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SERMON 

 
 

Sunday 22 March 2020  
A sermon preached by the Dean of Melbourne, the Very Revd Andreas Loewe, at St Paul’s Cathedral 

on the Fourth Sunday of Lent.  

 

Readings: 2 Corinthians 9.6-15 

 
‘I know that none of you, among whom I have gone about proclaiming the kingdom of God, 

will ever see my face again’ (Acts 20.17). Paul was taking his farewell of the people of Ephesus 

and the other Greek-speaking congregations, we read in the Acts of the Apostles. ‘I am on my 

way to Jerusalem’, he explained to them, ‘not knowing what will happen to me there’. While 

Paul was not entirely certain of his ultimate fate, he knew that the opposition against his 

sharing the faith of Christ would increase. In every place through which he had travelled in 

the ministry of sharing the good news, ‘the Holy Spirit testifies to me that imprisonment and 

persecutions are waiting for me’ (Acts 20.27). Paul was well aware that he might even lose 

his own life in service of his sharing the gospel. 

 

It was in Jerusalem that Paul was arrested at the behest of his opponents. Because he was a 

Roman citizen and appealed to the Roman emperor to hear his defence, he was sent to Rome 

in chains, where he would ultimately die for his faith. The tears of the people of Ephesus as 

they farewell him, were warranted: none of them would see Paul again. But as he leaves 

them, he encourages them that it is the fruit of their ministry, and not the cost of their 

ministry, that will ultimately endure. This certainly is something that held true for him, Paul 

tells them: ‘I did not shrink from declaring to you the whole purpose of God’ (Acts 20.21). 

That in Christ Jesus God gave himself as a precious gift to human kind. That through Christ’s 

death, we have peace with God and the confidence of life forever in his presence. That 

through the Holy Spirit, God himself dwells in us and with us, protects us and sustains us in 

times of joy and in times of trouble. That when God lives in us, and we in him, we can be 

united with one another as if we all were one body. ‘Keep watch over yourselves and all the 
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people of God’, Paul counsels the people who had come to take their leave from him. ‘Keep 

watch over the church of God that he obtained with the blood of his own Son’ (Acts 20.22). 

 

The price Paul paid for his apostolic ministry was his life. While living and working among the 

people of Asia Minor, Paul unceasingly appealed, cajoled and persuaded others of the truth 

he had received: that life lived with God is forever, and is not ended when we die. That life 

lived in service of God is costly, because it cost God the life of his Son. That life as a Christian 

community is a life lived in giving of self and giving of our goods, because, ‘the Lord Jesus 

himself said: “It is more blessed to give than to receive”.’ (Acts 20.35). When we are generous 

in our service of the good news, it is because we acknowledge the great gift that we already 

have received when we first became believers. When we do not count the cost of our 

ministry, we acknowledge and give thanks for the life-transforming love of God in Christ Jesus. 

And in this confidence Paul is ready to give his own life, so that others may also come to share 

in the life that Christ gifts: ‘I do not count my life of any value for myself, if only I may finish 

my course and the ministry that I received from the Lord Jesus, to testify to the news of God’s 

grace’, Paul tells the people of Ephesus as he prepares to board a ship that would take him 

back to Jerusalem and, ultimately, to his death (Acts 20.27). 

 

+ 

 

In our reading from the second letter to the Corinthians, Paul speaks at length of the cost of 

ministry and the joy that generous sharing of our selves and our gifts can bring. In what is one 

of the most poetic passages of his epistle, Paul outlines a circle of grace that comes from God 

and returns to God, a circle in which we are bound up and connected with God and one 

another through our generosity and giving. All generous acts, all generosity and kindness, all 

graciousness ultimately comes from God, Paul tells: ‘God is able to provide you with every 

blessing in abundance’, he says in our lesson (2 Cor 9.8). Because ‘God is generous to all who 

call on him’, he provides all that we require for the ministry we undertake (Romans 10.12). 

Because they have received God’s blessing, love and grace in abundance, Paul tells the 

Corinthians, they are able to be equally generous in their giving. Bless, love and give 

generously and without constraint, Paul encourages his readers, ‘not reluctantly or under 
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compulsion’ (2 Cor 9.7). Because God himself is generous he ‘loves a cheerful giver’ (2 Cor 

9.7).  

 

Paul sketches an arc of grace-filled, generous giving that flows from God to humankind and 

through our sharing of that grace and thanksgiving returns back to God. At the heart of this 

idea is a play on words – the Greek word for ‘grace’ is the same as the word for ‘thanks’. When 

God gifts us grace in our hearts, God also gifts us thankfulness in our hearts. Grace, charis, 

leads to eucharistia, thanksgiving. It’s no wonder that we call the meal in which we remember 

the acts of grace most profoundly, recall how Christ gave his own life so that we might be as 

precious to him as his own body, the Eucharist. For thankfulness, thanksgiving, lies at the 

heart of the Christian life. The gift of grace leads to the gift of thankfulness, Paul tells. And 

thankfulness is shown forth best of all by our being generous: ‘you will be enriched in every 

way for your great generosity’, he reminds the Corinthians. The circle of grace-filled 

thanksgiving closes when we are generous to others and give thanks to God: ‘your great 

generosity will produce thanksgiving to God through us’, Paul concludes.  

