
2 Cor 8-9 : Commentary  
 

Hey Small Group Leaders, 

Below is part of Paul Barnett’s commentary on 2 Corinthians. It’s from The Bible Speaks Today series 

(which is a great commentary series I would highly recommend). It’s 8 pages. 

It’s a straightforward read and will give you a solid overview and some great insights into the 

chapters we’re looking at in our Generosity series. It’ll be helpful if you’re looking to dig a bit deeper.  

I’m praying, as always, for God to keep working in your life, and for His help to build Small Groups 

at Salt where we help each other know Him better and learn to love each other like He loves us! 

Keep on trusting, keep on praying! 

Geoff 

 

  



Source: Barnett, P. (1988). The message of 2 Corinthians: power in weakness (pp. 141–155). Leicester, England; 

Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press. 

1. The generous Macedonians (8:1–5) 

Paul expressed deep appreciation for the Christians of Macedonia. The Thessalonians had undergone 

persecution, yet from them the gospel had echoed forth into the length and breadth of the Greek 

mainland, and beyond. Paul will express his thanks to God for the Philippians’ ‘partnership in the 

gospel from the first day until now’, by which he means that for more than ten years they had ‘shared 

with me in the matter of giving and receiving’. 

In writing to one church, the Corinthians, Paul rather pointedly refers to the actions of other 

Christians, the Macedonians. They were so poor (verse 2) that Paul did not expect them to share in 

the collection arrangements. In response to the gospel they gave themselves first to the Lord and then 

to us (verse 5). It is not Paul but they who have raised the matter. They have begged for the privilege 

(charis, grace) of sharing in this service (or ministry) to the saints (verse 4). Some of Paul’s most 

penetrating insights are expressed in passing, as here when he describes the heart of Christian 

commitment as they gave themselves first to the Lord and then to us. In response to the gospel we 

are, indeed, to ‘give’ ourselves to the Lord Jesus and to his ministers and other believers. Committed 

self-giving to the Lord and to others is basic to Christianity. 

Paul’s main message to the Corinthians is painfully clear. The Corinthians, who were (relatively 

speaking) rich, had agreed to contribute, but they had now ceased. The Macedonians, who were 

extremely poor, actually asked to contribute, and had begun to do so. Paul is attempting to shame the 

Corinthians into proper action. 

The word charis is used twice in this passage: grace (verse 1) and privilege (verse 4). Just as God 

shows grace or unearned love towards sinful and unworthy people, so the Macedonians show grace 

or unconditioned kindness to the faraway Christians in Judaea. The latter is an illustration of the 

former, showing that, in one of its meanings, grace displays God’s attitude of uninvited favour 

towards sinners (see 6:1). But charis also means God’s unearned mercy dynamically working within 

us. Hence, Paul writes of the grace that God has given the Macedonian churches (verse 1). Let the 

Corinthians imitate the Macedonians in showing grace towards others, and it will be able to be said 

of them that the grace of God is also at work within them. 

The charis, the grace of God towards them and also dynamically at work in them, will create 

charismata, gifts, within them, including the gift of giving. The rediscovery in recent years of the 

gifts of God within the churches is most welcome. Where members of a congregation are expressing 

the grace of God displayed towards them by a gracious exercising of gifts for others, there we see a 

church which can truly be called ‘charismatic’. 

Certainly it will come as a great surprise to many to discover that generous giving to support 

others is a ‘gift’. Have we heard of believers praying to receive this gift? (!) Yet a ‘gift’ it most 

assuredly is, and, like other gifts as listed in the New Testament, one that is to be used in love for the 

good of others. 

2. The mean Corinthians (8:6–11) 

Paul exhorts the Corinthians in tones of warm encouragement. Since they excel at so many things—

in faith, in speech, in knowledge, in complete earnestness—let them also excel in their generosity 

(verse 7). But there is no element of coercion or command. They have the example of the 

Macedonians. Let the Corinthians now give expression to their love. 

