
Session 12
Giving Faithfully
Believers show trust in God by using their resources to meet the needs of others.

2 Corinthians 9:1-15

FIRST THOUGHTS

The man wore everyday clothes with no designer names attached. Nothing about him indicated he was wealthy. He seemed to be just like any other customer sitting in the café. After eating his meal, he thanked the waitress and left her a tip that was larger than his bill. Another person at the table commented about his tip. The man reminded the person that one doesn’t need to be rich to be generous, but that one simply must be generous to be generous. 

(In PSG, p. 109) Why might a person question someone being generous? What motivates people to be generous toward others? 

The Bible includes many references to money and the wise use of money. Further, there are multiple examples of generous giving. The Israelites joyfully contributed the materials needed for building their tabernacle (Ex. 35:21-22). Jesus praised a widow who sacrificially donated two small coins (Luke 21:1-3). In the first church in Jerusalem, many believers sold houses and land and gave the proceeds to the apostles (Acts 4:34-35). 

Sooner or later, believers are confronted with the matter of how to support kingdom causes. The Corinthian Christians faced just such an issue. Paul had asked in his first letter for them to participate in a financial collection. In this week’s lesson, we’ll see how he followed up with them. As you study, look for evidence that generous giving is an important way for believers to give evidence that they are trusting in God for all things.

UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT

2 Corinthians 8:1–9:15 

In the first major section of 2 Corinthians Paul wrote extensively about his ministry (2 Cor. 1:12–7:16). In last week’s study we focused on what Paul said about reconciliation to God and how he had been entrusted with the ministry of reconciliation. The next section of the epistle, 2 Corinthians 8–9, is the longest passage in the New Testament dealing with the issue of Christian giving and generosity. The background to these chapters is as follows. 

As apostle to the Gentiles and yet a Jew, Paul was especially sensitive to the issue of unity between these two racial groups within the churches. He fought hard for Gentile inclusion and rejected Jewish regulations (such as circumcision) for Gentile believers. One way, however, for Gentile Christians to show their appreciation for (and solidarity with) Jewish followers of Jesus was in the matter of financial support. There was a financial crisis among the Jerusalem Christians, and Paul organized a love offering so that Christians in Gentile areas might contribute to the need. He sent information about this offering to a number of congregations. He urged the Corinthians to participate and to send representatives to Jerusalem along with their gift (1 Cor. 16:1-4). 

Paul’s instructions in 2 Corinthians 8–9 may be organized around the following points:

Appeal to complete the collection (2 Cor. 8:1-15). The apostle cited the generosity of the churches of Macedonia as well as Jesus’ own sacrificial giving of Himself for the sake of others.

Administration of the collection (8:16-24). Paul mentioned Titus’s role in the collection and promised integrity in handling their gifts.

Motivations for giving (9:1-15). These verses are our focus for this week’s lesson.

So, what happened to Paul’s idea? When he wrote his epistle to the Romans, not too long after he wrote 2 Corinthians, he explained that the offering had been collected and that he was accompanying both the money and the messengers to Jerusalem (Rom. 15:22-29). Acts 20:4-6 lists the seven Christians who accompanied Paul (and Luke) to deliver the money. Although Acts does not specifically report the delivery of the offering, Luke wrote that “when we had come to Jerusalem, the brothers received us gladly” and “they glorified God” (21:17,20). Presumably, their joy was based on the receipt of the offering as well as the good report about God’s work among Gentiles. In any case, Paul’s teaching on Christian giving in these chapters has proven to be an essential biblical foundation for God’s people today to understand generous giving. 

