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In our sermons through the month of October we are thinking about the importance and the 

difficulty of saying ‘yes’ to God, taking those critical steps which are absolutely necessary for 

becoming the people as individuals and as a church that God created us to be, and through Jesus 

Christ has redeemed us to be.  

In a story that Jesus told that we call the Parable of the Sower, Jesus speaks of our lives in 

two different ways. On the one hand he says our lives can be like a hard path, or like rocky 

ground, or like a field that is filled with weeds. On the other hand, he says, our lives can be like 

good soil, that produces a bumper crop, a bumper harvest that is fruitful in abundance. In telling 

the story, quite clearly Jesus is saying to us that God wants, in fact is passionate about our lives 

being like the good soil. This is what God made us for. This is what Christ redeems us for: to be 

like good soil which produces fruit in abundance; a fruitful life and effective life; a productive 

life; and, ultimately Jesus says in the Beatitudes in the Sermon on the Mount (Mathew 5) – a 

happy life, a blessed life; a life, in the words of Frederick Buechner, where God's deep gladness 

rests and abides.  

But to get there, to become good soil, to be that kind of person who is fruitful and effective 

and productive – well it's not always easy.  

To begin with you have to really believe that God's path as revealed for is in Scripture is in 

fact the right path to follow, the best path to follow in a world in which we can flip the channels 

in all kinds of different directions and choose all kinds of different paths, some more traveled 

some less traveled than others. We have to believe that God’s path is the best path to follow in 
order to say ‘yes’ to God. But even then, when we believe it's the best path, it’s not always easy 
to say ‘yes.’ For most of us at least. For some people, it’s important to remember, it’s the other 

way around: it’s hard to say “no!” . . . at any time! Some people find it far easier to ‘yes’ to 

something or to someone (even to the wrong something or someone!) than to say ‘no.’  

When I was growing up, for example, I remember a person who lived near us who said ‘yes’ 
to just about everybody who came into sight! Maybe you know somebody like that, or you felt 

like that yourself: saying ‘yes’ to everybody who came into sight because saying ‘no’ felt 
uncomfortable. In this case, though, these ‘yeses’ were all too often at the expense of her own 
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family. Sometimes we say ‘yes’ to those we’re closest to, for example, but not long after we 

leave their presence we meet other people we say ‘yes’ to as well, and before we know it, we’ve 
said ‘yes’ to so many people that there's no way we can follow through on all the commitments 

we’ve made! So be default, often without explanation, usually the person closest to us ends up 

getting a ‘no’!  

For such people, the discomfort and pain in saying ‘no’ often springs from fear: we’re afraid 
of upsetting someone, or we’re afraid of disappointing someone, or of not pleasing someone 

important to us in some way.  

So there can be a ‘yes’ which is instinctive, often born out of fear, in which we say “yes, 
sure, of course” – but it’s skin deep; it does not mean much. Whereas the ‘yes’ that I want us to 

think about today, and that we’ve been thinking about in this series is a far more serious ‘yes’ 
than that. It's a ‘yes’ not born out of anxiety or fear but born out of prayer and of thoughtfulness, 

born out of time that is set aside in which we truly do sort out our priorities, and think about all 

of life; a ‘yes’ that leads us in a deliberate direction, God's direction, as set before us in Scripture. 

And recently we’ve been looking at some of those ‘scriptural directions’ together, directions that 

Jesus gives us, and gives to us quite clearly.  

For example, Jesus says that we are to say ‘yes’ to God by living lives that reach out to 

others, that have an impact on the lives of others. In the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus speaks 

about our lives being like salt and light, which only really have an impact when there are others 

around us to whom we reach out Salt is what you pour onto something ‘other’ than itself, either 
something which might decay, to preserve its freshness, or on something tasteless to give it taste. 

And we’ve been called to be salt in the world. And then there’s light, which finds its way into 

dark corners, gets around those dark corners, and enables people to see where they're going when 

there seems to be no direction or hope whatsoever. We’re to be light to such people, to reach out 

to such people, says Jesus. This is part of our call and it requires us to be quite deliberate saying 

to ourselves: “This is who I want to be; this is who God wants me to be. I need to say ‘yes’ to 

this call to be salt and light.  