Paul places before the Corinthians another example of grace. The first example, the Macedonians, 

had been poor; the second, the Lord Jesus Christ, had been, like the Corinthians, rich. You know the 

grace (charis) of our Lord Jesus Christ, wrote Paul (verse 9), indicating that this was something they 

already knew. The teaching was not new, though the application may have been. 



This text, surely one of Paul’s most powerful, teaches that Jesus’ personal existence did not begin 

with his birth in Bethlehem in the last years of Herod the Great. The words he was rich indicate an 

unlimited pre-existence, while the words he became poor speak of his entry into the stream of history 

at a particular time and place. Paul’s letter to the Philippians contains a good explanation of the phrase 

he was rich. There he states that Jesus was (in his pre-existence) ‘in very nature God,’ and that he 

possessed ‘equality with God’. In other words, Jesus was, in his essential being, all that God was. In 

this way Jesus ‘was rich’, eternally so. The words he became poor, which relate to his human life, 

serve to point up the greatness of the wealth of that former existence in contrast to his incarnate life. 

Philippians 2 also helps to explain Paul’s words he became poor and his poverty. In that passage 

Jesus ‘made himself nothing, taking the very nature of a servant’ and ‘humbled himself and became 

obedient to death—even death on a cross’. Jesus’ poverty, therefore, was his humility in incarnation 

and life, and his obedience in death. Jesus himself said, ‘Foxes have holes and birds of the air have 

nests, but the Son of Man has nowhere to lay his head.’ He knew from the beginning that in Jerusalem 

there awaited him the ‘cup’ of suffering and the ‘baptism’ of death.18 Paul’s words he became poor 

describe Jesus’ humble life and obedient death which, as Brunner observed, were an ‘indissoluble 

unity’. 

Nevertheless, as Denney noted, ‘The New Testament knows nothing of an incarnation which can 

be defined apart from its relation to atonement.’ He continued, ‘Not Bethlehem but Calvary is the 

focus of revelation.’ Packer comments: ‘The crucial significance of the cradle at Bethlehem lies in its 

place in the sequence of steps down that led the Son of God to the Cross of Calvary.’21 

Another text which helpfully illuminates the words he became poor and his poverty is found 

earlier in this letter, where Paul writes of the death of Christ: ‘God made him … to be sin’ (5:21). It 

is through the poverty of that sacrificial, reconciling death that we sinful paupers become, in him, 

rich in the righteousness of God. 

We may discern a twofold application of our great Christmas text, 2 Corinthians 8:9. First, we 

need gladly to receive the Lord Jesus Christ in our hearts, thankful for his sacrificial saving work on 

our behalf. Secondly, in all matters related to giving and gifts we ought to imitate his generosity. 

Clearly the self-giving death of Jesus is a major motive for our generosity. 

3. Generosity, love and the cross 

Congregations, like people, have personal characteristics. A little reading between the lines indicates 

that Macedonian congregations were quite different from the Corinthian congregation. The churches 

in Macedonia had displayed great generosity despite their deep poverty. By contrast, although they 

were probably prosperous, the Corinthians had proved to be tight-fisted. 

A study of the letters to the Macedonians and the Corinthian churches reveal further striking 

characteristics. The Corinthians were quick to form factions, take one another to court, and to parade 

their spiritual gifts.23 They were slow to show consideration to their poor and weak members. They 

tolerated, even boasted in, flagrant immorality on the part of some of their members.25 When new 

ministers from Judaea arrived, they quickly lost interest in Paul in favour of these more interesting 

new arrivals (11:4). Their selfishness and fickleness are written on every page of Paul’s letters to 

them. The Macedonians, however, though not without their difficulties, reveal themselves to be more 

concerned and caring congregations. The Philippians sent Paul money for his ministry and, on one 

occasion, the gift of a personal companion. Paul is only once able to commend the Corinthians for 

showing love, and even then he is being somewhat charitable towards them (8:7). So lacking were 

they in love that it was necessary for Paul repeatedly to exhort the Corinthians to show love. By 

contrast, Paul commends the Macedonian churches for their loving behaviour.28 The Macedonians 

were full of love, and, in spite of their poverty, very generous. The Corinthians lacked both love and 

generosity. Perhaps it is significant that despite their esteem for ‘wisdom’ it was necessary for Paul 

to explain to the Corinthian churches at such great length the meaning of the grace of God and the 

death of Christ. Apparently they did not understand what it meant either to be loved or to show love. 



