2 CORINTHIANS
Chapters 8 and 9

AN EXEMPLARY LIFE









Class Notes for March 5, 2019
Last week we saw how Paul saw ministry in terms of difficulties, what characterized ministry, the foundation of ministry and differing ways in which ministry is perceived and received by others.  He emphasized the importance of their committed relationships being consistent with who they are as Christians and not to be bound together with unbelievers.  Paul drew stark contrasts between those who are in Christ and those who are children of the devil, blinded to the truth, and living in lawlessness.

In spite of the difficulties and challenges of ministry, Paul was comforted knowing that the saints in Corinth who profess Jesus are obedient and loving, that they are maturing in faith, and that they are receiving instruction in righteousness.  Although Paul had brought them sorrow by confronting them with their sinfulness, they had repented and been forgiven.  While they formerly had been enemies of God, Jesus had brought them reconciliation to God and a ministry of reconciliation for others.  Titus' visit to Corinth had confirmed to Paul that the saints there were indeed living faithfully, bringing Paul much comfort and joy.  But Paul has much more to teach them.  

2 Corinthians 8:1-6


The Macedonian example
Paul had clarified priorities by establishing what is temporary contrasted with what has eternal value.  This understanding impacts how believers view their resources and responsible stewardship.  Paul began by giving them an example set by the churches in Macedonia.  This area lies just north of Corinth and includes churches in Berea recorded in Acts 17, and in Philippi and Thessalonica with which we are familiar because of Paul's letters to them.  Paul pointed out that they are suffering a great ordeal of affliction.  He had encouraged the saints at Philippi not to be alarmed by their opponents and that they were suffering for Jesus' sake and experiencing the same conflicts that Paul had suffered.  Phil. 1:29-30   These saints had sent contributions more than once.  Phil 4:15-18   Paul commended the saints at Thessalonica for their faith and love and the example they set for all the churches in Macedonia and Achaia.  1 Thes. 1:3-7; 2 Thes. 3:6  

The Macedonian churches had demonstrated their faithfulness by generous collections for the saints in Jerusalem. 1 Cor. 16:3   Jerusalem was considered the "mother church", but they were greatly persecuted and probably suffered confiscation of their property and other oppression.  See Heb. 10:34  The churches in Macedonia were not giving out of abundance.  They too suffered deep poverty, and yet they gave voluntarily and liberally, even beyond their ability.  Paul doesn't seem surprised that they had even begged Paul to allow them to contribute to the support of the saints.  Their first act of giving was to give themselves to the Lord.  Paul knew they were motivated by their dedication to the Lord, to Paul and to those who ministered with him.   "By the will of God" indicates that this action was pleasing to God.  

In v. 6 Paul addressed the church at Corinth pointing out that he had instructed Titus to encourage the gracious work of giving that had already begun among them.
2 Corinthians 8:7-15


Motivation for giving
In v. 7 Paul confirmed that the church at Corinth had indeed grown and matured in many important ways, abounding in everything:  in faith - evidence of the enabling power of God in their lives; in utterance - speaking sound doctrine; in knowledge - learning and practicing righteousness; and in all earnestness - sincere dedication and action.  Now Paul challenged them to abound in benevolence as
well.  It is interesting that Paul does not command them to give, but he encourages them to give voluntarily as evidence of their sincere love and as an example for others.

Paul continued by pointing out that their attitude and actions concerning material things had a deep spiritual root:  Jesus' great gift of salvation.  Although all things were made by, for and through Jesus Col. 1:16, Rom. 11:36 and He rules over all things Phil. 2:10,  Jesus did not call on His possessions or power but humbled Himself by death on the cross Phil. 2:8.  Through this sacrifice, those who belong to Him receive immeasurable spiritual riches in faith, grace and hope  Rom. 5:2.  The appropriate response is love and gratitude.

Corinth had begun a collection a year earlier, and now they were to complete it, not under compulsion but because they desired to do so.  They were to give according to what they had.  Those who had more resources would give more.  They were not to give to an extent that they would go into debt or that it would cause them poverty.  It would be unusual for God to lead a believer to impoverish himself.  While their abundance would supply the needs of others, when they had need other believers would give to them.  Paul intended to gather the contributions and deliver them to Jerusalem.  