 

God gifts generously and ungrudgingly, so that we may give generously and unstintingly. God 

gifts us tanks so that we might show forth our thanksgiving in action, by sharing of what we 

have – our gifts, our talents, our money – with others. At the meal of grace, the Eucharist, this 

is shown forth at its best: the procession of gifts, the bread and the wine brought to the table, 

the collection gathered up from among our midst, symbolise the gift giving and gathering that 

was part of the practise of the early Church. Congregants not only gave money, but their 

produce and bread, their olive oil, their wine and food. In his first letter to the Corinthians, 

Paul censured his congregation for their lack of generosity and sharing: ‘When the time comes 

to eat at the Lord’s Supper’, Paul writes with disbelief in their practise, ‘each of you goes 

ahead with your own supper, and one goes hungry and another goes drunk’ (1 Cor 11.20). 

‘Do you show contempt for the church of God and humiliate those who have nothing?’, Paul 

had asked the Corinthians in his first letter to them. By the time of his second letter to them, 

the Corinthians had clearly come a long way. Paul speaks to them in terms of people who 

have experienced that it is generosity of spirit and gifts, money and resources that builds 

community: ‘By the generosity of your own sharing with the worldwide church and with all 

others you glorify God’ (2 Cor 9.13). 
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Paul concludes today’s section of the epistle by closing the circle of grace-filled giving: ‘the 

people whom you support through your giving long for you and pray for you because of the 

surpassing grace of God that he has given you’, he writes and encourages the Corinthians to 

give ‘thanks to God for this indescribable gift’ (2 Cor 9.14-15). God gives us grace and blesses 

us so that we might be a blessing and a thank-offering for others, Paul says here. God gives 

unstintingly, so that we might be unstinting givers, he reminds us. God helps us so that we 

might help others, sows within us uncountable blessings so that we might sow and reap 

blessings upon blessings, Paul tells. God gifts us the gift of thanks – charis, grace – so that we 

may render our own thanks to him. And because that grace is unlimited and forever, so our 

thanksgiving and our generosity should be unlimited and forever: ‘the rendering of this 

ministry of generosity not only supplies the needs of the saints, but overflows with many 

thanksgivings to God’ (2 Cor 9.12).  

 

Just as our sharing the good news of faith is a ministry, so Paul tells, our generosity of spirit 

and of gifts, is a ministry, is worship. The Greek we translate as ‘the rendering of this ministry 

of generosity’, dikaionia and leitourgia, are in fact the roots of our English words ‘deacon’ or 

‘helper’ and ‘liturgy’ or ‘service’. Our faith is a treasure that is made richer by being shared. 

Our gifts are treasures that are made richer by being shared. We are made richer when we 

share of ourselves and what we have: ‘God who supplies seed to the sower and bread for 

food will supply and increase the harvest of your righteousness’, Paul encouraged the 

Corinthians and us with them. When we engage in this ministry of giving, of sowing blessings 

upon blessings generously, we glorify God: ‘you will be enriched in every way for your great 

generosity which will produce thanksgiving to God through us’, Paul writes (2 Cor 9.11). 

 

+ 

 

What does that mean for us at St Paul’s Cathedral Melbourne? 

 

• We are called to be generous people – people with generous spirits, who are gracious 

and generous in our interactions with one another, accommodating difference and 

practising inclusivity. We are called to be people who are generous with our talents – 
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people who think actively about how we might use our the gifts we have been given 

in service of God’s kingdom. And we are called to be people who are generous with 

our money – people who reflect in our giving in support of the ministry of this place 

the immense treasure we have received. In the week ahead, I encourage you to think 

about how you may be a gift to others – through your resources and your generosity 

of spirit. 

• We are called to be people who know that it is when we serve others we serve God. 

People who actively look out for one another, who notice when others are struggling, 

and are attentive in our interactions with one another. People who give a helping hand 

when needed, whether that be through practical tasks of service, or by acts of 

thoughtfulness and kindness. People who are generous with our time towards God 

and one another, who take time to listen and pray, read the Scriptures and come 

together to celebrate God’s generosity to us. In the week ahead, I encourage you to 

think about how might serve God in this place – through your gift of self and your 

generosity of heart. 

• We are called to be people who give thanks to God for the grace we have received. 

Who know that the gift of our lives cost God the life of his own Son. Who give thanks 

that God has called us by name and made us his own. That he knows us and cares for 

us, that he loves us and lives with us – that he has made us temples of his Holy Spirit. 

People who show forth their thankfulness through their praise and worship of God, 

through their prayer and thank-offerings. In the week ahead, I encourage you to think 

about how you can show forth your gratitude for God’s grace in your lives. 

 

 

+ 

 

‘Keep watch over the church of God that he obtained with the blood of his own Son’, Paul 

charged the church leaders of Asia Minor as he took his tearful leave from them. ‘Keep watch 

over yourselves and over all the flock’ (Acts 20.22-23). And added: ‘You know for yourselves 

that I worked with my own hands to support myself and my companions. In all this I have 

given you an example that by such work we must support the weak’ (Acts 20.33). Our being 

generous towards one another, our being an open and welcoming, a thankful community, 
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reflects the generosity that God himself has gifted us by giving us the life of his Son so that 

we might live. Our being generous, is a ministry that sustains the weakest among our 

community, and enables the good news of the generosity of God to be made known. Our 

generosity is the way in which we glorify God and show forth his love in the world. 

 

‘I did not shrink from doing anything helpful, but proclaimed God’s message to you … to testify 

to the good news of God’s grace’ (Acts 20.18, 23). We are each given treasure from God, and 

God invites us to share that treasure with others. We are each given blessings from God, and 

God invites us to be a blessing to others. We are each given grace from God, and God invites 

us to be a thank-offering to others. 

 

Grace, mercy and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ be with you. Amen. 

 