4. Equality (8:12–15) 

What is important in the exercise of gifts, in this case the giving of money, is willingness to share 

what one has with other people. The poor widow, whom the Lord commended for giving the two 

copper coins, was poor in resources; but she was rich in willingness to share from what she possessed. 

It is this attitude which the apostle is commending here (verse 12). 

a. Equality of readiness 

It is not that he was expecting the Corinthians to be sole donors (verse 13). It is, Paul affirms, to be a 

matter of equality (verse 14). He does not mean exact material equality as in an enforced per capita 

method of contributing which would reduce everyone to the same economic basis; it is a spiritual 

equality which is in mind. Clearly, if it is ‘by force’ it cannot be ‘by grace’. According to the varying 

resources of each, there should be an equal willingness to give so that one brother does not coast 

along at the expense of the too-great sacrifice of another. It is to be an equality of willingness. 

Paul illustrates his principle of equality or spiritual fairness by the quotation from Exodus 16:18 

which refers to the Lord’s provision of manna in the wilderness. By God’s miraculous working, those 

who had little and those who had plenty both had sufficient. Paul’s point is that wherever God’s 

people, however well or poorly endowed, are prepared to use their gifts and money willingly, there 

will be equality; there will be no injustice. Some may have more and others less, but all will have 

enough. 

The application arising from this is clear. We should, according to our resources, fulfil the 

principle of ‘fairness’ or equality by willingness to share. Specifically, we must search our conscience 

to ensure that some fellow Christian is not having to do more or pay more in the fellowship of 

believers because we, selfishly, are doing less or paying less that we could. It may be that our 

missionaries who represent us or our pastors who serve us are suffering overwork or under-

remuneration (or both) on account of our failure to share with equality and willingness. 

b. Paul as a spiritual leader 

Clearly Paul was facing the kind of ticklish problem which many a Christian leader has subsequently 

faced. The Corinthians were falling behind in their giving. That the failure lay in the area of money 

is a detail which is not finally important. It could equally have been that they were deficient in the 

area of prayer or evangelism. The question was, how are those who have the task of spiritual 

leadership to encourage a greater response from fellow believers? Paul’s approach to the dilatory 

Corinthians, therefore, is instructive. 

First, he gives them credit for having begun; though he diplomatically but clearly reminds them 

that there had been a shortfall. Titus, who possibly possessed financial acumen, would bring this 

matter to finality (verse 6). 

Secondly, he notices approvingly their other gifts in which they excel, though he firmly but gently 

indicates that their generosity fell behind the exercise of gifts which more readily attracted attention 

(verse 7). 

Thirdly, he resists the temptation to manipulate their guilt or to impose a legalistic requirement 

upon them. God’s grace to them must remain the motive; their graciousness is to be the response 

(verse 8). Since Paul makes no mention of the Old Testament practice of tithing, we may conclude 

that Paul did not regard this as a practice binding on Christians. 

Fourthly, he holds up for their self-examination and self-comparison, two living models of 

graciousness. The former, the Macedonians, were much poorer in every way than the Corinthians 

(verse 2). The second model, the Lord Jesus, was immeasurably rich in his pre-incarnate Sonship 

with the Father (verse 9). The Corinthians were not as rich as the Lord or yet as poor as the 

Macedonians. Yet they, the Corinthians, were lacking in generosity when any kind of real cost was 

involved. The implications were obvious. 



Fifthly, he adopts the stance of an advisor. He gently conveys to them that the shortfall is their 

problem, not his. He can only advise; they, and only they, can resolve the problem (verse 10). It is 

fundamental to the task of ‘helping’ (or counselling) that the person helped should face up to his 

problem and not be allowed to manoeuvre the helper into the position where he has to resolve the 

problem. 

