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Introduction 
Life is full of things that run counter-intuitively.  
 

●​ Salmon swimming upstream — they fight against the current 
to give life to the next generation. Life comes through 
struggle, not ease. 

●​ Pruning a tree — cutting it back actually helps it grow 
stronger and bear more fruit. Less leads to more. 

●​ Burn scars in a forest — wildfires, though destructive, often 
release seeds and nutrients that renew life. 

●​ Muscle training — strength comes through breaking down 
muscle fibers. Growth comes through stress. 

 
So it shouldn’t be that much of a surprise today to learn that when 
it comes to experiencing a joyfully generous life, giving is actually 
gain. Generosity feels like subtraction, but grace turns it into 
multiplication. 
 
Joyful generosity is the fruit of a heart gripped by the grace 
of Jesus Christ. 
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Body 

Matter of the Heart 

Paul wants us to see, first, that generosity is a matter of the 
heart, not circumstance. Notice how he frames this entire 
passage. He does not begin with percentages, budgets, or 
fundraising strategy. He begins with grace. (Slide) 
 

●​ In verse 1, he speaks of “the grace of God” that has 
been given among the churches of Macedonia.  

●​ In verse 7, he calls generosity an “act of grace” in which 
the Corinthians should excel.  

●​ And in verse 9, he grounds everything in “the grace of 
our Lord Jesus Christ.”  

 
That means Paul is not treating generosity exclusively as a 
financial issue. He is treating it as a spiritual issue, a gospel issue, 
a heart issue. Before he ever asks what they will give, he wants 
them to understand what grace does in a person. Christian 
generosity, then, is not mainly about how much money one 
gives or what percentage one gives. It is about what has 
taken hold of the heart. 
 
That becomes even clearer when Paul points to the 
Macedonians. He gives us one of the most unusual combinations 
in the New Testament. (Slide) 
 

●​ severe affliction / deep poverty / abundance of joy / rich 
generosity.  
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Those things do not seem to belong together. It’s kind of like the 
first time you go to Cook-Out and get a burger, only to discover 
that you can have a corn dog, or chicken nuggets, or a quesadilla 
as SIDE ITEMS. Side items?! Really?  
 
Same phenomenon here. We would expect affliction and poverty 
to produce caution, self-protection, maybe even fear. But instead 
Paul says their poverty and suffering were joined with joy and 
overflowed in generosity. Why? Because grace had changed 
them. The Macedonians were not generous because life was 
easy. They were not generous because they had extra to spare. 
They were generous because the grace of God had so 
worked in them that their circumstances did not have the 
final word over their hearts.  
 
That is one of the liberating truths of this passage: (Slide) 
poverty does not automatically prevent generosity, and 
abundance does not automatically create generosity.  
 

●​ Deep poverty + grace = generosity 
●​ Great abundance – grace ≠ generosity 

 
A person can have very little and still be open-handed. A person 
can have very much and still be closed-fisted. 
 
That is important for us because we are often tempted to explain 
generosity almost entirely in terms of circumstance.  
 
We say, “I’ll be generous when things settle down.  
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I’ll be generous when I have more margin. I’ll be generous when 
the bills are lighter, when the future is clearer, when I finally feel 
secure.” But Paul confronts that instinct head-on.  
 

●​ The Macedonians show us that hardship is real, but hardship 
is not sovereign. Financial pressure is real, but it does not 
rule the Christian heart. Grace does.  

●​ And on the other side, wealth by itself cannot produce love. 
More money may expand what I am able to do, but it cannot 
create a generous spirit. Only grace can do that.  

 
Which means the deepest problem in our lives regarding 
generosity is never first in our wallet; it is in our heart. 
 
Now, this does not mean Paul is romanticizing poverty or 
pretending suffering is easy. He plainly says they were in affliction 
and deep poverty. He is honest about their hardship. (Slide) But 
he is also showing us that the gospel creates a new kind of 
person. Grace can produce joy where the world expects fear, 
and liberality where the world expects self-protection.  
 
So if we start with money, we may only end up with guilt. But if we 
start with grace, we are led to worship. And once grace captures 
the heart, generosity becomes not merely possible, but joyful. 

Matter of the Mission 

Paul goes on to show us that generosity is participation in a 
mission, not mere donation for a cause. In verses 3-4, the 
language he uses to describe the Macedonians is striking. 
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(Slide) I can testify that, according to their ability and even 
beyond their ability, of their own accord, 4 they begged us 
earnestly for the privilege of sharing in the ministry to the 
saints … 
 
That is remarkable language to me because it seems that most 
people have to be urged to give; the Macedonians had to be 
restrained long enough to be tested. They were pleading for the 
privilege of participating. They did not view generosity as an 
unwanted obligation, an institutional tax, or a burdensome 
interruption to their lives. They saw it as a grace, a favor, an 
opportunity. (Slide) In other words, they were not asking, 
“How much do we have to give?” They were asking, “Please 
let us be part of this.” And that changes the entire tone of giving 
or generosity. When giving is reduced to donation, the question 
becomes, “What can I spare?” But when giving is understood as 
participation, the question becomes, “How can I share in what 
God is doing?” 
 
That is exactly what the Macedonians understood. Their gift was 
not just a transfer of resources; it was an entry into fellowship. 
The Macedonians saw themselves as personally involved in the 
care of believers they may never have met. Their giving was 
participation in the grace of God, participation in the mission of 
God, participation in the care of the saints, participation in the 
shared life of the church, and participation in the worship of 
Christ.  
 
