
Of Ministry and Ministers #1

“Not Just Another Sequel”

2 Corinthians 1:1-2

Sequels generally have a bad reputation.

We can all name movies or books or television shows that have spawned sequels that just never measured up to the original. Actor Colin Firth says, “We all know the dangers of sequels. Lightning doesn’t strike twice in the same place too often, and I think you’ve got to move beyond it, go the extra mile and have the courage not to just repeat the first one.” Best-selling author Dean Koontz adds, “The only reason I would write a sequel is if I were struck by an idea that I felt to be equal to the original. Too many sequels diminish the original.” And we can all relate to the words of Andrew Motion, “For a long time I thought that the road to hell is paved with bad sequels.”

If we’re not careful, we can adopt a similar attitude with certain books of the Bible. Eight books in Scripture are named “Second” something (there’s even one named “Third John”) and we may be tempted to skip over the sequel. For instance, people often study 1 Corinthians and forget about 2 Corinthians, like the ugly sister to whom no one pays attention,
 even though it is one of Paul’s longer letters and, as we will see, provides information not found anywhere else.

Maybe people see the title “Second Corinthians” and think that it is somehow secondary or inferior to “First Corinthians” (which, as we will see, was not even the first letter Paul wrote to the church at Corinth!) Or, perhaps, because this letter is so personal and sometimes difficult to follow and, frankly, hard to understand, that preachers and Christians tend to avoid it?
 If so, this is an unnecessary avoidance, for this letter is full of valuable and inspirational material useful for our Christian lives. We will see that Second Corinthians as not just another sequel.

Before we dive into the letter itself, I want to provide an introduction to lay the groundwork for our future studies. Paul is unmistakably the author of this letter. It is stamped with his style and it contains more autobiographical material than any of his other writings.
 Some have questioned whether this constitutes one letter or a collection of several smaller letters written by Paul to the Corinthian church. There is absolutely no textual evidence that proves the letter is not a unit. It is one book, one unit, and the evidence historically supports its unity.

The recipients of the letter were the Christians in Corinth, although Paul adds “together with all the saints throughout Achaia” in verse 1. Achaia was the province of which Corinth was a chief city.
 Perhaps the gospel had spread from Corinth into the surrounding communities?
When we examined First Corinthians last year I gave a detailed description of the city of Corinth that I do not wish to repeat here. (If you would like access to that, see me afterwards and I will get it for you.) In short, Corinth was a city of commerce, culture, and corruption. William Barclay comments, “Corinth was the Vanity Fair of the ancient world.”
 Other New Testament scholars and expositors have called Corinth “the Las Vegas of the ancient world.”
 In other words, it was a tough place to live a Christian life.

Of all the New Testament books attributed to Paul, 2 Corinthians is most like a letter. When you read Romans or Ephesians, the personal, intimate elements are in the background. The broad, sweeping development of the Christian Gospel which we find in those epistles can sometimes make us forget we are reading a letter. Not so with 2 Corinthians. It’s full of allusions, familiar references, asides, and subtle ironies. It contains many phrases and passages, the purpose of which could be fully understood only by the writer and his intended readers. All of which is to say again—it’s a real, honest-to-goodness letter. Here the Apostle Paul lays bare his heart. He is intensely personal, exposing the raw nerves of his sufferings and letting go “any old time” with a burst of sheer rejoicing. If you want to know the man himself, what went on inside him, how the Gospel affected him, there is no letter like it.

Furthermore, we learn much about Christian ministry and ministers that applies to this day. I am calling this series “Of Ministry and Ministers.” This book is about the nature of the gospel and authentic ministry.
 Here we see that ministers are real people.

All of us could name some famous person we’ve never met, but whom we greatly respect, admire, or even adore. At times, the admiration people have for great men and women can approach the level of worship, especially when we forget a basic rule of our doctrine of humanity: with only One extraordinary exception, every person who has ever lived has suffered from the frailties and failings of fallenness—even the martyrs who took a stand for Christ or contributed significantly to building up His church. Like snow-capped mountains that in the distance appear like majestic jewels touching the heavens, the closer we get to those spiritual giants of the past, the more we realize they, like us, are made of dirt.

The truth is that depravity is universal. Every great man or woman of God bears the marks of imperfect humanity. In some, those marks are more obvious than in others. Without fail, our too-high estimations of godly saints get cut down to size by reality.
Perhaps none but Christ has left a greater impact on the Christian faith than this seemingly bigger-than-life figure, with his unparalleled gospel vision, missionary zeal, and passionate pursuit of holiness. But thanks to his second letter to the Corinthians, we can resist the temptation to elevate Paul to some deified status.

The same can be said down through the ages. Dr. John Henry Jowett, the man who was called in his day “The Greatest Preacher in the English-speaking World,” who pastored leading churches, preached to huge congregations, and wrote books that were bestsellers, said, “You seem to imagine that I have no ups and downs, but just a level and lofty stretch of spiritual attainment with unbroken joy and equanimity. By no means! I am often perfectly wretched and everything appears most murky.” Charles Haddon Spurgeon, heralded as the “Prince of Preachers” by many, wrote, “I am the subject of depressions of spirit so fearful that I hope none of you ever get to such extremes of wretchedness as I go to.” 

Discouragement is no respecter of persons. In fact, discouragement seems to attack the successful far more than the unsuccessful; for the higher we climb, the farther down we can fall. We are not surprised then when we read that the great Apostle Paul was “under great pressure” and “despaired even of life” (2 Cor. 1:8). Great as he was in character and ministry, Paul was human just like the rest of us.

Many of us who have been profoundly affected by his writings and challenged by his life have a hard time seeing Paul as a real human being. We tend to put him in a class by himself—the super apostle, several notches above everyone else. He may be able to point out the way to us but we usually look on his experience and ministry as something far beyond our reach. That’s why it’s so good to live in this letter for a while.