5. Honourable arrangements (8:16–24) 

No-one knew better than Paul that his initiative in instituting the collection would lay him open to the 

accusation that the money was destined for his pocket. Indeed, to this day few things are so destructive 

of the credibility of the ministry as the implication of covetousness and dishonesty. 

What Paul was administering was a liberal gift (verse 20), that is, a sizeable amount. To preserve 

his credibility he took every precaution to dissociate himself from any direct contact with the money. 

‘When I arrive’, he told the Corinthians, ‘I will give letters of introduction to the men you approve 

and send them with your gift to Jerusalem.’ When the collection was finally delivered to Jerusalem, 

seven envoys from various churches accompanied the money.33 The concept of the collection was 

bigger than the person of Paul. In the meantime, to expedite its conclusion in Corinth he is sending 

not one, or even two, but three persons to supervise. 

Titus needs little introduction. He is Paul’s partner and fellow-worker, and yet he is also a minister 

in his own right, since he is going to the Corinthians on his own initiative (verse 17). 

The second person is called the brother who is praised by all the churches for his service to the 

gospel (verse 18). The Macedonian churches have chosen him (verse 19; the verb suggests ‘by a show 

of hands’). 

Possibly Titus will read the letter to the church and introduce this person to the Corinthians. Who 

is he? One possibility is that this famous evangelist among the Macedonian churches was Luke. That 

Luke, the author of Acts, was present in Philippi (from which this letter was possibly written) from 

AD 50 to 57 may be inferred from the first ‘we/us’ passage in Acts which ends at Philippi and the 

second such passage which begins at Philippi. It is quite possible that Luke remained at Philippi 

throughout those eight years and had become famous in the region. One who was capable of writing 

the gospel, as Luke was, may well have been famous for his preaching of the gospel. 

The third person is referred to as our brother who has often proved to us in many ways that he is 

zealous (verse 22). Titus will also, presumably, introduce him to the Corinthians. 

These latter two persons are designated brothers (verse 23), which is a semi-technical title for 

those who work closely with Paul under his leadership. Paul refers to them as representatives (literally 

‘apostles’) of the churches (verse 23), by which he means agents or couriers appointed by him, who 

‘shuttle’ between himself and the churches. 

In the NIV, verse 23 concludes by saying that these representatives are an honour to Christ. More 

accurate, however, is the RSV translation, ‘messengers of the churches, the glory of Christ’ (doxa 

Christou). The churches, not the brothers, are the ‘glory of Christ’. This is perhaps similar in thought 

to John’s vision of Christ as holding in his right hand the ‘seven stars’, which probably means the 

seven churches. If this is a correct interpretation, we are to understand the local church as a (potential) 

source of brightness or glory for Christ. The challenge will be for our local church to bring glory to 

Christ by its lifestyle and witness. 

These verses, then, are in effect a mini-letter of commendation of these three Christians to the 

Corinthians church. They serve to remind all Christians and church leaders to exert extreme care in 

all matters relating to church money. 

6. To save face (9:1–5) 

The initial ‘willingness’ or eagerness of the Corinthians to contribute was the factor which inspired 

the Macedonians to offer to share the collection (verse 2). Now, however, Paul is evidently 

embarrassed. What the Corinthians were initially enthusiastic to do they have not yet completed, 



though their goodwill in the matter is undiminished. Lest Paul be ashamed—to say nothing of the 

Corinthians (verses 3–4)—he exhorts that the arrival of the three representatives bearing this letter be 

the occasion for bringing the collection swiftly to its completion. However, while Paul is clearly 

laying some moral pressure on the Corinthians, under no circumstances does he want the collection 

to be grudgingly given; as such it would not arise out of grace. It is to be a generous gift (verse 5). 

It may be that Paul deliberately chose to write a letter, rather than come in person. A written 

message would give the Corinthians more time to respond graciously, whereas his physical presence 

with them would be threatening. If this were the case, and it is a matter of surmise, the written word 

provided for the possibility of a willing response, whereas the word spoken by one present with them 

might have provoked a forced response. 

