
IT’S BETTER TO GIVE THAN TO RECEIVE 
 
 
Here’s something I know for sure. 
 
As good as it is to be loved and encouraged, 
 life is even better when we love and encourage others. 
 
I know this for sure because Jesus taught it 
 and because I have experienced it. 
 
I know for sure that when we rise above selfishness and self-centeredness, 
 when we take the focus off of ourselves and our needs and our problems, 
 and we try to help others, 
I know for sure that’s when we experience the best that life has to offer. 
 
I know for sure that that life is most full only when you become empty of  
  self, 
 that your greatest joys come when you bring joy to others, and  
 that your life is most abundant when you go without so someone else  
 can have what he or she needs. 
 
Somewhere along life’s way, I have discovered the most unexpected thing: 

what you receive when you love and serve and give yourself to another  
 person is the greatest gift of all. 

I have discovered that when you give yourself away, 
 you always receive more back in return. 
 
I have come to understand that the two great commandments: 
 Love God with all you are 
  and love your neighbor as yourself, 
 these are not harsh words meant to control us. 
They God’s gracious invitations to experience the abundance of life. 
 
I’ve shown this to you several times, 
 a few weeks ago in church. 
But here it is again, 
 written by one of my friends, Matt Idom. 
 



Matt Idom: How lonely.  How lonely indeed, when our world makes such a 
 small orbit.  When the east and west of our horizons is only as wide as a 
 self-embrace.  How small the love that is one dimensional.  How limited 
 the experience.  How desolate the soul that is in this business of life 
 alone. 
 
See, something really good does happen when we open our arms and we  
 open our hearts and we embrace another person. 
Something good happens in their lives, 
 but it seems that something better happens in our lives. 
 
What I know for sure: 
 your life will never feel complete, 
  your heart will never grow large, and 
  your joy will never be full, 
 unless you become committed to serving God and others. 
 
Tuesdays with Morrie was a best-selling book written by Mitch Albom 
 and then made into a movie. 
In it he recounts time spent with his 78-year-old sociology professor 
 Morrie Schwartz who was dying from Lou Gehrig's disease (ALS). 
 
Here’s a scene from one of their days together. 
 
Clip: Tuesdays with Morrie. 
 
If we don’t love, we die. 
There’s a lot of truth to that. 
If we don’t love, 
 we die inside. 
 
And in the Christian faith love is something you do. 
It’s not something you feel. 
It’s something you do. 

1 John 3.17-18:  If anyone has material possessions and sees a brother or 
 sister in need but has no pity on them, how can the love of God be in that 
 person?  Dear children, let us not love with words or speech but with 
 actions and in truth.  



No matter how much you study the Bible, 
 no matter how much you learn about God, 
 no matter how much you take in, 
I know for sure that unless you begin to give out, 
 unless you take what God has given to you and serve others with it, 
  you never experience life the way it was meant to be lived. 
 
And you’ll begin to die inside. 
 
But if you do, 
I know for sure that what comes back to you, 
 is something that can’t be gotten any other way. 
And it’s something you can’t live without, 
 unless you can live in a lonely, little world, 
 no wider than a self-embrace. 
 
LOVING AND SERVING OTHERS WILL 
 
1. INCREASE YOUR EMOTIONAL HEALTH. 
 
Jesus was always saying the strangest things. 
He said if you want to be first you have to be the last, 
 you want to be the greatest you have to be the least, 
 you want to become mature you have to become like a child, 
 and in Luke 9, he says 
Luke 9.24: Whoever wants to save (make right, well or whole) his life will lose it, but  
 whoever loses his life for me will save it. 
 
And the word for save in that verse means more than going to heaven when  
 you die. 
I’ve told you before that the Christian concept of salvation, 
 is just as much about getting heaven into us while we live 
  as it is getting us into heaven when we die. 
It means becoming right and whole 
 and becoming the person you were created to be. 
 
And Jesus says if you think you can make your life right and whole  
 by holding onto it, 
 by keeping it to yourself,  
 and refusing to give it away, 



you are going to wake up some day  
 and discover that life has slipped through your fingers 
  and your hands and your heart will be empty. 
 
But if because you love me, Jesus say, 
 you begin to give your life away in serving the Father and others, 
 you will learn for sure how full and how good life can be. 
 
In 1994, a South African photojournalist named Kevin Carter  
 took a photograph that stopped the world 
  won for him the Pulitzer Prize for Feature Photography.  
The photograph that brought him fame was taken in the midst of a desperate 
 famine. 
It depicted an emaciated Sudanese child, 
 all alone, 
  crawling through the dirt toward a feeding center. 
The picture would have been horrific enough 
 had the child been alone. 
But also caught in the photographer’s frame, 
 some ten feet away on the ground, 

waiting and watching ominously was a large vulture. 
 