We've also thought about Jesus being quite specific in terms of our need to join our lives to 

others; to say ‘yes’ to God by not going it alone as Christians, but choosing to live out our 

Christian lives in fellowship with others. So we read the story of creation in the book of Genesis, 

and saw that in Genesis 1 everything that God makes is good, until God says in Genesis 2:18 that 

“it is not good for the human being to be alone.” The first bad thing in the created world is to be 

alone. This is statement about our profound need for each other. And it's as if Jesus builds on this 

theme from Genesis when he says in Mathew 18:20 that “wherever two or three are gathered 

together in my name, there I am among you.” He's present, he loves it, when people join their 

lives together in some kind of a group – doesn’t have to be large, could be a small group (“where 
two or three are gathered!”). I will be there in power he says; ready to help you become the kind 

of people I want you to be. But I want to help you in and through your connection with others, 

saying ‘yes’ to God in a very specific way, by intentionally joining our lives to others.  
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And then we come in the third place today to think about saying ‘yes’ to God by living 

generously, by living generous lives – not only with our money, though that is undoubtedly 

involved: Jesus speaks more about money than just about any other subject – as a way of life, a 

commitment far broader than our finances, that affects who we are and what we do in all kinds of 

ways.  

In 1994, Ben Gill wrote a book called The Joy of Giving. Ben is the founder of an 

organization, RSI, which helps churches raise money for all kinds of different projects. He 

begins his book like this:  

My life has been spent helping people learn the gift of giving. After 25 years in this 

pursuit one fact has become increasingly clear and this is what he says: the happiest 

people on earth are the people who learn the joy of giving. I say that after having seen it 

experienced by thousands of people in thousands of ways. 

 So he says of the very wealthy: I heard it in the voice of a businessman in Atlanta 

who had made a commitment to give $1 million to help build a new sanctuary for his 

church. He later told me that nothing he had ever done in his life had meant as much 

to him as that decision to stretch himself in the giving process.  

 And then with the very poor: I saw it in the face of an elderly woman in Dallas who 

had just decided to take a Saturday job in order to be able to give to her church. The 

tremendous joy of that decision was evident in her eyes as she told of it to others.  

 And then with those struggling in the middle, he goes back to the model set for him 

by his mother: Over the years I've come to appreciate more and more the model of 

generosity set for me by my mother. My father passed away when I was less than a 

year old and my mother with two young sons set out to make a life for us she tilled 

the soil of an Arkansas farm to scratch out a living when I became ill with asthma she 

moved us to New Mexico and worked for the atomic lab at Los Alamos. Through all 

of this she taught us to give. We went to church and we were expected to put our 

nickel or dime in the offering envelope but the lessons also carried over into the 

world around us. No one in need was ever turned away from our door giving was a 

way of life in the Gill household. And I thank her for setting that example a model of 

generosity.  

How easy it would've been for Ben Gill's mother to become a different person from the one 

she became, to turn inward focusing on herself, instead of outward; how east to have been filled 

with self-pity instead of generosity, to feel that life had given her a raw deal, and to say “I’m 
going to take everything that comes my way, I’ve paid the price, and my task is to grab for more, 

not to keep on giving.” But she didn't do that. Instead she left her sons a legacy that nothing 

could take away that, at the least, impacted her son Ben's life forever. She left a legacy, a model 

of being generous, an image that he could never get out of his mind that powerfully influenced 

his life and the thousands of other lives he in turn has influenced.  

The model that Jesus leaves for us in the story that he tells of the Good Samaritan is surely 

meant to influence and impact our lives in precisely that kind of a way in a transformative kind 

of a way. Many of us may know the story but let me to set the scene once again. 



4 

A man sets out on a journey his traveling on the way from the city of 

Jerusalem all the way down toward the Dead Sea and the city of Jericho, about 17 

miles downhill, through a wild, hilly, deserted desert place. And there are robbers 

and thieves in the hills who beat up on this man and leave him at the side of the 

road, either dead or about to die. A couple of religious people go by, a priest and a 

Levite. They had been up in Jerusalem, probably fulfilling their duties on rotation 

in the temple. In some senses, they might feel like we do on our way home from 

church on a Sunday afternoon. We’ve worshipped God! We’ve experienced 
mercy! We feel good and we want to get home as soon as possible. Then we see 

this person in need, or dead . . . and we don’t lift a finger to help! They pass by on 

the other side of the road. Their spirit may feel good but their lives have not been 

transformed by the worship that they've experienced.  

But somebody else comes along. Jesus says he's a Samaritan. That means he’s 
from the north of Israel and he worships God at a place called Mt. Gerizim, not in 

Jerusalem. This distinction may seem trivial to us – but it’s no different from 
catholic and Protestant, or Sunni and Shia. To faithful Jews he’s a bit of a heretic, 

not the right kind of person; in fact the kind of person one might stereotype as a 

bad role model! But Jesus, stunningly, says that he is the one who does the right 

thing. He does absolutely the right thing. And Jesus describes this man and his 

actions with obvious admiration. When this Samaritan sees the man lying at the 

side of the road as if dead, Jesus says  

1. He was moved with pity and went to him.  

2. He bandaged his wounds.  

3. He poured oil and wine on them.  

4. He put him on his own animal.  

5. He brought him to an inn.  

6. He took care of him.  

7. The next day he took out two denarii (that’s two day's wages probably around $250) 

and gave them to the innkeeper and said ‘Take care of him and when I come back I 

will repay you whatever you spend.’  

