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Galatians 5:22-25
22(...) The fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, generosity,
faithfulness, 23 gentleness, and self-control. There is no law against such things.

Plump, red strawberries. Blackberries straight off the bush. A juicy peach. Blueberries by

the bucketful. A cold slice of watermelon on a hot day. If you like fresh fruit, Ohio is a great
place to be this time of year. And you don’t have to go far in northeast Ohio to find an orchard
or a farm stand.

Given the joy and freshness of summer fruit, we thought it would be a great time to

explore other fruit — the fruit of the Spirit. Paul names the fruit of the Spirit in the fifth chapter
of his letter to the Galatians, urging them to embrace life in the Spirit and experience fully the
joy of following Christ. He describes the Spirit life using nine characteristics: love, joy, peace,
patience, kindness, generosity, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control. Paul calls them the
“Fruit of the Spirit.” Today, we’ll look more closely at generosity and faithfulness.

But before we get into it, I should say something about this particular version of the fruit of the
spirit. If you learned this passage somewhere along the way, this part of the list might sound a
little different to you. Most Bible translations name the sixth fruit as goodness, not generosity. In
fact, only a handful list it as generosity, one of which is the New Revised Standard Version that
we use most frequently at Church of the Saviour. If you’ll permit a bit of biblical nerdery, this is
worth a moment to explain.

The Greek word is agathosyné, a word Paul used in his letters that does not

appear anywhere in surviving secular Greek writings. Paul was apparently fond of doing such
things, since his letters frequently use words found sparingly if at all in writings by

others. Agathosyné is derived from the root word agathos, which means “good,” hence the
rendering as “goodness” in most translations. But good can mean multiple things, in English and
in Greek. It can be a valuative term, like what constitutes good fruit — a juicy peach versus a
mealy one, a watermelon that is red and sweet versus one that is pale and flavorless. In that
definition, “good” is subjective; there are things I might find to be good that others do not, like
bleu cheese or cilantro. “Good” can also refer to a moral valuation, like the distinction between
good and evil. Jesus used the term agathos this way several times, as in the Sermon on the
Mount when he said that God makes the sun to rise on the evil and the good. But agathos can
also mean beneficence, like in the parable of the landowner who defended his decision to give
bonus wages to the workers who showed up at the end of the day: “Do I not have the right to be
generous?” The Greek word translated as generous is...you guessed it: agathos.

When we’re talking about the fruit of the Spirit, we’re talking about characteristics that become
manifest in the way we live our lives, not a valuative measure of the person’s inherent worth. In
that case, it is more helpful to think of active goodness — the kind of goodness that shows



up in our behaviors and outward actions. So the latter implication of agathosyné makes sense:
generosity. We demonstrate the goodness that comes from the Holy Spirit in the way we give of
ourselves to God and to others.

In 2019, with the changes going on in the world and in the United Methodist Church
specifically, the leadership board of Church of the Saviour decided to revamp our approach

to giving and the way we talk about it. After all, giving is a key component of how we
understand what it means to be a follower of Jesus, one of the five essential practices of
faithful discipleship we strive to follow: worship, grow, serve, give, and invite. We began to
work with Horizons Stewardship to help us take a deeper dive into how and why people give so
that we could better meet people where they are and shape our culture of giving.

Among the fourteen recommendations they offered was to change the name of the team charged
with communicating about giving and running our annual funding campaign. Instead of referring
to them as the “Stewardship” Team, Horizons suggested we call them

the “Generosity” Team (funny suggestion from a consultant literally with the word
“stewardship” in its name). That recommendation was based on their research and market-driven
data on cultural shifts in language and people’s responses to specific words.

Some of us who have been around the church for a while weren’t sure about

that change. Stewardship doesn’t mean the same thing as generosity. It’s a more nuanced
concept about responsibility for overseeing things that don’t belong to us, using them well,

and safeguarding them for the future. Our faith teaches us that nothing that we have is truly our
own. God has given us everything — our gifts, our abilities, our relationships, even life

itself. There is a hymn we sometimes sing that refers to God as the “gracious donor of our days”
— a powerful reminder that all we have comes from God. We lose something essential if

we overlook our call to be stewards. We stand on the shoulders of all who have come before

us, stewarding our building, our resources, our mission, and our ministry in this community and
around the world. And we stand among a great cloud of witnesses who lived and

shaped our faith over centuries, the faith that forms us as disciples today and passes that legacy
on.

Besides that, when we consider God’s generosity toward us, anything we do to be generous
ourselves pales in comparison. God created everything that is. All that we have and all that we
are, we owe to God. God even offered Godself, coming to us in Jesus as an act of boundless
love. How could we ever consider ourselves “generous” in light of God’s extravagant generosity
toward us? It feels somehow less grateful to call ourselves generous.

But we aren’t expected to be generous by the same measure as God. How could we be? We are,
however, called to be generous within our capacity — generous toward God and toward others.
We are generous because God has been generous to us. In our “me first” world, even small acts
of generosity are counter-cultural. Why would we give to the church, to a food pantry, to a
mission halfway around the world to people we’ll never meet? I mean, think what you could do
with that money if you kept it for yourself. And if we’re supposed to give, how much

is enough? What amount fulfills my obligation...or maybe goes just a little bit beyond that? But
when we consider God’s generosity toward us, when we remember that Christ gave his life for



us, we are inspired to do more than the minimum. We have been blessed to be a
blessing. Because God is generous toward us, we are moved to be generous in turn.