So, how much do we give?  In the OT Israel was required to support the priesthood by giving ten percent, a tithe, to the Levites and priests for support of the Tabernacle/Temple and worship.  It was a flat, income tax.  In addition, other gifts and offerings were required or given as voluntary or freewill offerings.  In the NT there are no set amounts or percentages for contributions.  The tithe is mentioned only with regard to meticulous observance of the Law, and not confirmed by Jesus as evidence of righteousness but rebuking the Pharisees for neglecting the more important things like justice, mercy and faithfulness.  Matt. 23:23, Luke 11:42    Many churches today set ten percent as required giving for those who would hold leadership positions, and members are also expected to give at that level as well as additional offerings.  However, less than three percent of evangelical Christians give that much.  When Jesus was at the Temple observing those who would give from their surplus, and probably a tithe, it was the poor widow who gave all she had who received commendation from Him.  Mark 12:41-44
Perhaps we can look to the church at Corinth for an example:  They first gave themselves to the Lord, then they gave according to what they had, and they gave in love, generously and joyfully.  Christians hold all resources in stewardship, and not just money but time and spiritual gifts, influence and authority, all of which come from God.  The problem with the tithe is that it is not enough, and it is the wrong mindset.  God commands more than ten percent. We are accountable for all that God gives us, and we are to give generously and because we love God and others and have given ourselves to the Lord first.  
Christians are challenged about to whom to give.  Of course, it is to the Lord, but it is given through human agency.  Options include the local church, evangelical ministries, seminaries, missionaries, and the list goes on.  Perhaps a determining question would be, "How is Jesus glorified through this gift?"

Another question comes with the reference to "equality".  Those who support a socialist or communist political view often quote these verses and the verses from Acts 2:44-45 to support a view that all things are to be held in common and distributed equally.  The fallacy of this interpretation is that benevolence is voluntary whereas socialism and communism are mandatory and enforced by a governing authority.  Neither socialism nor communism is a Christian concept.
2 Corinthians 8:16-24

Accountability
The churches in Macedonia were identified by Paul as examples of congregational giving.   Next he  commended Titus for voluntarily going to Corinth to receive the offerings as Paul's representative.  
An unnamed Christian, widely known for his faithfulness, had been appointed by the churches to accompany Titus.  This delegation also included another man who had been tested by Paul and found to be honorable.  This threesome would work together in receiving and administering the offerings to ensure that all transactions would be honorable and would glorify the Lord.  Everything was to be done openly.  Paul reiterated the reliability of the men as Titus was Paul's partner and fellow worker who was known to them, and the other two were reliable messengers from the churches.  The collection and use of the money was not done in secret but an open demonstration of the love of the saints for one another and the reason why Paul boasted about their faithfulness.

2 Corinthians 9:1-7 


Commendable giving
In these verses Paul encouraged their generosity.  He considered it unnecessary to write to them about their support for the needs of other churches.  In fact, while he boasted to them about Macedonia, Paul had also boasted to the Macedonian churches about the generosity of the church in Corinth which had inspired others in their area.  The collection received by the three-man delegation would confirm what Paul had been saying, and they should be prepared when the men arrived so as not to cast any aspersion on Paul's boasting to the Macedonians.  The three men would arrive early to make sure everything was in order.  

The church should be careful not to let any covetousness interfere with their giving.  Generosity has predictable good outcomes:  Those who sow bountifully will also reap bountifully.  Yet, it is still a matter of the heart.  Giving must not be done grudgingly or under compulsion, but cheerfully.  God knows our motives, and He loves a cheerful giver.  

2 Corinthians 9:8-15


The blessings of giving
After all, it is God who gives grace and the blessings which give them sufficiency for themselves and abundance for generosity and good deeds.  We were saved for good deeds which God prepared beforehand for us to do.  God enables what He requires by changing our hearts, renewing our minds, empowering our ministries, and providing resources.  Faithfulness is often evidenced as believers give even out of affliction and poverty, relying on God for all their needs (remember the poor widow who gave all she had to live on).  Faithful and liberal giving results in righteousness and thanksgiving.
While we give to God, we pay our taxes (and our bills).  Government is instituted and given authority by God, and Christians are law abiding citizens.  We give to Caesar what is Caesar's, and to God what is God's, while recognizing that ultimately everything belongs to God.   Matt 22:15-22  

When someone wants to know a lot about us, they will look at how we handle our resources.  The FBI would learn a lot about us by looking at our spending habits.  So what is a reasonable financial plan?  Live modestly, save regularly, and give generously -- in reverse order!  All is to be done out of love for and obedience to God who loves us, and in gratitude to Jesus who sacrificed for us.  

Thanks be to God for His indescribable gift!
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