Explore THE TEXT

CONFIDENCE EXPRESSED (2 Cor. 9:1-5)

VERSE 1

1 Now it is superfluous for me to write to you about the ministry for the saints,

Here, in one word, ministry, Paul summarized the way he thought about the collection for Christians in Jerusalem. It was an opportunity for service. The term in the original is diakonia (related to our word “deacon”). This noun was used by Luke to refer to the “preaching ministry” (Acts 6:4) which God had given to the apostles. Earlier in this letter, Paul had used the same term to explain that God had entrusted to him the “ministry of reconciliation” (5:18). Thus, for Paul, ministry was no grubby, menial matter. To be entrusted with such an opportunity was a privilege, particularly when those who benefited were saints. Paul used the word saints—meaning “those set apart for God”—regularly to refer to all believers (see 1 Cor. 1:2; 2 Cor. 1:1). All who have received Christ by faith have ceased being ordinary; they have been set apart for Him. 

The Corinthians knew what they ought to do about giving generously to this offering. Paul had written them about it before. He had heard that they were enthusiastic, at least initially. So in one sense Paul thought it was superfluous for him to write about this. Yet just to be sure, he followed up in this letter with both information and instructions.

VERSE 2

2 for I know your readiness, of which I boast about you to the people of Macedonia, saying that Achaia has been ready since last year. And your zeal has stirred up most of them. 

Paul complimented his readers with two terms: readiness and zeal. These believers were ready and willing to do as Paul had asked. He even let them know that he bragged about them to the people of Macedonia, that is, believers from Philippi, Thessalonica, and Berea. Paul had preached in those cities shortly before he had preached in Achaia (the province of Corinth; see Acts 16–17). The boasting that Paul reported had likely occurred when he arrived in Macedonia sometime after he had written 1 Corinthians. Titus had met him there and given him an update on conditions in the Corinthian congregation (see 2 Cor. 2:12-13; 7:5). They had been collecting the offering since last year. Note that in 2 Corinthians 8:1-5, Paul had used the generosity of the Macedonian believers as an inspiring example for the Corinthians. He used each group’s enthusiasm to spur on the other group.

Today, we are involved with church collections for different but equally worthy kingdom causes. What’s clear is that when one group of believers hears about what other believers are doing, they become motivated. It’s a good thing indeed for us to be stirred to action when we learn about what others are doing. Testimonies are powerful! 

VERSES 3-5

3 But I am sending the brothers so that our boasting about you may not prove empty in this matter, so that you may be ready, as I said you would be. 4 Otherwise, if some Macedonians come with me and find that you are not ready, we would be humiliated—to say nothing of you—for being so confident. 5 So I thought it necessary to urge the brothers to go on ahead to you and arrange in advance for the gift you have promised, so that it may be ready as a willing gift, not as an exaction.

In a sense, Paul’s honor was at stake in whether the Corinthians finalized the offering. To keep them and him from being disgraced by failing to complete the matter of giving, Paul sent an advance team. The brothers he sent consisted of Titus and an unnamed Christian (8:16-18; 12:18). Paul genuinely wanted the Corinthians to prove their commitment by being prepared with the completed offering. The verb translated prove empty is closely related to the phrase translated “in vain” in 2 Corinthians 6:1. 

The apostle was thinking of taking Christians from Macedonia with him to Corinth. In fact, that’s what happened. He was accompanied by Sopater from Berea and Aristarchus and Secundus from Thessalonica (see Acts 20:4). These three were part of a larger group that accompanied Paul to Jerusalem with the collection. Paul did not want to be embarrassed if he came with others to Corinth only to discover that the church was unprepared regarding the collection. 

The Corinthians must have promised to collect a large sum of money, which Paul called a gift. The term he used can also be translated “blessing.” The money was to be their response to God’s grace in their lives, as the apostle had argued in 8:6-9. Knowing that the Corinthians might be fickle, however, Paul mentioned again the brothers preceding him to arrange in advance the offering. (Some Bible students believe that these brothers were also the letter carriers for 2 Corinthians.) On the other hand, Paul did not want the Corinthians to think that any money they gave was an an exaction. It would be better for them not to give than to give under duress. 

(In PSG, p. 112) Why is it important for leaders to hold believers accountable for meeting the needs of others? 

