      “THE LOST BEATITUDE”

       (Acts 20:35)

“Remember the words of the Lord Jesus, how he said, It is more blessed to give than to receive.”
This verse contains the only saying of Jesus found in the Bible outside the four Gospels.  The saying is in the form of a beatitude, which means that it contains the word, “blessed.”  The Bible is a book of beatitudes.  Some form of the word “bless” occurs over 600 times in the Bible, and there are well over 100 beatitudes, verses that begin with the word “blessed.”  The Book of Psalms begins with a beatitude, and the longest chapter in the Bible, Psalm 119, opens with a beatitude.  The greatest sermon ever preached, the Sermon on the Mount, begins with eight beatitudes.  There are seven beatitudes in the last book of the Bible, and two in the last chapter.  So we are fully justified in calling this book “the blessed Book,” because it is a book of beatitudes, a book of blessing.

When we find any beatitude in the Bible, we ought to dwell in it for a long time.  The word “blessed” gathers up into itself the sum total of desirable life.  Among all the beatitudes of this blessed Book, this beatitude stands supreme.  This beatitude is the very spiritual source and center of the Bible.  If you were asked to name the central verse of the Bible, most of you would name John 3:16.  However, as glorious as that verse is, it is not the central verse.  It is a derived verse; it springs from something deeper.  This beatitude is behind John 3:16, as the reason for it.  This verse lies at the heart of all of God’s wonderful works.  We can be grateful to God that Paul rescued this “lost beatitude” from the realm of oblivion and preserved it for us today.  As we begin our stewardship emphasis, I am asking you to explore its meaning with me today.

        I.  GETTING IS A BLESSED THING


The first truth in this lost beatitude is that receiving, or getting, is a blessed thing.  Jesus did not say in this verse that there is no blessedness or joy in receiving.  Experience tells us that there is great joy in receiving.

Let us not discount this truth: there is happiness and joy in receiving.  Now, when I discovered this suggestion in this verse, I felt comforted, because there is something in me that delights to receive things.  And this is true of every normal person.  Jesus Himself expressed joy when He received the love and trust of His disciples.  And one of the greatest books of the New Testament, the book of Philippians, was written by Paul to express his joy and appreciation for a gift the Philippian Christians had sent to him.  We have all been receivers all of our lives, and we know something of the joy of it.  In fact, we live physically by what we receive from God’s earth, and air, and water, and sunshine.  We couldn’t live apart from receiving.  In I Corinthians 4:7, the Bible asks this question: “What do you have that you did not receive?  and if you received it, why do you boast, as if you had not received it?”  The heritage we enjoy, the health we have, the freedom that is ours, the prosperity of our country — all of these things are received.  Furthermore, all the spiritual benefits we have are received as gifts from God.  In Ephesians 1:3, the Bible says, “God has blessed us with all spiritual blessings in heavenly places in Christ Jesus.”  Our very salvation is received as a free gift from God.

Romans 6:23 says, “The gift of God is eternal life through Jesus Christ our Lord.”  We are compelled to live before God, dependent upon His mercy, grace, and resources; therefore, there is a blessedness in receiving.

However, that which God intended as a blessing to man — the ability to receive — may be perverted into a great curse.  Because of man’s selfishness, it is easy to make receiving an end in itself.  Many people think that receiving and possessing things is the chief goal in life, and will bring happiness.  Many measure every idea, hour, event, transaction, and friendship in terms of what they can get out of it.  And the more they get the more they want.  Now, in this word of Jesus, there is a clear suggestion that something is lacking in the life of the person who is always on the receiving end.  In multitudes of individual lives, the American eagle on our money has been turned into a vulture that destroys because of our worship of the almighty dollar.  When receiving is not balanced by giving, our lives become like the Dead Sea — all inlet, and not outlet, therefore morally and spiritually stagnant and dead.  Thomas Gibbons was right when he wrote:

        “That man may last, but he never lives, Who much receives, but nothing gives;

          Whom none can love, and none can thank, He is creation’s blot, and creation’s blank.”

Another poet echoes Gibbons’ sentiment when he wrote:

      “There are many who creep Into the world to eat and sleep

                    And know no reason why they’re born Except to consume the corn,

                    Devour the cattle, the flock and fish And leave behind an empty dish.”

What a terrible testimony of man’s sinfulness — that he takes the great, God-given ability to receive and perverts it into a means to feed his own selfishness, and never balances his receiving by giving!  Jesus acknowledges that there is a blessedness in receiving, but He warns that it may become life’s greatest curse.

