
A BROTHER LIKE THAT
 Stories of Generosity in Serving Needs

Serve Needs (Part 4)
Text: 2 Corinthians 8:1-9

I
Have you ever thought yourself utterly alone at a moment of great need, only 
to discover that you weren’t forsaken after all as you had thought you were? 
For a moment, maybe much longer, you thought of yourself as abandoned, 
orphaned, left to fend or fail on your own. And then, to your astonishment, 
you suddenly discovered that someone remembered you – someone was more 
committed to you than you’d dared to dream possible. Has that ever happened 
to you?

Back in the first century A.D., the Christians who lived in Jerusalem desperately 
needed support like that. The local religious and political authorities were 
seeking to root out and destroy the fledgling Christian movement. Opponents 
of the church were boycotting businesses run by Christians, confiscating 
property, and arranging for the firing or imprisonment of those unwilling to 
disavow allegiance to Jesus. Christians in Jerusalem were struggling to secure 
sufficient food and clothing for those who had been imprisoned or left 
widowed, orphaned, or jobless by the persecution. To compound the pressure, 
these same believers were also called upon to provide material hospitality to the 
streams of secret pilgrims that progressively poured into the Holy City as the 
Christian gospel spread out across the land.

Seeing the need of these struggling saints, the Apostle Paul sent out his envoy, 
Titus, to plead for financial help from the several churches of Asia Minor. To 
Paul’s amazement, the most significant help came from the most unlikely 
source. He might well have expected a big response from the Christians in 
cosmopolitan Philippi, Ephesus, or Corinth. But it was the church in Macedonia 
–- a church that was undergoing extreme persecution itself -- that responded to 
the needs of the Christians in Jerusalem in the most dramatic way. What they 
did and the why they did it, remains one of the most inspiring visions of 
generosity in serving needs of which I know. 

II

When we think of generosity, we often conceive of it in terms of some 
particular dollar figure. We read in the newspaper of some benefactor who has 
given a hefty sum to meet a need; we see the list of Platinum Donors on a 
hospital wall or in our alma mater’s endowment campaign – those individuals or 
families that gave above “X” dollars to the cause and we tend to think: “Now 



that’s generosity.” In God’s understanding, however, generosity isn’t defined in 
that way at all. Listen to how the Apostle Paul defines it as he describes the 
lifestyle of the Macedonian Christians.“Out of the most severe trial, their 
overflowing joy and their extreme poverty welled up in rich 
generosity. For I testify that they gave as much as they were able, 
and even beyond their ability” (2 Cor 8:2).

Did you hear that? It’s the first part of a biblical definition of generosity. 
Generosity is the act of giving “even beyond” one’s natural “ability” to do so. It 
has nothing to do with a particular sum and everything to do with a personal 
sacrifice. In the eyes and economy of God, the widow who gives her mite may 
be substantially more generous than a billionaire who gives away millions. 

Are you generous like that? Are you in the habit of stretching beyond your 
perceived ability, beyond your comfort zone, to give of your substance to the 
purposes of God? Those of you who are, could probably testify to a second 
truth about generosity which a simple story may help to illustrate.

Roy Angell tells the tale of a man named Paul, who received one year from his 
brother the remarkable gift of a shiny new automobile. Not long after, Paul 
caught a sooty-faced street urchin of about 12 years old, walking around the 
car in awed admiration. When the boy saw Paul, he looked up somewhat 
startled and said “Hey, Mister, is this YOUR car?” Paul nodded his assent: “Yes, 
my brother gave it to me for Christmas.” The boy’s jaw dropped. “You mean 
your brother gave this to you and it didn’t cost you nothing?! Oh, I wish… I 
wish…” 

Paul knew exactly what the boy wished for. He wished that he had a brother 
like that. But what Paul heard the lad go on to say jolted him down to his very 
heels. “I wish,” the boy went on, “I wish that I could BE a brother like that.” 
Paul looked at the boy in astonishment. “Would you like to take a ride in that 
automobile?” he said, impulsively. The boy’s eyes lit up and head nodded 
vigorously. So Paul buckled him in and they roared off down the street 
together. 
After awhile, the boy turned with a sparkle in his eyes and said, “Hey, Mister, 
would you be willing to drive by that building over there?” Paul knew in his 
heart what the boy wanted to do. He wanted to have his friends and family see 
him riding in this big beautiful car. And so Paul pulled up in front of the 
building and the boy hopped out and ran inside.

Ten minutes later, the boy emerged from the apartment building, carrying a 
package that made Paul realize again how wrong he could be. In the boy’s 
arms was the frail form of his little brother, obviously crippled. The lad carefully 
made his way down the stairs and set his sibling alongside him on the bottom 
step. Scrunching up next to him to prop his body up, the older boy said: “See, 
Buddy! It’s just like I told you upstairs. There’s the automobile his brother gave 



him for Christmas, and it didn’t even cost him a cent. I tell you, Buddy, 
someday I’m gonna give YOU a gift like that.”

