
paper that says, “By five pm today spend this money 
on somebody else.”   

The results are completely different.  One 
woman buys a stuffed animal for her niece.  Some 
give money to homeless people.  Some buy coffee 
for someone.  People who spend money on others 
become happier.   

The researchers recognize that undergraduates in 
Canada are not like the rest of the world, so they 
conduct the same experiment in Uganda.  While a 
woman in Canada buys a present for her mom, a 
woman in Uganda gives the money to a friend for 
medication.  Both are happier after giving a gift.   
 In a different experiment with similar results, 
when sales teams are given money for themselves it 
does not make them happier.  But when sales people 
are given money to spend on their team, it not only 
makes them happier but their productivity improves.   

They do the same experiment with dodgeball 
teams.  Some teams are given money to spend on 
themselves.  Others are given money to spend on 
their dodgeball teammates.  The teams that spend 
money on themselves do not get any better.  The 
teams that spend money on each other become better 
teams.  They win more often.   



Spending on other people has a bigger return 
than spending on yourself.   Giving your money 
away—rather than doing what the world tells you to 
do with your money—leads to happiness.   We can 
share our money and be part of something bigger 
than we are. 

Noted philosopher Al Yankovic is on the right 
track, “If money can’t buy happiness, then I guess 
I’ll have to rent it.”   
 Money can buy happiness if we are trying to buy 
something bigger than happiness.  Bill Gates and 
Warren Buffett have been trying to persuade other 
billionaires to pledge to give more than half of their 
assets to charity.  They have gotten about 120 to 
make this pledge.  These billionaires see what giving 
does and decide, “I want to do that with my money.”  

Bill Gates says, “To me, that’s the piece that’s 
incredible.  It’s the most fulfilling thing we’ve ever 
done, and you can’t take it with you, and it’s not 
good for your kids.  So let’s get together and 
brainstorm about what can be done.  If you take 
from the most wealthy and give to the least wealthy, 
it’s good.  It’s just.” 
 We do not have Bill Gates/Warren Buffett kind 
of money.  We cannot give enough to tip the scales 
of justice, but we can know the happiness of putting 
our money on the right side of the balance.    

One of the best reasons for the church to ask for 
money is to help people save their souls.  Not a 



ticket to heaven in exchange for a big gift—though 
that might be an effective slogan.  Our happiness is 
at stake in how we share what we have been given.  
God waits for us to decide that we have more than 
we need, that we are embarrassed by how much we 
have, and that we should give fearlessly.   

Being generous is a way to happiness, a way to 
discover that deep down we are not selfish, that if 
we go deep enough, we find generosity.  People who 
live from deep within want to share what they have 
been given.   
 Dick Yancey describes Nancy Morgan as 
“small, bubbly, thoughtfully opinionated, well read, 
up on current events and fun to talk to.”   

Nancy was a member of Plymouth from 1977 
until her death in 2012.  She gave up a promising 
figure skating career to take care of her mother after 
her father died.  She and her mom had a particular 
pew on the far right.   

She was generous when she was alive.  She was 
generous in her estate planning.  She left over a 
million dollars to Plymouth.  She did not put any 
restrictions on how the money could be spent.  She 
trusted the church.   

Her generosity paid for the elevator in the 
church house, a fire detection system for this 
sanctuary and Hillis Hall, and to repair peeling 
plaster around the organ chamber.  We still have 
about 15% of her gift. 



 Jacque Jones says, “Nancy had much to say and 
always said it with enthusiasm and joy.  Most 
voicemails are limited to two minutes—but it wasn’t 
uncommon to find a string of several cheerful two 
minute voice mails from Nancy.” 

What could be less surprising than learning that 
a generous person was also joyful?  
 Too often churches fail to insist that we learn to 
give.  Instead we count pennies, operating out of the 
myth of scarcity, as though we want our epitaph to 
read, “We kept overhead low.”   

When we do not give, we do not try new things, 
and we do not risk what we have for what we could 
do.  Plymouth has never-ending needs and never-
ending possibilities. 
 I once heard a minister shout before the offering, 
“Open your purses, open your wallets, open your 
hearts, and celebrate the offering!”   

Maybe we will celebrate giving more if we think 
more about our ministry together.  Notice the smile 
on the four-year-old’s face as she heads toward 
Sunday school.  Think about the security our 
teenagers feel at having a caring assistant minister to 
share their concerns.  Walk through the church 
house on a Wednesday morning and see the love in 
the eyes of those who gather for Bible study.  Listen 
to the music that leads us to give ourselves to God in 
worship.  Our gifts accomplish more than we 
recognize, and we can accomplish more. 



 Some have been giving sacrificially to Plymouth 
for so long that you forget how important it is to be 
part of this family.  You do not see how much more 
you have done by sharing than you could have done 
on your own.   

Some give less to Plymouth than you should.  
You tell yourself it does not matter, but it keeps you 
from feeling like part of the family.  We become 
God’s people as we share what God has given. 
  We can get past the small question, “How do 
we pay for Plymouth?” to the better question, “How 
do we experience the joy of being part of something 
bigger than we are?” 
 If we think money cannot buy happiness, we are 
not spending it right.    
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