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The example of the Macedonians (2 Corinthians 8:1-5)

Money (and malpractice in giving) is not a modern problem.  Instructions to the rich and to the poor are found
in both the OT and the NT. Very early in her history the church had to deal with poverty among believers.
(Cf. Acts 2:45; 4:32-37). Persecution increased that problem, especially in Jerusalem. When a famine struck
believers in Antioch sent relief to the brethren (Acts 11:27-30). In Jerusalem they asked Paul to “continue to
remember the poor” (Gal 2:10) to which Paul agreed.

In 1 Corinthians 16:1-4 there is mention of a collection which had been started in Galatia. In 2 Corinthians we
receive more information about this collection. For some reason the Corinthians had slacked off in their efforts
toward this collection. Paul encourages them to get back on track and uses the churches in Macedonia as an
example. (These churches included at least the cities of Philippi, Thessalonica and Berea.) They had given
generously to the needs of the poor believers in Jerusalem. 

I. Circumstances concerning their generosity (8:1-2)
1. Their generosity could be set forth as an example to others.  

The opening phrase alerts the readers to the importance of the example of the Macedonians, as a model, a
standard, and a situation of which they should be aware. Though we should not give to be seen, or boast of our
own actions (cf. Prov. 27:2; Matt. 6:1-4), it is acceptable that our good works be seen so that others would give
praise to God (Matt. 5:16).

2. Their generosity was accredited fully to the grace of God.  
This makes generosity available to all believers.  Neither the Corinthians nor we can excuse ourselves by

saying that we are not like the Macedonians.  All believers have a gracious (giving) loving Father. Elevating the
Macedonians was not an unfair comparison. All virtue and good gifts come from God.

3. Their generosity arose out of a dual paradox.  
They had overflowing joy in the midst of most severe trial. Literally, “out of” is “in”. They had not escaped

from these trials but had overflowing joy. Both the trials and the joy marked the Macedonians since their founding:
“in spite of severe suffering, you welcomed the message with the joy given by the Holy Spirit” (1 Thes. 1:6;
cf. Acts 17:6-13; 1 Thes. 2:14; 2 Thes. 1:4).

They were in the depth of poverty yet gave generously. More than just “despite” their poverty, their joy and
poverty overflowed unto rich generosity by God’s grace. Poor believers may have greater compassion on others
who are poor, but they are also not tempted, as are the rich, to trust in their wealth (cf. 1 Tim. 6:17-19). Their gifts
may be simple, but represent a large portion of their possessions. Consider the story of George Müller, who lived
with minimal possessions, yet gave abundantly to Christian works.

II. Characteristics of their generosity (8:3-5)
1. They gave sacrificially.

The Macedonians could only give what they had, which was not much (“as much as they were able”). But
they gave more than they could afford, without holding back for personal needs or future security. Consider the
widow who gave two small copper coins, and thereby gave more than all the rich, because she gave out of her
poverty and they out of their wealth (Mark 12:41-44). Sacrificial giving is not measured by the amount one gives,
but by the measure it touches your very existence.

2. They gave without coercion, i.e., freely.
“Entirely on their own” (v 3, NIV) means that no pressure had been put on them to give.  From the next

verse it would appear that Paul had not even asked them to give.  Possibly Paul viewed their poverty as excusing
them from participating and perhaps made them candidates for financial help.  Normally Paul encouraged giving
and saw an obligation for believing Gentiles to share materially with their Jewish brethren.

3. They gave eagerly. 
When they heard of the collection, the Macedonians begged Paul to be allowed to participate; literally, they

were “begging of us the grace and the fellowship (or participation) of this ministry to the saints.” They wanted to
participate in the giving and they wanted this opportunity to experience God’s grace. Such eagerness marks a rich
generosity.

4. They gave in accord with their own dedication to the Lord. 
Although it is hidden in our English translations, verse 5b is the main part of the sentence which began in

verse 3. This is also the heart of generosity: a dedication to the Lord out of which their rich generosity flowed. It is
grammatically and logically better not to artificially break the sentence between verses 4 and 5 (as the NIV does).
Paul’s surprise is not at their dedication to the Lord, but at their generous giving. Their dedication is the heart of
their generosity and the rest is an expression of that. 

The word “then” has been added (i.e., by the NIV) to reflect an interpretation. It need not be added.The
Macedonians gave themselves to the Lord and to the apostolic team as the Lord’s representative, as their first or
primary act of giving. Their monetary gifts to the poor in Jerusalem followed from their primary dedication to the
Lord. They gave themselves to the apostolic team by trusting their report of the need and their arrangement of the
collection.  In our own giving we also are challenged to know who truly belongs to God and is serving God. 
(Cf. Gal. 6:10.) 

Above all else it is import to give ourselves to the Lord.  It is our reasonable service (Rom 12:1-2). We
demonstrate it when we trust Him with our lives (rather than trusting other things). We demonstrate it when we
seek and follow His direction. It is evident even (or especially) in our giving as we pray for direction in our giving
and trust God to care for us.