Perhaps it’s helpful to elaborate on the differences between 
donation and participation. (Slide) 
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●​ Donation can be detached, but participation is relational.  
●​ Donation can be occasional, but participation is ongoing 

discipleship.  
●​ Donation can preserve distance, but participation moves 

toward people.  
 
It is possible to donate to something while keeping your heart far 
away from it. But Christian giving is meant to draw us in. It joins 
us to the needs of the saints, to the mission of the gospel, and to 
the shared life of the church. Christians do not merely fund 
ministry from afar. We join in the grace of ministering to others. 
And when that truth grips us, giving no longer feels like losing 
something; it feels like belonging to something bigger than 
ourselves. 

Matter of Maturity 

Paul also shows us that joyful generosity is a matter of 
maturity. (Slide) Look at vv. 7-8 with me. 
 
7 Now as you excel in everything—in faith, speech, 
knowledge, and in all diligence, and in your love for 
us—excel also in this act of grace. 8 I am not saying this as a 
command. Rather, by means of the diligence of others, I am 
testing the genuineness of your love. 
 
Paul speaks in a way that is both affirming and challenging. He 
acknowledges that they abound in many things: faith, speech, 
knowledge, earnestness, and love. In other words, this is not a 
church with no signs of spiritual life. They are gifted. They are 
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engaged. They are energetic. They have strengths that would be 
visible and impressive in almost any church setting. They have 
faith that professes Christ, speech that can articulate truth, 
knowledge that understands doctrine, earnestness that shows 
zeal, and love that has at least been professed and recognized. 
But then Paul says, “See that you excel in this act of grace also.” 
Paul is saying that generosity belongs in the same 
conversation as all those other evidences of grace. It is not a 
side issue. It is not an optional add-on for especially charitable 
Christians. It is one dimension of what maturity looks like when 
the gospel is really taking root. 
 
Generosity is not the whole of Christian maturity, nor is it the 
peak of Christian maturity, but it is one necessary part of it. 
Paul is not saying, “If you give, nothing else matters.” Nor is he 
suggesting that money is the single measure of spiritual health. 
But he is saying something that is deeply searching: a Christian 
(or even a church) may be articulate, informed, gifted, and 
active, and still need to grow in the practical grace of giving. 
(Slide) A believer may know sound doctrine, speak about the 
gospel clearly, serve with energy, and even show visible zeal, 
while still being immature in the area of openhandedness. 
And Paul will not let the Corinthians separate those things. He will 
not let them say, “We are strong in faith, rich in knowledge, 
earnest in ministry, and sincere in love, so this issue of generosity 
is secondary.” No … Paul says if grace is really at work in you, 
then excel here too. 
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Matter of the Gospel 

Finally, Paul shows us that joyful generosity is a matter of the 
gospel. (Slide) Look at v. 9 with me. 
 
For you know the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ: Though he 
was rich, for your sake he became poor, so that by his 
poverty you might become rich. 
 
Paul does not finally ground Christian generosity in pressure, 
comparison, embarrassment, or shame. He grounds it in Jesus. 
He does not say, “Look at the Macedonians and feel bad if you do 
less.” He does not say, “Give because the need is urgent,” though 
the need was real. He says, in effect, “Look at Christ. Consider 
his grace. Remember what he has done for you.” That means 
the deepest root of joyful generosity is not ultimately a 
principle, a program, or a command. It is the self-giving 
grace of a Savior. We give because Christ gave himself for 
us. 
 
Christ moved toward us in costly grace. He did not cling to 
his rights. He did not hold tightly to his glory and privilege 
for his own advantage. For our sake, he stooped. He gave. He 
entered into our need. He made himself poor so that through 
his saving work we might become rich in the mercy, 
forgiveness, righteousness, and inheritance of God. Paul is 
showing us that the gospel itself has the shape of generosity. 
At the center of our faith is not a Christ who takes, but a 
Christ who gives. At the center of our salvation is not our 
sacrifice for him, but his sacrifice for us. 
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That means joyful generosity is a response to a Person. We do 
not give in order to become rich in Christ; we give because in 
Christ we already are. We are not trying to purchase favor, secure 
blessing, or prove our worth. In Christ, we have already been 
given the riches of grace. We have already received what we 
could never earn. And because we have been so richly loved, 
generosity begins to flow downstream from redemption. It is not a 
payment we make to God, but a fruit that grows from union with 
Christ. 
 
Slide – The gospel creates in us the generosity it demands of 
us. It creates it by turning our eyes away from ourselves and 
fixing them on the One who, though he was rich, became poor for 
our sake, so that we through his poverty might become rich. 

Conclusion/Application 
So where does this leave us? (Title Slide) 
 
If you want to understand Christian generosity, do not start by 
looking at your wallet. Start by looking at your Savior. Look at 
the One who was rich, yet for your sake became poor. Look at the 
One who gave himself freely so that we might share in the riches 
of his grace. The gospel has the shape of generosity because the 
gospel gives us a generous Christ. 
 
So perhaps the right prayer at the end of this passage is not 
first, “Lord, make me give more,” but, “Lord, show me more 
of Christ. Show me his grace so clearly that my grip on my 
possessions begins to loosen.” Closed hands are often the 
symptom of a heart governed by fear or self-protection. But when 
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grace grips the heart, the hands begin to open. And when the 
hands open, the church begins to look more like the gospel it 
proclaims. 
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