Picture of child and vulture 
 
The image, which so powerfully captured  

the horrors of famine-stricken Sudan in the early 1990s,  
drew international attention to both the suffering in Sudan  
 and also to Kevin Carter's career.  
 

But with Carter's acclaim came the questions.  
People wanted to know—what had happened to the child?  
Had he lived or died? 
 
Eventually, Carter told the honest but painful truth. 
He didn’t know. 
 
For after spending 20 minutes framing the shot,  
 making sure that the look was perfect  
  and the picture would carry the most impact, 
 



 once he got the shot he wanted, 
he had turned around and walked away.  
 
Within two months of receiving journalism's most coveted award,  

the 33-year-old photojournalist parked his pickup truck  
near where he had played as a child,  
attached a garden hose to the exhaust pipe,  
put the other end inside the truck, 
rolled up the window,  
and breathed in the fumes until he was dead.  
 

On the seat next to him there was a note that said, 
 "I'm really, really sorry.                     
 The pain of life overrides the joy to the point that joy does not exist...."  
 
We’d like to think we’d never make that mistake. 
But the truth is, it’s so easy to get so busy 
 and so focused on ourselves 
  and our careers, 
  and our needs,  
  and our problems 
 that we think or we act as if life is 

get the shot, 
make the deal, 
climb the ladder, 
get ahead  
impress the Joneses. 

 
And we so often don’t stop, 
 and we don’t care, 
 and we don’ serve, 
 and when that happens, 
the joy that we’re meant to experience, 
 it’s just not there. 
    
And emotionally, 
 our souls become broken and lost and desperate. 
And we become less than human, 
 and maybe without even realizing it, 



 we end up so far from what it means to be a spiritually and emotionally   
  whole and healthy person. 
 
It’s the strangest thing, but I know it for sure. 
 
When you are depressed and defeated, 
 when your world is dark and desolate, 
 it will almost always help 
  to get out of that world, 
 and step into the life and the world of someone else who is struggling 
  and give your life away and help that person. 
That’s how you can become healthy and whole. 
 
What did Jesus say?   
If you try to save your life by holding onto it, 
 you’re going to lose it. 
There is something inherently healthy emotionally and sprititually 
 when we learn to serve and to give our lives away to others. 
 
LOVING AND SERVING OTHERS WILL 
 
2. ALLOW GOD TO BLESS YOU. 
 
Do you remember the story Jesus told, Matthew 25, 
 about a man who had three servants? 
He was going on an extended trip  
 and he gave each one a large amount of money. 
He told them to use it wisely 
 and when he returned he found that two used what they had been given 
  to make a profit, 
 but one had done nothing with what he had been given; 
  he was afraid to take a risk and invest it. 
 
Now the two who had been faithful with what they had been given, 
 here’s what they were each told. 
 
Matthew 25.21:  Well done, Good and Faithful Servant.  You have been trustworthy in a  
 small way; I will put you in charge of something big.    Come and share your master’s  
 joy. 

 



But about the one who had squandered what he had been given, 
 the master said,  
 “Take what was given to him and give it to the others. 
 And this worthless servant, remove him from my presence. 
 
The point of the parable isn’t hard to get. 
 
If we fail to serve with what God has already given us, we cannot expect  
 to be given more. 
 
But if we serve faithfully with what we have, God will bless us with 
 greater abilities and resources and opportunities to do the work of his  
 kingdom. 
 
For a life that ends in emptiness and barrenness: fail to serve with what we 
 
Let me tell you something that concerns me greatly. 
There is a popular version of Christianity that sells very well. 
And it preaches that the point of the Christian life 
 and our main concern should be living with God’s blessing and favor. 
And often the model of God’s abundance that it presents 
 is  possessing wealth,  
  obtaining material comforts, and 
  being granted special privileges along the way.  
 
Does God want to bless us? 
Yes. 
Why? 
1. Well, one reason is because we are his children and he loves us. 
 
But if you stop there you’ve stopped short of true Christianity. 
From cover to cover, 
 the Bible teaches that God blesses us so we can be a blessing to others. 
 
2. God favors us so we can favor others 
 with what he’s given to us. 
 
And to give us his blessing 
 it cost God greatly – the death of his Son. 
How can we expect that blessing others 



 won’t be costly for us. 
And that doesn’t make life worse; 
 it makes life better. 
Because serving others when it’s costly, 
 that’s how we become like our Father 
  and his Son Jesus Christ. 
 
I have a file where I keep notes that I have received from people over the  
 years. 
From time to time I take them out to read them. 
 
Sometimes they’re things I have forgotten about. 
Some were written decades ago now. 
 
Dear Rob, 
 you were there for us when our child was diagnosed with autism. 
 Thank you for being there for us. 
 
Dear Rob, 
 Thank you for all you did to help my wife and me 
  as we both struggled with her cancer. 
 I don’t know how we would have gotten through it 
  without your visits and your prayers. 
 
