
2 Corinthians 8-9 
Gifts, Giving, Reciprocity & Generosity 

The Big Idea 
Why do you give gifts? Why do you give to church or charity, to a worthy (or unworthy) cause? 
Paul continues to re-wire the Corinthians system away from their Gentile cultural norms (i.e., 
patronage) to biblical and cultural norms. Rather than placing an expectation on reciprocity, Paul 
wants the Corinthians generosity to be based upon the example of we experience as people of 
God. 

 

We often think of Paul as a “message-centered” minister rather than a “project-centered” leader, 
but there was one major project in Paul’s ministry that sometimes gets lost in the discussion—the 
collection for the poor (saints) in Jerusalem. Growing from the statement of the Jerusalem leaders 
that Paul (and the churches he helps build among the Gentiles) remember the poor (Galatians 
2:10; Acts 24:17), Paul then solicits, what seems to be, a large sum of money from Gentile 
churches, which he personally brings to the leaders in Jerusalem.  

Though 2 Corinthians 8-9 are often used during stewardship season as churches begin their 
annual financial planning, strictly speaking Paul is not talking about regular giving (i.e., tithes, 
offerings, pledges) to a local congregation, but rather a special (over-and-above?) offering for a 
particular ministry. Nevertheless, some of the principles of a Christian view of generosity remain 
consistent. 

Opening Discussion: Have you ever received a gift you couldn’t repay? 
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Definitions: reciprocity in Roman Culture 
Reciprocity was of greater importance in Roman culture not only in 
comparison with the modern West but also in comparison with other ancient 
Mediterranean cultures. No Jewish or Greek observer claims for their societies 
what Cicero and Seneca do for Rome, that the exchange of benefactions was 
central to social cohesion.  In fact, outside of interactions with the divine, 
practices of reciprocity were stoutly contested by influential voices within 
ancient Jewish culture. Oxford Classical Dictionary, Roman gifts and giving 

 
2 Corinthians 8:1-24 Paul, Titus the Corinthians and the Plan We Agreed Upon 

v. 1-7 The poor churches in Macedonia have gathered a large gift out of the generosity of 
their hearts. As Paul works his way south toward Corinth, then, assumedly, back to 
Jerusalem, he wants the Corinthians to follow the example of the Macedonian churches. 
 
v. 8 Paul is unwilling to give commands and directives on how much the Corinthians should 
give. Why does it feel like Paul is “soft-selling” this offering? If Paul spoke of this as a duty or 
obligation, how would he be drawing from the tradition of Roman reciprocity? 
 
v. 9-15 What stories does Paul draw from when giving the Corinthians a background for our 
motivation to generosity? How do those stories contrast with the Roman culture of 
patronage which expects reciprocity in gift giving? 
 
v. 16-24 Why is Paul sending Titus ahead? Why might it be problematic that Paul isn’t 
coming himself (remember the earlier chapters of 2 Corinthians and why they’re upset with 
Paul).  

 
2 Corinthians 9:1-5 Bringing Home the Bacon 

Paul plans on following Titus to visit Corinth—what does he expect to find in Corinth when 
he arrives? If the Corinthians haven’t followed through on their promise, what possible result 
does Paul’s fear? 
 

2 Corinthians 9:6-15 Paul’s Theology of Generosity and Reciprocity 
What (who) is the ultimate example of generosity for Paul?  
 
What form of enrichment should the Corinthians expect to receive if they take part in Paul’s 
project? How does this enrichment differ from the reciprocity expected in Roman 
patronage? 
 
What relationship does Paul hope to establish through this gift to the church in Jerusalem? 
 

Developing a picture of Faithful Giving: 
Read Exodus 23:1-9, Leviticus 19:17-18—what does the Law say about reciprocity? Why 
are the Israelites instructed to set aside expectations of reciprocity? 
What does Jesus say about expectations of reciprocity? Luke 6:27-36 
What correction to other habits of giving does Jesus offer? Matthew 6:1-4, Mark 12:41-44 
 

How does this inform or reshape your understanding of faithful giving? How can the church 
communicate the bonds of relationships that faithful giving fosters? 