          II.  GIVING IS A BETTER THING

The second truth in this lost beatitude is that giving is more blessed than receiving.  Giving is a better thing that getting.  “It is more blessed to give than to receive.”  Or, as the Williams Translation has it, “It makes one happier to give than to get.”  This is one of the most beautiful verses in the Bible, but it is also probably the most disbelieved verse in the Bible.  This disbelief springs from the very center of man’s sin, his inverted ego, his selfishness.  Do you believe these words?  Most people don’t.  Many of us feel like the man who said, “It may be more blessed to give than to receive, but receiving is good enough for me.”  If you could check the giving records of Christians,  you would know that only part of us believe this verse, and those who believe it often believe it only part of the time.  Now, Jesus did not say, “It is more natural to give than to receive.”  He knows our hearts better than we do.  He knows that selfishness is the besetting sin of every one of us.  So He says, “It is more blessed to give than to receive.”  Is this really true?  In what ways?

It is true because giving transforms our receiving from a curse into a blessing.  If we do not give our receiving is a positive curse.  

You may remember the story of the magic vest.  It was a wonderful garment.  All one had to do was to put it on and make a wish to have the wish come true.  But there was one disadvantage — every time the wearer made a selfish wish the vest drew up a bit and became a little more binding and uncomfortable.  But the wearer of the magic garment refused to be warned.  He kept on wishing for things only for himself until by and by he was choked to death, choked by the deadly tragedy — getting without giving.  Getters build no churches — but givers do.  Getters launch no crusades for righteousness — but givers do.  Getters build no hospitals, establish no orphanages, endow no colleges, set up on foundations — but givers do.  It is giving that transforms our receiving into a blessing.

Then, giving rescues us from the suicide of selfishness.  The man who refuses to give refuses to live.  We can no more ignore this truth than we can ignore the law of gravity.  Look into your own heart, into your own home; look abroad into your world.  If you do this with open eyes, you will know that every man who is living a self-centered life is not in the truest sense living at all.  When a milk cow is not allowed to give milk, she goes dry, and the life of many a Christian who does not give has become like that cow — dull and dry.  

“It is more blessed to give than to receive” because giving makes us capable of receiving in the truest sense.  A hand that will not open to give cannot possibly receive.  God cannot put anything into a closed fist.  We were born with our fists closed; unless we learn to open them to give, we can never open them to receive the great gifts of God.

Did you ever call out loudly in a place where there was a loud echo?  You can get any reply you want in a place like that.  If you speak kindly, you will receive a kind answer.  If you speak harshly, you will receive a harsh answer.  Life is like that.  Life is an echo.  Generally speaking, we get just what we give.  If you say bitterly, “This is a cruel world — nobody every did me a kindness,” that is another way of saying, “I have lived in a needy world and have never done a kindness to any human soul.”  Generally speaking, if we give the world the best we have, the best will come back to us.  Jesus was speaking quite literally when He said, “It makes one happier to give than to get.”

     III.  GIVING IS THE BEST WAY OF LIFE

This lost beatitude clearly indicates that the way of giving is preferable to the way of receiving.  It indicates that giving is the best way of life.
The giving way is heaven’s way of life — God’s way.  He gave us everything we have, and everything He gave to us keeps on giving.  Consider the sun, the air, the earth, the trees, the birds, the beasts and flowers.  They all give in abundance.  They are God’s gifts to us.  John Henry Jowett said, “God is love and giving is the language of love.  Indeed, it has no other language.”  John 3:16 says, “God so loved the world that He gave His only begotten Son.”  In the giving of Himself God realized His own greatest joy and highest glory.

The giving way is Jesus’ way of life.  The words of his verse take on larger significance and are the more meaningful, as the words of Jesus.  This verse is a transcript of Jesus’ own life.  He had a right to speak these words.  It was the “voice of experience” talking.  He knew all about getting just as He knew all about giving.  He had received — from eternity He had received — as no other ever received.  And Jesus had given.  Matthew 20:28 says, “The Son of Man came . . . to give His Life a ransom for many.”  He knew all about receiving and He knew all about giving.  He put the two things in the scales over against each other, and stood back, and said, “This one, giving, is bigger and better and more Divine than getting.”

The giving way is the Christian way of life.  In order to become a Christian, you give your heart to Christ.  As a disciple, you give your life to Him as a vehicle for His service.  The Christian life is a life of giving of self to the cause of Christ.  In His portrayal of the Last Judgment in Matthew 25, Jesus describes those who are the “blessed of my Father” as those who fed the hungry, gave drink to the thirsty, clothed the naked, ministered to the sick, and visited those in prison.  The Christian life is the way of giving.  The poet said:

                                         “‘Giving is living,’ the angel said, 

                                           ‘Go feed to the hungry sweet charity’s bread.’                               

                                           ‘And must I keep giving and giving again?’ 

                                            My selfish and querilous answer ran — 

                                           ‘Oh, no,’ said the angel, her eyes piercing me through,

                                           ‘Just give till the Master stops giving to you.”
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