
2 Corinthians 8:9

This thought appeared in my mind as I was walking 
and musing: “God has given me so much.”

Then I remembered a song by John Prine from his 
last album, before he died in 2020: “When I get to heaven 
/ I’m gonna shake God’s hand / Thank him for more 
blessings than one man can stand.”

When I get to heaven, I’ll have more than enough to 
thank God for. But I have plenty to thank him for now, 
before I get to heaven. Most significantly, of course, God 
has given me his Son, the Lord Jesus Christ.

The next thought that appeared in my mind was a 
question. Now in my sixth decade, I wondered, “What 
remains for me to do?”

If you have received the gift of God’s Son, what 
remains for you to do? The apostle Paul addresses this 
question in 2 Corinthians 8-9, a passage that features 
one of the most profound expressions of incarnational 
theology in all the Scriptures.

This a Christmas story in one sentence.

2 Corinthians 8:9:

For you know the grace of our Lord Jesus 
Christ, that though he was rich, yet for your 
sake he became poor, so that you by his poverty 
might become rich.

The grace of our Lord

Paul is reminding the Corinthians of what they 
already “know.” Do you know what they know? If you 
know it, Paul is reminding you of what you know so that 
you might appreciate it.

What do we know? We know “the grace of our Lord 
Jesus Christ.” Paul attaches to the name of Jesus the 
highest appellations: “Lord” and “Christ.” The title “Lord” 
means ruler and was sometimes used of God himself. 
The title “Christ,” or “Messiah,” means king.

Our Lord was in fact God, and God became a 
human named Jesus who was the Messiah—the Jewish 
king destined to be the Lord of the whole world: “In the 
beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, 
and the Word was God” (John 1:1).

What, then, is “grace”? Dallas Willard defines it this 
way: “Grace is God acting in our lives to accomplish what 
we can’t accomplish on our own.”1 What does Paul say?

Though he was rich, he became poor

Our Lord was once rich. He was rich in heaven, 
before he became human, in this sense: as the Son of 
God, he enjoyed “glory” with the Father “before the 
world existed” (John 17:5). He enjoyed “equality with 
God”: he was God (Philippians 2:6).

Then he became poor by becoming human. He went 
from being God in heaven to being human on earth: 
“And the Word became flesh and dwelt among us, and 
we have seen his glory, glory as of the only Son from the 
Father, full of grace and truth” (John 1:14). He became 
subject to all manner of human frailties. We can hardly 
imagine what this transition was like for him.

Our advent series, “Things of Earth,” culminates in 
God, who created the earth and became a person of the 
earth.

How did our Lord become human? Did he become 
a fully formed adult? No: “Now the birth of Jesus Christ 
took place in this way. When his mother Mary had been 
betrothed to Joseph, before they came together she was 
found to be with child from the Holy Spirit” (Matthew 
1:18). He became a vulnerable human embryo, entering 
the world in the womb of an unwed woman, not the 
safest of places, then or now. He became one of us by 
entering the body of one of us.

Was he born in the palace of a king? No: “And she 
gave birth to her firstborn son and wrapped him in 
swaddling cloths and laid him in a manger, because there 
was no place for them in the inn” (Luke 2:7).
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Did he live a life of privilege in the manner befitting 
a king? No: “Foxes have holes, and birds of the air have 
nests, but the Son of Man has nowhere to lay his head” 
(Luke 9:58).

Did he die as an old man, surrounded by loved ones, 
after having lived a long and satisfying life? No: “And 
when they came to the place that is called The Skull, 
there they crucified him, and the criminals, one on his 
right and one on his left” (Luke 23:33).

Did his friends stand by him? No: “Then all the 
disciples left him and fled” (Matthew 26:56).

Did his heavenly Father comfort him? No: “‘My God, 
my God, why have you forsaken me?’” (Matthew 27:46)

A rags-to-riches story this is not. On the contrary, 
it’s a riches-to-rags story.

Why? Our Lord, who was rich, became poor. Why?

The cause of his journey

Three words: “for your sake.” Think about that for 
a moment. Think about what our Lord endured in 
becoming poor, from a womb in Nazareth to a cross 
in Jerusalem. He became poor for your sake. He did it 
for you.

The “you” is plural. He became poor for everyone, 
of course, but he became poor for you as much as he 
became poor for anyone else. You cannot experience for 
someone else what he did for us. You can only experience 
for yourself what he did for us—beginning with what 
he did for you.