BENEFITS FOUND (2 Cor. 9:6-11)

VERSES 6-7

6 The point is this: whoever sows sparingly will also reap sparingly, and whoever sows bountifully will also reap bountifully. 7 Each one must give as he has decided in his heart, not reluctantly or under compulsion, for God loves a cheerful giver.

The recipients of the gift were not the only ones who would be blessed. Those who gave would benefit as well. Paul expanded a well-known proverb, “You reap what you sow” (see Prov. 22:8; Gal. 6:7). The references to sowing and reaping are obviously drawn from agriculture. The principle, however, applies broadly. If we invest sparingly in a situation, whether money or time or whatever, we can’t expect much to come out of it. If we invest generously, we can expect a larger return. Christian generosity is to be done unselfishly, but it is right for us to be reminded that giving is in our own best interests. 

Paul emphasized that the Corinthians were not under any biblical law in the matter of giving. The Holy Spirit was to guide the conscience of the individual givers. Paul made two positive assertions. First, the individual has the responsibility, under God, to do as he has decided in his heart. No person can lord it over another’s conscience in this matter. Second, God loves a cheerful giver (another proverbial statement; see Prov. 22:9). Those whose give joyfully are thereby expressing contentment in the way God has blessed them materially. Paul also made negative assertions about Christian giving. First, not reluctantly; second not … under compulsion. Both terms clarify “as an exaction” from 9:5.

VERSES 8-9

8 And God is able to make all grace abound to you, so that having all sufficiency in all things at all times, you may abound in every good work. 9 As it is written, “He has distributed freely, he has given to the poor; his righteousness endures forever.”

Paul focused on God’s ability to meet material needs, rather than offering guarantees about financial prosperity: God is able. His language is broadly inclusive, as the terms abound … all sufficiency … all things … at all times indicate. Yet Paul noted that God’s grace—understood here in the sense of material blessings—extends to what believers need, rather than to what they want. Sometimes believers receive everything material they desire, but this is not what God has promised. His promise is that He will supply so that such blessings may in turn be channeled to others. Generous givers are to continue to abound in every good work, including giving more sacrificially than ever.

To support his claim that God’s people are meant to bless others through liberal giving, Paul cited Psalm 112:9. This psalm extols the traits of the godly person whom the psalmist identified as “the man who fears the Lord” and “the righteous” (Ps. 112:1,6). The apostle quoted lines that describe the righteous person’s history of generosity: “He has distributed freely, he has given to the poor.” Paul also included the next line from the psalm about God’s eternal favor extending to such a person: his righteousness endures forever. God will never forget His people’s good works, including their generosity.  

VERSES 10-11

10 He who supplies seed to the sower and bread for food will supply and multiply your seed for sowing and increase the harvest of your righteousness. 11 You will be enriched in every way to be generous in every way, which through us will produce thanksgiving to God.

Other Scriptures came to Paul’s mind. Isaiah 55:6 spoke about God’s provision of seed to the sower and bread for food for His people. Hosea spoke about the importance of God’s people sowing righteousness, that is, doing good deeds (including generosity), which would “reap steadfast love,” including the Lord’s sending “righteousness like rain (Hos. 10:12). The apostle used these ideas to assure the Corinthians that their giving would increase the harvest of your righteousness. In other words, God would give them rewards (harvest) for their good deeds, including their giving (righteousness). Paul was using righteousness in the sense that Jesus had used it in Matthew 6:1, meaning “deeds that demonstrate righteousness.”  

How would the Corinthians themselves be impacted by their generosity? Paul said they would be enriched in every way. He did not necessarily mean that they would receive even more material blessings. He had in mind spiritual blessings, which are much more important. He had used a form of the verb “enriched” in this sense in 1 Corinthians 1:5: “in every way you were enriched in him in all speech and all knowledge.” These believers did not lack any spirritual gift (1 Cor. 1:7). Another result of the Corinthians’ giving was that thanksgiving to God would rise from those who had received the offering. Believers who give can expect that God will be thanked and that they themselves will be spiritually deepened.