7. Areas of giving 

Paul’s teaching about the ‘contribution for the saints’ raises the question about other areas of Christian 

giving mentioned by the apostle. There are at least three such areas. 

a. The support of the Christian teacher 

From Galatians we learn that those who receive instruction (literally, ‘are catechized’) in the Word 

are to share (literally, ‘fellowship’) their good things with their instructors. In writing to the 

Corinthians, Paul said that those who sow ‘spiritual seed’ have the right to reap ‘a material harvest’. 

It was the command of the Lord that ‘those who preach the gospel should receive their living from 

the gospel’. The apostle instructed Timothy that the teaching elder was a ‘labourer’ who ‘deserved 

his wages’. 

From these passages it is clear that the minister is under obligation to teach (and to do so 

thoroughly), and the congregation is to support him financially (and to do so adequately). The practice 

of canvassing non-church people to support Christian ministry appears to be excluded by Paul’s 

teaching. It is the one who is taught who is obliged to ‘fellowship’ with the teacher. Where the people 

have the quality of ‘willingness’ referred to previously, there will be no inequality. 

b. The support of the missionary 

Paul thanked God for the Philippians’ ‘partnership in the gospel from the first day until now.’ The 

time span represented by that verse is more than ten years. At the very beginning the Philippians sent 

him money at Thessalonica, then subsequently at Corinth. Now more recently, imprisoned in Rome 

a decade or so later, they dispatched money and a companion.39 

Sadly, many congregations lose touch with their missionaries with the passing of the years and 

the change of minister. Perhaps a small but active committee could be created in many churches to 

ensure a two-way flow of communication and care between missionary and congregation. 

Meanwhile, the Philippians’ partnership ‘from the first day until now’ remains a helpful example for 

us. 

c. The care of those in need 

Paul taught the Ephesian readers that the thief must steal no more, but do useful work instead, so that 

he may have something to share with those in need. Through our labours many of us have more than 

we need. But to what extent do we give to those in need? Instead, those who have one house buy a 

holiday home; those who have progressed from black and white to colour television add a video; 

those who have an ordinary oven want a microwave too. The surplus is for sharing; but few of us do 

so. 

The poor among the Jerusalem saints were in need through the effects of a famine in Palestine 

which began c. AD 46. We can imagine how widespread the effects were. The raising of ‘the 



collection’, therefore, coincided with a time of serious need. Grievous illness and hunger in our fellow 

human beings must always be met by kindness and generosity, as Jesus taught in his parable of the 

good Samaritan. 

The section following, verses 6–15, applies immediately to the ‘contribution’. However, they 

apply equally to the areas of giving we have discussed. 

8. Sowing and reaping (9:6–15) 

a. The manner of giving; generously and cheerfully 

God’s grace towards us reproduces his graciousness within us. Since God’s grace towards us is 

infinite and not measured out, we who receive it are to show generosity without measurement or 

calculation. We are not under compulsion. Thus ours is to be a ready, not a reluctant, response. God 

loves a cheerful giver (verse 7) because he is himself a cheerful giver (cf. verse 15). Nevertheless, 

Paul is not encouraging his readers to be either casual or impulsive givers. Each person should give 

what he has decided in his heart to give (verse 7). Inward resolve is to be followed by decisive and 

cheerful giving. 

The use of church envelope schemes has much to commend it. It requires the giver to think about 

the amount he is to give and it helps him to be regular in his giving, even when he is unavoidably 

absent from church. It also preserves confidentiality, something the Lord enjoined. 

What are my motives for donating money for Christian purposes? Am I seeking to relieve my 

guilt? Is it a ‘pay-off’ to avoid some avenues of Christian service which I am unwilling to fulfil? Is it 

to be thought super-spiritual by those who notice how much I contribute? Various faulty motives may 

inspire us to give generously, but only a real appreciation of God’s grace to us can prompt us to give 

‘cheerfully’. 

b. Giving is sowing 

Paul certainly knew the tight-fisted Corinthians. Clearly they were in his mind as he wrote Whoever 

sows sparingly will also reap sparingly (verse 6). By this farmers’ proverb Paul introduces a thought-

model which he will develop in verses 6–10. Implicit in the proverb is the bountiful generosity of 

God seen in sowing and harvesting. Provided the weather and such factors are favourable the farmer 

could expect from each wheat seed sown a harvest of thirty, sixty or even one hundred seeds. 