Mozart’s “Requiem” includes this line: “Remember, 
merciful Jesus / That I am the cause of your journey.” 
Rest assured: he remembers.

Frederick Buechner comments: “Those who believe 
in God can never in a way be sure of him again. Once 
they have seen him in a stable, they can never be sure 
where he will appear, or to what lengths he will go, or 
to what ludicrous depths of self-humiliation he will 
descend in his wild pursuit of mankind.”2

If our Lord became poor so that you might become 
rich, then you must have been poor.

We were poor

Jesus began the Beatitudes with these words: “Blessed 
are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven” 
(Matthew 5:3).

What Jesus is saying, in the language of our day, is 
that the poor in spirit are in a good place. Why are they 
in a good place? Because the kingdom of heaven, also 
called the kingdom of God, has drawn near and is now 
accessible. The king, our Lord Jesus Christ, has come, 
making the kingdom of heaven—the healing, loving rule 
of God—accessible.

It is not good to be poor in spirit. On the contrary, 
it is good to be rich in spirit. But here’s the reality: apart 
from Christ, we’re all poor in spirit. We’re spiritually 
destitute.

Our Lord looked upon your poverty-stricken state 
and decided to do something about it. “It is he who 
remembered us in our low estate, / for his steadfast love 
endures forever” (Psalm 136:23).

The king clothes himself as a beggar and renounces 
his throne to win the hand of his beloved. The beloved—
that’s you.

We become rich

Our Lord became poor to make us rich.

In the movie It’s a Wonderful Life, Clarence the angel 
informs George Bailey, who has lost a lot of money, “We 
don’t use money in heaven.” George responds, “Comes in 
pretty handy down here, bub.” Although money indeed 
can come in handy here, Christ did not come to move 
us into a higher tax bracket. No, he came to make us rich 
in a far more significant way.

If grace is “God acting in our lives to accomplish 
what we can’t accomplish on our own,” we cannot make 
ourselves rich in spirit on our own. For that we need the 
grace of our Lord. 

We become rich “by his poverty”—by means of his 
poverty. Because our Lord became human, born in a 
manger and crucified on a cross, we can become rich in 
the most significant way. The apostles James and John 
contend that some people who are physically poor have 
become spiritually rich (James 2:5, Revelation 2:9).
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To benefit from his poverty, to become rich in spirit, 
we must do as our Lord says: “repent and believe in the 
gospel” (Mark 1:15). The gospel is the good news of 
God’s victory over evil in Jesus Christ, which includes the 
forgiveness of sins for those who confess their sins—their 
spiritual poverty—and give their allegiance to Christ.

By faith, by giving our allegiance to Christ, we 
appropriate his poverty, and he makes us rich. Christ 
is “Lord of all, bestowing his riches on all who call on 
him” (Romans 10:12).

You are either rich or poor. There’s no middle class. 
And if you’re rich, you’re exceedingly rich.

Eternal adventure

How does our Lord make us spiritually rich, or rich 
in Spirit? Most importantly, by giving us the Holy Spirit, 
who, among other things, makes life an adventure—and 
an eternal one at that. After his death, our Lord rises 
from the dead and rises to his heavenly throne, now as 
both God and man. From his heavenly throne, he pours 
out the Holy Spirit on his followers, beginning with the 
Day of Pentecost (Acts 2:33).

Look at the followers of Jesus in the book of Acts. 
They’re living on the edge of their seats and flying by the 
seat of their pants.

Who knows what the Spirit will do this day? If you 
pay attention, he will surely take your breath away with 
his artistry at some point. It might be today. If it’s not 
today, it might be tomorrow. What a way to live!

An old car

My father drove a 1996 Nissan Maxima with more 
than 200,000 miles on it up until his death in May 2021. 
Despite urgings from my brothers and me for him to 
trade it in for a new car, he continued to drive the old 
one. “I don’t want to buy a car that’s going to outlive me,” 
he protested. So, he didn’t.

When he died, I inherited the Nissan (a thing of 
earth!). I didn’t know what to do with it. I dragged my 
heels and put off deciding. I parked the car outside our 
house and didn’t drive it much.

When I came home one day, I saw a ticket affixed to 
the windshield. I had failed to register the car in time. 
Well, that motivated me to start thinking more seriously 
about what to do with the car. Should I sell it? Trade it 
in? Donate it? I began praying about it.

Life is an adventure, right? Who knows what the 
Lord will do?