Dear Rob, 
 When I first started coming to the church, 
  I didn’t know God and 
  I didn’t think there was any help for me. 
 But because of you, 
  I have a relationship with Christ 
   and some days I don’t even recognize who I have become. 
 
That’s the kind of blessing I pray for. 
That’s the kind of favor I ask God to grant me and you – 
 that we would be used to bring blessing to others. 
 
Because that’s so much better than   
 a perverse and shallow Gospel  
  that’s little different than a spiritualized form of greed  
  



with enough God words sprinkled over it  
  that you don’t recognize it for what it is. 
 
I know for sure that Jesus was right. 
And one thing I know that he said for sure 
 is that life is not about getting yours, 
  it’s about you giving yours 
  and me giving mine. 
 
Here’s what I believe. 
When you and I look back on our lives, 
 what we’ll remember, 
 what will bring us joy and  
 make us believe that our lives were blessed, 
will be those times  
 that we used the gifts we were given to help someone else. 
 
And unless we get it and live it now, 
 we will regret that we thought too much of our comforts 
  and too little about the needs of others. 
 
We will regret that we held onto to so much 
 and gave so little. 
 
According to the parable Jesus told, 
 there’s a way to experience God’s blessing. 
And that is: serve faithfully with the blessings you’ve already been given. 
 Serve the King and serve his children. 
And he will trust you with more. 
 
LOVING AND SERVING OTHERS WILL 
 
3. EXPRESS YOUR LOVE FOR GOD. 
 
And you have a need for that. 
If you are one of his children, 
 you have a need to express your love for God. 
 
That’s the way it is with love. 
 



If you have love for someone and you can’t express it and you can’t show it, 
 it eats away at you, 
 it torments you. 
 
But once you can express that love with your word or with your actions, 
 not only does it bring joy to the other person, 
 but even more to you. 
 
Love needs to be expressed. 
That’s why when God so loved the world 
 that he gave his Son. 
That’s why 33 years ago when I fell in love with Peggy 
 I got down on my knees and told her that I loved her 
  and asked her to marry me. 
That’s why parents in a thousand different ways 
 love and support and give to their children. 
And men that’s why when you do something extravagant for your wives 
 and they look at you  
 and say, “You didn’t need to do that,” – 
that’s why you say, 
 “Oh, yes I did. 
  I needed to tell you how much I love you 
   and how blessed I know I am to have you in my life.” 
 
And if you are one of God’s children 
 and you have experienced his love and his goodness, 
 you have a need to love him back. 
 
How do we love God? 
We do it through prayer and worship and by reading his word. 
We do it by keeping his commandments. 
 
But Jesus made it very clear that there is another way of loving God  
 that is critically important. 
 
Matthew 25.40: Whatsoever you have done for the least of these, my  
 brothers, you have done for me. 
 
 
 



Do you want to love me, Jesus asks? 
Then love my brothers, 
 those who are the least and the last. 
You want to love the Father? 
 Then love his children, especially those who are in need. 
That’s how we show God that we love him. 
 
The Jewish author Saul Bellow wrote a story that took place  
 in a small Jewish town in Russia. 
A newcomer came to town  
 and he heard the rabbi’s disciples boast that 
  every Friday their rabbi would be taken up to heaven for several hours. 
 
He would simply disappear 
 and no one knew where he went. 
And his disciples were certain 
 that their teacher was caught up into heaven 
  where he would speak to God. 
 
Well the stranger was a bit skeptical, 
 so one Friday he hid outside the Rabbi’s house and watched.  
The old man got up in the morning,  

said his prayers,  
and then dressed in peasant clothes.  

 
He grabbed an axe,  

went off into the woods. 
 
The newcomer followed at a distance 
 and watched the old rabbi cut some firewood,  

which he then hauled to a shack on the outskirts of the village.  
 

An old woman and her sick son lived there. 
The rabbi left them the wood,  
 enough for a week,  
 and then he snuck back home.  
 
Having observed the rabbi's actions,  

the newcomer stayed on in the village and became his disciple.  
 



And in the story whenever a stranger comes into town, 
 and one of the disciples says,  

"On Friday morning our rabbi ascends all the way to heaven,"  
 the new disciple nods his head and adds quietly:   
  “Yes, all the way to heaven – if not even higher." 
 
How do we love God? 
By loving others, 
 and Jesus said especially the least and the last. 
 
How you will serve others will build on your gifts and your abilities 
 and the tender places in your heart for a particular need or group of  
 people. 
But you need to find a way 
 and commit to it 
 and make it a priority 
because it’s how you love God 
 and you have a need to express your love to the One who loved you first. 
 
LOVING AND SERVING OTHERS WILL 
 
4. CAUSE YOU TO GROW SPIRITUALLY. 
 
Romans 8.29: For those God foreknew he also predestined to be conformed to the image 
 of his Son, that he might be the firstborn among many brothers and sisters. 
 