(In PSG, p. 115) What is the relationship between trust in God and one’s willingness to give to meet the needs of others? How does a person’s understanding of God impact his or her willingness to meet the needs of others? 

ADORATION GAINED (2 Cor. 9:12-15)

VERSES 12-13

12 For the ministry of this service is not only supplying the needs of the saints but is also overflowing in many thanksgivings to God. 

13 By their approval of this service, they will glorify God because of your submission that comes from your confession of the gospel of Christ, and the generosity of your contribution for them and for all others, 

Paul developed further the idea that generous giving results in thanksgiving to God. He emphasized two results of giving. The Corinthians would be part of supplying the needs of the saints in Jerusalem. The other result would be the overflowing of many thanksgivings to God. 

Giving thanks to God is one aspect of glorifying God, that is, acknowledging His supreme value. Two facets of the Corinthians’ giving would display God’s glory in a way others could see. First, their generosity in sharing with needy believers would be the proof provided of the genuineness of their faith (see 2 Cor. 8:8). Outward giving was evidence of inward life change. (Paul was certainly not suggesting that financial contributions can somehow help buy salvation.) Second, their giving would demonstrate ongoing growth in Christ, as an expression of obedience to the confession of the gospel. In other words, faith in Christ is to be accompanied by ongoing obedience, of which generous giving is one example. If the Corinthians gave liberally, they would pass the test of obedience that necessarily accompanies faith in Christ.  

VERSE 14

14 while they long for you and pray for you, because of the surpassing grace of God upon you.

Paul mentioned added benefits the Corinthians could expect as a result of their generosity. Other believers would pray for them, would think more highly of them (long for you), and would recognize God’s work in calling them to salvation (the surpassing grace of God upon you). 

Two words in this verse call for special attention. The verb translated long for suggests a yearning for relationship and fellowship. Givers and receivers were meant to be joined together in deep concern for each other. The Greek term translated surpassing is the basis of our English word “hyperbole.” The grace of God, while always undeserved, would be exceptionally demonstrated by the generous gift from the Corinthians. 

VERSE 15

15 Thanks be to God for his inexpressible gift!

The apostle’s mind shifted to the greatest gift of all, Jesus Christ, sent by God into the world. So he broke out in a brief prayer of adoration: thanks be to God. He called the gift of Christ inexpressible, a term found only here in the New Testament, meaning something so great that it cannot adequately be expressed in words. Only God’s magnificent gift of Christ as the Savior of the world—Jews and Gentiles alike—is as an adequate foundation for one group of people to “dig deep into their pockets” to support another group of people far away and ethnically different. Only God’s magnificent gift of Christ provides the motive for such dissimilar people to develop deep affection for each other, to thank God for each other, to recognize God’s work in each other, and to pray for each other. Paul was so overwhelmed that after this short burst of praise he had no more to say on the topic of giving.

In your own words, how can your own giving be a means of honoring God? How can those who benefit from the generosity of other believers honor God? What motives do you have for giving?

Key Doctrine

Stewardship

Christians should contribute of their means cheerfully, regularly, systematically, proportionately, and liberally for the advancement of the Redeemer’s cause on earth.

bible skill
Connect Old Testament teaching to New Testament significance.

Read Psalm 112 and take note of the traits of the righteous person that the psalmist described. Then read 2 Corinthians 9 and observe how Paul applied the words of the psalm to Christians. How do the words of the psalm support what Paul wrote concerning generous giving? 

biblical illustrator
For additional context, read “A ‘Cheerful’ Giver,” an archived Biblical Illustrator article provided on the CD-ROM in the Spring 2018 Explore the Bible: Leader Pack.

© 2017 LifeWay. Reproduction or redistribution is prohibited without the express written consent of LifeWay Christian Resources, One LifeWay Plaza, Nashville, TN 37234.