This is a powerful list of actions that speaks of time and resources and, yes, money! The last 

statement clearly has to do with money and points to an act of enormous generosity. To the 

innkeeper the Samaritan says, “Here is what I have in my pocket. Here it is. Take it and use it. 

And if there's anything more I'll be back again and you can charge me for it. Do whatever it 

takes to help this man.” It’s like giving the innkeeper his credit card and saying “I trust you. Use 

it to the max if you need to use it. It is all yours.”  

So there is this huge act of financial generosity within Jesus’ story the Good Samaritan. But 

it's not just financial generosity that’s involved in his giving at this particular time. It goes far 

beyond that. He is generous in all kinds of ways not just financial.  
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1. So that when he sees the man “he is moved with pity.” He gives to the man in need his 

emotion. He is generous with his emotion. 

2. He “went to him.” He gives to the man in need his time, his schedule and his will. He is 

generous with his future! 

3. He “bandaged his wounds.” My guess is that he doesn't have bandages with him (who 

would?) Rather he has some clothes with him which he rips up in order to make the bandages 

that are needed. He is generous with his possessions, with the garments that he has.  

4. He “pours oil and wine on the wounds.” The oil and wine are clearly part of his personal 

provisions for this journey, but he shares them freely for this medical use.  

5. He puts the man on his own animal. Presumably the Samaritan is now walking, using his 

own energy while this man in need is on his “vehicle,” on his animal heading on his way. He 

is generous with transportation and energy. 

6. He brings him to an inn. He thinks about what the best place is for this person. He takes care 

of him. He gives to him his mind, his problem solving ability, as well as his time.  

7. And only then after all of these things does money enter into the picture. The next day he 

takes out two day's wages gives them to the innkeeper and says take care of him and when I 

come back – his integrity is on the line here – I will repay you whatever more you spend. 

So this person is not only generous with his money but he has a generous spirit. It’s there in 
the very fabric of his being. Not only generous giving but generous living, built into the very 

fabric of his being, involving, his integrity and his time, his thought and his energy, his food and 

his clothing, and even his mind and emotions. The Samaritan’s actions form quite a list when 

you read them in detail, quite a challenge; leaving us asking how in the world can we even begin 

to do this. How can we (in some measure at least) become like this Samaritan, living generous 

lives, embracing generous giving as well as generous living as a whole?  

If we went back to Ben Gill, no doubt he would say that if we are going to live generously 

like this, we will learn to do so primarily from generous role models, from people whose lives 

lead me to say “that's who I want to be like people!” From people like his mother who leave a 

mark or an impression on us, and who create the sense that if they can live like that, then so we 

can too. : I’ve seen it done and this is who I want to be like.  

In my life, God has given me a model precisely like this. When I first came to this country 

from Scotland, I was 19 years of age and was an exchange student in Schenectady, upstate New 

York. Fairly quickly, I found my way into a church which literally changed my life. This church, 

First Presbyterian, was one in which there were lots of people who had said ‘yes’ to God, 

repeatedly, in all kinds of ways, but especially with their money. There were many of them who 

were what we would call tithers. They gave at least 1/10th of what they had to God, not because 

they had to, not because it was a biblical law (though it was for ancient Israel) but because they 

wanted to. And it transformed the whole ministry and mission of that congregation and impacted 

me a few years later when I felt God's call through that congregation to enter the ministry. At 

that time they said that when I went to seminary they would “take care of me” – they would pay 
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for every nickel and dime of my seminary training. And they did it. They were so generous, in 

fact, that they gave me enough money to buy my theological library before I entered the 

ministry. They were so generous in fact that there was money left over after I’d bought 
everything that I needed, that I was able to write a check and send them back some of the money 

that they had given to me. The more I think about it the more time separates me from that 

situation, the more remarkable that period of time and that experience was. That I was assigned 

an exchange in Schenectady. That I found that church. That I was changed by the transforming 

power of their generosity. A generosity I realized over time, that wasn't just about money. They 

were generous with their time. They were especially generous with their passion to mentor 

young students like me; to take our lives and give them a sense of direction, and show them what 

it would mean for Jesus Christ to be at the center of our lives, to say ‘yes’ to him throughout 

life's journey. These adults I met in Schenectady were ahead of me on the Christian path and 

their generous ‘yes’ could be seen visibly.  

I myself may not be too far down the path of generosity but this much I know: that because 

of their ‘yes’ to my life and to the life of my wife, there has been a deliberate ‘yes’ from that 

time to this, to make giving to our church, the church we serve, an integral part of our budget that 

we will not change. So we began to tithe, to give one 10th back to God when we were in very 

small churches before the children came, and continued when our children were growing up, and 

when the bills came in for college. This was a matter of deciding who we wanted to be, and who 

we believed God would be as our provider – we wanted not only to please God, but to be like the 

people we admired and who had blessed us. 