This verse brings up the issue of predestination 
 which I want to set aside for this morning. 
Here’s what I want you to see. 
 
God’s goal for us is to become like Jesus. 
To be remade and transformed into his image 
 so that our lives begin to look like his life. 
 
So that we live with the same motives for the same goals in the  
 same way Jesus did. 
That’s the goal of the Christian life 
 and in some way all true spiritual growth leads to our becoming  
  more like Christ. 
 



And Jesus said about himself: 
 
Matthew 20.28: … the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve ….  
 
There is no real spiritual growth unless we are becoming like Jesus. 
And Jesus said he is a servant. 
 
So, there is no real spiritual growth occurring in our lives unless we are  
 growing as servants. 
And the only way you grow as a servant is to serve. 
And when we do that our hearts begin to change. 
 
Bruce Thielemann was the pastor of First Presbyterian Church in Pittsburgh. 
He wrote about a time that an old layman came up to him at the end of 
 church and said, 
 “You preachers use so many words and you make it so complicated. 
 Really it’s pretty simple.” 
 
And the pastor said, “How do you mean?” 
 
And the man said,  
 “The whole Christian life comes down to basin theology. 
 Remember when Jesus stood before Pilate? 
  And Pilate knew that Jesus was innocent, 
   but he called for a basin of water and washed his hands, 
   and said, “I’m not responsible for this man’s life.” 
And remember how the night before he was crucified, 
 Jesus called for a basin of water, 
 and knelt down 
 and washed his disciples feet? 
And he said, Now that I your Lord and teacher have washed your feet, 
 so you should wash each other’s feet. 
It all comes down to basin theology. 
 
See, there are two ways to live. 
 
1. We wash our hands and say, I’m not responsible. 
 
2. We wash the feet of others and say, I am your servant. 
 



Some of you will recognize the name Mort Kondracke. 
 
PICTURE OF MORT KONDRACKE 
 
He was the Chicago Sun-Times White House correspondent, 
 a regular on the McLaughlin Group, 
 and the Washington Bureau Chief for Newsweek. 
 
He used to be a regular commentator on Fox News –  
 that was before you had to have long blond hair 
  and at least a C-cup bra 
 to get much air time. 
 
He is presently the executive editor for Roll Call. 
 
A few years ago he wrote a book called Saving Millie. 
It Chronicles their life together, 
 especially the years after Mille was diagnosed with Parkinson’s. 
 
In the book he describes how he had lived for his own ego 
 most of the years of their marriage, 
 trying to get ahead 
  and promote his career. 
 
So much so that he often ignored his wife and his children. 
He wrote about how Millie had helped him 
 when it became obvious that he had a problem with alcohol. 
It was her influence that got him to AA 
 and got him to stop drinking. 
The first sign of Millie’s Parkinson’s was that she couldn’t sign her name 
 and then over time she had problems with walking and then talking 
  and then problems with eating and drinking. 
She got to where she couldn’t turn over in bed by herself. 
Eventually she got to the place 
 where she couldn’t control her most basic bodily functions. 
 
In the book he writes what it was like to learn to love another person. 
To learn to spend time with someone, 
 just to talk to someone, 
 and stroke her face, 



 even when she couldn’t respond. 
 
 
 
To bathe her, 
 to feed her 
 and when food gets caught in her throat  
  to reach in and pull it in. 
 
He described what it’s like to change your wife’s diapers 
 and how you do it because you love her. 
 
Of course the book could have been titled 
 Saving Mort as well as Saving Millie. 
Because writes that he prayed for Millie over and over 
 and he also prayed for himself, saying, 
 God, what is my purpose here on earth? 
 
And he writes that he expected some grand mission, 
 but every time he prayed he got the same answer: 
 Take care of Millie. 
 
And in an interview in Christianity Today 
 he said: So that’s what I did. 
  And in the process I’ve become a different, better person -- someone I  
   never expected to be. 
   
That’s what happens when we love and serve others. 
Yes, it helps them, 
 but it changes us. 
 
By God’s grace,  
 loving and serving others causes us to grow spiritually 
  and it changes us more into the image of Jesus. 
 
 
Here’s something I know for sure. 
Serving others will make your life better in every way. 
 
You need to find a way to serve, 



 it doesn’t matter if it’s big or small, 
  up front or behind the scenes. 
 
 
But you need to find a way to give yourself away, 
 because nothing will do more to  
  increase your emotional health, 
  allow God to bless you, 
  express your love for God, 
 or cause you to grow into the image of Jesus. 
 
That I know for sure. 
Because I have experienced it  
 and because Jesus said: 
 Whoever tries to saves his life will lose it, 
  but he who loses his life for my sake shall save it. 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
   
 