I’m told that Paul scooped up that frail little boy in his arms and put him in the 
front seat. His bright-eyed brother climbed in alongside him, and the three of 
them roared off on a joyride that none of them would ever forget. To this day, 
Paul says he learned that night what Jesus meant when He said: “Truly, I say 
to you, it is more blessed to give than to receive” (Acts 20:35).

Some of you know that truth already for yourselves. You know that it is not 
being served but serving, not getting but giving that is life’s great privilege. 
You know that generosity is a path to joy. The Macedonian Christians got this 
too. Paul writes: “They urgently pleaded with us for the privilege of 
sharing in this service to the saints” (2 Cor 8:4). 

Wouldn’t it be great if that was the norm among us? If people called into the 
church during the week just to make sure that we’ll be taking up an offering, or 
just to find out whether any new volunteer needs have arisen? “How can we get 
personally engaged with life-change for needy people? Oh, please, let us know 
how we can serve?!” I’m sure that day is coming. 

Of course, this sort of generosity sometimes requires coaxing. Sometimes we 
have to be challenged to pursue excellence in serving with our time, talent, and 
treasure, the way we routinely pursue it in the other aspects of our lives. That’s 
why the Apostle Paul says to that great church at Corinth and I dare to say to 
you: “Just as you excel in everything--in faith, in speech, in 
knowledge, in complete earnestness and in your love--see that you 
also excel in this grace of giving” (2 Cor 8:7).

III

There are two final reasons why this really makes sense. One reason is because 
generosity is a pretty reliable test of the sincerity of the love we profess. Paul 
says to the Corinthians: “I am not commanding you to give, but I want to 
test the sincerity of your love by comparing it with the earnestness of 
others” (2 Cor 8:8). That may sound awfully mercenary or materialistic to 
some of us, but think about it and you’ll see it’s true. When you really love 
someone and you’re faced with the choice as to who gets the bigger half of the 
cookie, the better of the two seats, the easier task – what choice do you 
naturally and earnestly make? 

Now test yourself honestly: What does your current handling of your resources, 
your pattern of serving, say about who and what you love most in life? If your 
answer to that question isn’t totally comfortable, then please remember this 
final truth that the Macedonian Christians apparently also knew: Generosity is, 
ultimately, the overflow of grace received. 



Tony Campolo tells a story which makes this point quite vividly. On one of his 
speaking tours, Campolo was traveling through a train-station when he 
encountered a small crowd gathered helplessly around the figure of a man 
writhing on the filthy concrete floor in full seizure. Suddenly, a stranger pushed 
his way through the crowd and knelt down astride the fallen man. With swift, 
experienced movements, he took off his jacket, balled it up and inserted it 
between the man’s head and the floor. Then, he gently but firmly held his head 
to keep it from thrashing about. 

As the seizure began to subside, the crowd melted away. But Campolo stayed 
behind to commend the stranger for his quick and tender response to the sick 
man's needs. The stranger shook his head and said it was nothing. Campolo 
insisted that it had been something really marvelous, at which point the 
stranger shook his head again and began to unfold this tale.

“You see, Mister, Bill here was in a helicopter with me when we were shot 
down. The shrapnel tore Bill’s back and shoulders up and both of my legs were 
broken. We waited and waited, but no rescue came. I couldn't walk and was 
bleeding to death, so I told Bill to get out without me. Instead, he picked me 
up on those ravaged shoulders of his. He carried me through hell to safety. 
Years later I got a letter telling me he was sick with this condition and getting 
worse. So I quit my job, sold my house, and came to serve him. ‘Cause, mister, 
after what this brother did for me, there's nothing I wouldn't do for him.” 

Do you realize that YOU have a brother like that? Do you understand that 
Someone once hoisted your sins and the weight of this broken world upon his 
ravaged shoulders? Do you get it that he counted it worth the cost to carry our 
burdens all the way to the cross that we might be saved? The Macedonians got 
this. The Corinthians needed to. And so St. Paul puts it in these words: “You 
know the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, that though he was rich, yet 
for your sakes he became poor, so that you through his poverty might 
become rich” (2 Cor 8:9).

Tell me that hearing these stories stimulates some kind of a response. Because, 
at the end of the day, generosity is simply the natural response of those who 
understand what God has done. And if our heart is not generous in serving 
needs, then it just doesn’t yet get it.

Please pray with me…

SUMMARY: Generosity is…
The act of giving even beyond one’s ability
The path to joy
A behavior that sometimes requires coaxing



A reliable test of the love we profess
The overflow of grace received
The natural response to what God has done
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