What remains?

In 2 Corinthians 8-9, Paul is urging the Corinthians to 
finish taking up a collection for the impoverished church 
in Jerusalem. One of the most profound expressions of 
incarnational theology in all the Scriptures appears in a 
much-overlooked and seemingly mundane passage that 
is basically saying, “Well, isn’t it time you finished taking 
up the collection?”3

Tom Wright comments:

When Jesus, for the sake of us all, became poor, we 
became rich; now, when people who follow him are ready 
to put their resources at his disposal, the world and the 
church may benefit, not only from the actual money but 
from the fact that when the Jesus-pattern of dying and 
rising, of riches-to-poverty-to-riches, is acted out, the 
power of the gospel is let loose afresh in the world, and 
the results will be incalculable.4

When was walking and musing, I thought, “God has 
given me so much.” Then I wondered, “What remains 
for me to do?” I came up with a one-word answer, or 
maybe the Spirit gave me a one-word answer.

“Give.”

If God has given me so much, what remains for me 
to do but give to others?

Our Lord said, “You received without paying; give 
without pay” (Matthew 10:8)—or, “Freely you have 
received; freely give” (New International Version).

Give what? Give to whom? Give when?

I don’t always know. But if God has given me so 
much, I think I should be ready to give whatever to 
whomever he sends my way whenever. Who knows what 
the Lord will do this day?

A note from Cody

After getting the ticket, I registered the Nissan. A 
few days later, however, I saw another piece of paper 
affixed to my windshield. I didn’t even want to look at 
it. I left it on the windshield for a for a few days. Finally, 
I removed it and looked.
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To my surprise, it was not another ticket. It was a note. 
It was from someone named Cody, who left his phone 
number and invited me to call him if I was interested in 
selling the car. Well, I had been praying about what to 
do with the car. Perhaps this was an answer.

When I called, a young man answered. How young I 
couldn’t tell, but I figured he was no more than twenty-
five. I described the car, he expressed interest, and we set 
a time to meet. Before hanging up Cody said, “God bless.”

When the time came, Cody’s father Tony came 
to look at the car. He told me that Cody was sixteen, 
just starting to drive, and a follower of Jesus. In fact, 
Tony said, Cody had just finished reading the gospel 
of Matthew. Tony said that he is mechanical and likes 
working on old cars.

According to the Kelley Blue Book, the value of the 
car was $1,500 if I sold it privately, $550 if I traded it in.

I was impressed with Cody, first by his initiative 
to leave a note on the car and second by the way he 
interacted with me on the phone. What sixteen-year-old 
kid says “God bless” to some guy he doesn’t know who’s 
trying to sell him a car?

I decided to offer the car to Cody’s father for $550, 
the trade-in value. Immediately, Tony shook my hand 
and said, “Deal.” He said Cody would be ecstatic.

I didn’t exactly give the car to Cody. Maybe I should 
have. I did, however, give him a significant discount. I 
gave him a discount, however, because I wanted to give 
him something else. I wanted to encourage him in his 
faith.

So, I texted Cody: “Gave your dad a great price 
because I had a good sense about you and you finished 
by saying ‘God bless.’ So I say ‘God bless.’ Drive safe—and 
take it slow.”

He texted me back a heart emoji.

The transaction seemed fitting. My father taught me 
to drive in the car he owned when I was a teenager (just 
a few years before he bought the 1996 Nissan!). Now I 
was passing his car on to a teenage boy. My goodness, 
the Lord is creative!

Watch for opportunities

God has given me so much. He’s given me Christ, 
who makes me rich by giving me the Holy Spirit. What 
remains for me to do?

Give.

God answered my prayer about what to do with the 
car by giving me an opportunity to give, especially by 
encouraging a young man in his faith.

God has given you so much. If you have received the 
gift of God’s Son, you are filthy rich. Stinkin’ rich. You’re 
swimming in it. What remains for you to do?

Give.

Give what? Give to whom? Give when? Watch for 
the opportunities the Lord creates.

Give, and the power of the gospel will be let loose 
afresh in the world. The results will be incalculable.

The wondrous gift

What has God given us? He’s given us our Lord Jesus 
Christ, his Son.

“How silently, how silently / The wondrous gift is 
giv’n.”

“For you know the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, 
that though he was rich, yet for your sake he became 
poor, so that you by his poverty might become rich.”

“O come let us adore him.”

Merry Christmas!
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