I'm so grateful that Ben Gill has this example in his life of his mother and that God has given 

me this example in my life of a church in which this was manifest. I would suspect that for you, 

too, there is somebody who may fulfill that role. Think long and hard. Whether it's with money 

or in some other aspect of generosity: someone about whom you would say “They live a 

generous life and this is the kind of life I would like to live. They are to me an example of the 

Good Samaritan in practice and it can be done.” But I would also add this – that if you search 

long and hard and you can't find that mentor, your Good Samaritan role model, then, I can find 

that person for you!! In fact that person exists for every single one of us and is none other than 

our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ – God's Good Samaritan for every single one of us.  

This is what we call Reformation Sunday. One of the central beliefs that we affirm in our 

Reformed and Presbyterian churches is that we cannot save ourselves; rather, we are like the man 

beaten up by thieves: we’re the person lying on the side of the road wounded, but through our 

own fault, our own choice, our own sin. We are, in fact, so wounded and weak that we cannot 

pick ourselves up by ourselves, unless somebody comes our way to help us. Indeed we are in 

such trouble with God because of our sin that even if we tried our hardest to pick ourselves up, to 

be good, we would fail; even our small successes are contaminated by pride, which makes things 

worse rather than better. We deserve God's judgment. But we cannot face God's judgment and 
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escape from it, unless somebody comes along who will pick us up and bear that judgment for us. 

Without that help our lives are lost.  

But, despite this bad news, what we believe is this: that God has sent into the world 

somebody who comes our way, like Ben Gill’s mother, like the church in Schenectady, someone 

or someones who say “Listen, let me pick up the tab. I’ll take care of all of it. Actually 

everything that you owe to God I will take care of, and pay it in full.” Not just our education 

(which was at stake for me) but our eternal salvation, so that we might have a relationship with 

God, know the God who created us and redeemed us, in a bond that nothing can tear apart a 

relationship with God that passes through life and death and on into eternity.  

The one who has done this for us is none other than the man Martin Luther speaks about in 

his great hymn, “A Mighty Fortress is Our God”: the “right man on our side” is our Lord and 

Savior Jesus Christ, God the eternal son, who steps into our lives and with an act of enormous 

generosity lives and dies for you and me, bearing all of the punishment that we are due, for every 

sin we have ever committed and will ever commit; “He has fully paid,” says the Heidelberg 
Catechism, “for all our sins.”  

If there is a verse of Scripture which describes this generosity more succinctly than any other 

verse it is the verse that we read in 2 Corinthians 8:9. It describes the generous act of our Lord 

Jesus Christ, the quintessential ‘Good Samaritan,’ on your behalf and mine, like this:  

“You all know the generous act of our Lord Jesus Christ” [The word in Greek 

for “generous act’ here is actually the word charis and charis also means grace. In 

fact grace and generosity are the same word.] You all know the generous act of 

our Lord Jesus Christ that though he was rich [rich meaning that he lived in 

heaven eternally, didn't have to leave heaven, had no need of anything outside of 

his eternal existence to be happy] yet for our sakes he became poor [He 

experienced real poverty: he entered our world born in a manger, lived as a 

peasant, died an excruciating death on the cross], so that by his poverty [his 

incarnation, his life, his death] we might become rich [we might enter into a 

relationship with our Creator and redeeming God that nothing, nothing could tear 

us apart from].  

It’s Jesus generous act of self-giving his unequivocal ‘yes’ to God, his unequivocal ‘yes’ to 

us, that is always the most basic basis of our response to God. If we say ‘yes’ to God it is 

because God said ‘yes’ to us first. We don't say ‘yes’ to God in order to earn God's favor; but we 

say ‘yes’ to God because, unsolicited, God has been and always will be generous to us in Jesus 

Christ. It is his act of generosity which sets for us the example of ‘yes’ that we are to follow. He 

reaches out to us; he joins his life together with your life and mine. He gives to us a gift of 

generosity that nothing can ever repay. And he says to us “Here's where life is to be found. This 

is where fruitfulness is to be found. This is the life of the good soil, the life of God's deep 

gladness in your life. Look at me; focus your eyes on me, follow this path and become like me.”  
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Friends, don't ever forget it. Don't let this generosity of Jesus – or of other role models – out 

of your sight, for in this path you will find life in all its abundance, an abundance that comes 

from God and that has been given to us in order to share with others. No greater happiness is to 

be found than this way of life; no life more fruitfulness or effectiveness than in the life of saying 

‘yes’ to God who in Jesus Christ has said ‘yes’ to you and me. 
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