Therefore whoever sows generously will also reap generously (verse 6). 

From such a harvest, Paul teaches, in all things at all times they will have all that they need and 

also will abound in every good work (verse 8). Just as the God of harvest gives the sower enough 

harvest to supply seed next season, his daily bread, and some surplus beyond that, so God the fruitful 

provider will bless the generous giver with enough for his needs and will also enlarge the harvest of 

his righteousness or ‘multiply (his) resources’ (RSV) for good works (verse 10). God provides the 

giver with enough for his needs and with more than enough to continue sharing with others. 

Such a person is the embodiment of the godly person portrayed in Psalm 112:9 who ‘scatters 

abroad his gifts to the poor’ (cf. verse 9). This person is blessed with numerous and upright 

descendants, with prosperity, with clear guidance in life and with courage. The apostle has the whole 

Psalm in mind, not merely the verse he quotes. If the Corinthians then, or we today, had modelled 

our lives on Psalm 112, this entire section of the letter would be unnecessary. 

c. The results of giving 

Three results of generous giving may be discerned in verses 10–15. The generous giver will be further 

blessed with a harvest of … righteousness (verse 10). God will continue to bless this person with both 

the means and opportunity for graciousness. He will be enriched … for great generosity (verse 11). 

As Harris puts it, ‘The greater the giving, the greater the enrichment. The greater the enrichment the 

greater resources to give.’ 



In recent times there has arisen a ‘theology of prosperity’ which teaches that God will bless with 

health and riches those who give generously in support of Christian ministry. In the Old Testament it 

is clear that the multiplication of resources was viewed as the blessing of God. In the last chapter of 

Job, God gave the faithful sufferer twice the prosperity he enjoyed before the onset of his troubles. In 

the New Testament, however, this enrichment is reinterpreted as spiritual fruitfulness45 and caring 

support in the family of Christians. The prayer in 3 John 2 that the readers may enjoy good health and 

success has many parallels in non-Christian literature and should be seen merely as a pious wish 

couched in conventional terms. What Paul promises to the generous giver is not wealth-in-return but 

all that you need and also sufficient for every good work (verse 8). 

Secondly, their giving mediated through Paul will result in thanksgiving to God (verse 11). As 

the hungry saints receive food they will raise their hearts and voices in many expressions of thanks to 

God (verse 12). Through the givers and through the organizer Paul many will praise God (verse 13). 

When we opt out of giving, we opt out of the privilege of meeting human needs and also deny 

ourselves the honour of promoting God’s glory. 

Significantly, Paul never deviates from the truth that God saves us by his free grace and not 

through good works such as giving. Thus giving is a proof (verse 13) or an ‘acknowledgment’ of the 

gospel of Christ. Such goodness is the confirmation of our salvation, but not its basis. 

Thirdly, such practical kindness will establish a bond of affection and prayer between giver and 

receiver. Though separated by distance and culture, they now enjoy a fellowship whose visible 

expression is the money given and received (verse 14). The receivers perceive that in the graciousness 

of the giver may be discerned the outworking of the grace of God in them (verse 14). Both giver and 

receiver will know that God’s grace, embodied in Christ, has started a chain reaction of generosity, 

thanksgiving and fellowship. Hence Paul thanks … God for his indescribable gift (verse 15), Jesus 

Christ his Son, which has begun it all. 

While the apostle is referring to generosity in gifts of money, we may validly apply his principles 

to the exercise of all God’s gifts. Having prayerfully consulted our friends to help us ascertain our 

gifts from God, we will then readily, generously and cheerfully seek to exercise such gifts as a grateful 

expression of his saving grace towards us. It will be our certain experience that the faithful Lord of 

the harvest will enrich us beyond our expectations. 