While we can never be as generous as God, our generosity toward God and toward
others reflects the change in us that comes from the Spirit and our faith in Jesus Christ. Because
of our faith, and because we appreciate how blessed we are, we share generously with others.

Of course, it would be easy to think of generosity as a response to God and hear it as just another
requirement. But God’s generosity is not transactional. We don’t “get” because we give.

God doesn’t work that way. We aren’t promised that generosity will get us something in

return. God’s giving knows no ending. We give because our hearts are moved to be generous.

We do, of course, get something when we give; it just isn’t a special blessing or privilege. When
we are generous, we release the grip we tend to hold on our possessions. We live in a world with
a scarcity mindset, the belief that there is never enough. We are conditioned to think there is
never enough — never enough money, enough time, enough security, enough love. But
generosity helps us to discover the “enough-ness” of life.

Seth Godin is a marketing expert and prolific author. He maintains a daily

blog and recently made his 10,000th post. One particular post a decade

ago caught widespread attention. It was only a few sentences, but it landed with more resonance
than a dissertation.

Here's conventional wisdom:

Success makes you happy. Happiness permits you to be generous.

In fact, it actually works like this:

Generosity makes you happy. Happy people are more likely to be successfil.’

Incidentally, we ultimately decided to call our team “Generosity and Stewardship.” We were
moved by reflecting on the richness of generosity as an inspiration, but also wanted to retain our
identity as stewards of what God entrusts to us. But generosity is more than just a term or a
concept. It is a fruit of the Spirit, evidence of the transformation that happens when the Holy
Spirit is at work in us and through us.

In that way, generosity is related to faithfulness. Faithfulness isn’t so much about what we
believe as it is about how we live because of what we believe. It is faith in action. The difference
between “faith” and “faithfulness” is subject and object. We might say that faith means that I
trust God; faithfulness means that God can trust me.

Believing is important. But if we would be disciples, we must do more than believe. It is good to
be a believer in Jesus; it is better to be a follower of Jesus. Faithfulness is measured in fidelity —
doing what Jesus taught us to do. Jesus said the greatest commandment is to love God and love
others. We strive to live the way he lived and taught us to live — with compassion, conviction,
and commitment. We commit ourselves to carry on his work to bring hope and healing in this
world and to point the way to God. Living a life of discipleship, of fidelity to Christ, is a
demonstration of faithfulness.



We want to be faithful, but it’s not as easy as it sounds. There is a lot of competition for our
loyalty. And, if we’re honest, we aren’t great at remaining faithful to Christ. At times, we’re all
guilty of kneeling at the altars of success, acceptance, the market, political ideology. The truth is
that we cannot do it alone. Faithfulness is a fruit of the Spirit because we need the Holy Spirit

to transform us and help us become more faithful followers of Jesus.

Faithfulness and generosity go hand-in-hand. We can never be as generous as God, but our
faith in God and our desire to be faithful lead us to be more generous toward God and toward
those God loves. We demonstrate our faithfulness by being more generous with our love, with
our actions, and with our resources.

When our children were little, knew that we wanted to teach them to swim. I remember those
days fondly, the smell of chlorine and happy voices. They would stand on the side, their toes
right at the edge of the pool, both excited and scared at the same time. Jenn or I would be in the
water, holding out our arms and offering words of encouragement and assurance. “You can do
it. Don’t worry. I’ll catch you.”

If you ask a child on the edge of a pool if they believe that their parents will catch them,

they likely will say that they do. But they don’t really #7ust until they jump. When it comes to
faith, I don’t want just to believe. I want to be the kind of disciple who jumps. But I know my
flaws and my limits. And I recognize that I can’t be that kind of disciple without the Spirit’s
help.

There are certainly examples of people who give of themselves in acts of service without
claiming a religious motive. And there is a great deal of philanthropy completely unrelated to
any particular faith tradition. I’'m not implying that only Christians can be generous or
trustworthy. But one of the measures of whether we are living in the Spirit is evidence of the
fruits of the Spirit. The question is not whether one can be generous or trustworthy without faith.
The point is that life in the Spirit produces fruit that includes generosity and faithfulness. When
we live in the Spirit, our lives will exhibit the fruit of the Spirit at work within us.

Over the next few weeks, enjoy the harvest God provides us in northeast Ohio. Visit a farm
stand. Stop by an orchard. Savor the sweetness that we are so privileged to enjoy. Let the fruit of
the earth remind you of the fruit you are called to bear — spiritual fruit that reflects the Spirit that
is at work in you. With the Spirit’s help, we can live the life to which Jesus called us. With the
Spirit’s help, we can put others first. With the Spirit’s help, we can devote ourselves to God and
God’s work. And with the Spirit’s help, we can bear fruit that is worthy of the Gospel. May it be
so. Amen.
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