Paul’s Résumé with the Corinthians 

I think it is important to consider Paul’s résumé with the Corinthians and how that impacts this letter. The Paul–Corinthian relationship spanning seven years, three personal visits and four letters, is one of the most complex topics in New Testament studies.

According to Acts 18, Paul founded the church at Corinth and had ministered there for a year and a half.
 After a forced exit from Thessalonica and again from Berea, Paul had made his way down the Aegean coast to Athens for a short layover and then to Corinth, where he settled down from about ad 50–52.
 With the help of the godly couple Aquila and Priscilla and his faithful disciples Timothy and Silas, he established the church in Corinth.

After eighteen months there, Paul traveled to Ephesus, where he left Priscilla and Aquila when he returned to his home church in Antioch (Acts 18:21-22). After a time in Antioch, Paul slowly made his way back to Ephesus, encouraging the churches along the way—this was the beginning of his third missionary journey.
 Three years were spent evangelizing, as Luke reports, “all the Jews and Greeks who lived in the province of Asia” (Acts 19:10).

Somewhere between a.d. 52 and 53 Paul wrote the first of four letters to Corinth, commonly called the “previous letter.” It may surprise you to know that we do not possess Paul’s first letter to the church in Corinth. It most likely was written from Ephesus and included within its instruction a warning to the Corinthians against “mixing together” with immoral people (1 Cor 5:9–13). While some scholars believe this letter is included in what we have as 2 Corinthians 6:14–7:1, it is more likely that Paul recalls or even cites a section of this initial letter, where he calls the Corinthians to separate themselves from unbelievers. As becomes clear in First Corinthians, the Corinthians misunderstood Paul’s first letter to be enjoining a withdrawal from contact with unbelievers, a mistake that may very well lie behind the question as to whether a believer should remain with an unbelieving spouse (1 Cor 7:10–15). But Paul is concerned with immoral persons within the church, not without it.

Sometime between a.d. 53 and 54, the Corinthian church sent a letter by a three-person delegation that quite likely waited for a response (1 Cor 16:17). The concerns raised by the church in their letter to Paul are addressed in 1 Corinthians 7–16, prefaced by the phrase “Now about…” In addition to the questions the Corinthians raised through their letter, Paul also received news of a more disturbing nature through unofficial sources (“Chloe’s household,” 1:11; “I hear that,” 11:18).
 Immorality of various kinds was running rampant within the Corinthian church and Paul had to respond to this as well as their questions. And so he wrote the letter that we call 1 Corinthians.
 As we saw in our series of studies last year, 1 Corinthians addressed the iniquity revealed in the church in the first six chapters, while in the last ten chapters Paul answered the inquiries raised by the church. More than once in this letter Paul announced his intention to visit Corinth for a lengthy period on his way to Macedonia, “if the Lord permits” (16:7).
 

There is little indication that Paul’s correction in 1 Corinthians had its intended effect. In fact, it appears that the relationship between Paul and the church deteriorated. Evidence that all was not well is already there in 1 Corinthians. Paul refers to “some” who “have become arrogant, as if I were not coming to you” (4:18). There was also some suspicion that he was not truly an apostle because he would not accept pay from them but instead worked to support himself (9:1–18).

News of this deteriorating situation reached Paul and resulted in what is usually called Paul’s “painful visit” in the summer or fall of a.d. 54 (2 Cor 2:1; 12:14, 21; 13:1–2).
 The apostle’s authority, even his apostleship, was called into question. Tragically, this attack on Paul’s ministry and person had led many of his Corinthian converts to reject him and his preaching for “a different gospel” (cf. 11:4).

When Paul returned to Ephesus, he wrote the church a “severe letter” (2 Cor 1:23) by means of which he hoped to avoid another painful encounter with them. (This third letter we do not have today, either.) This letter pulled no punches.
 In it he rebuked them for not coming to his aid when publicly confronted, tested their obedience to apostolic authority and called them to show their loyalty by punishing the individual who had challenged him (2:1–11; 7:8–13). That this was a difficult letter for Paul to compose is clear from his statement that he wrote “out of great distress and anguish of heart and with many tears” (2:4). It was delivered, probably in the early part of 55, by Titus, who had the difficult job of attempting to enforce Paul’s directives (7:5–16).

Luke records a riot breaking out in Ephesus over Paul’s controversial teachings in Acts 19:23-41. Paul then departed for Macedonia, as earlier planned, passing through the port city of Troas. Upon arriving in Troas on his way from Ephesus to Macedonia, Paul hoped to find Titus and hear about the state of the Corinthian church. But he was disappointed: “I had no rest for my spirit, not finding Titus my brother; but taking my leave of them, I went on to Macedonia” (2 Cor. 2:13). While he was in Macedonia, Titus finally arrived from his visit to Corinth. Upon his arrival, Titus shared with Paul a new twist in the Corinthian quagmire: under the spell of Paul’s opponents, who claimed to be apostles and who challenged Paul’s apostolic authority, a minority of rebels had fortified their positions and refused to leave. Instead, they were working to soften the Corinthians’ allegiance to Paul and sever ties with him. As Paul wrote his response to this new turn of events in the drama of the Corinthian church, he unleashed his emotions like never before, finding himself in an awkward position. He had to further defend his authority as an authentic apostle against an influential faction of Judaizers who were still attempting to undermine his ministry and hijack the Christian community in Corinth for themselves. In response to this mutiny in progress, Paul launched 2 Corinthians.

Paul’s Ridicule by the Critics

Briefly I want to consider Paul’s ridicule by the critics, for this becomes a key factor in the letter of 2 Corinthians. This letter is the least structured of all his letters. In it, Paul meanders even more than in the first letter he had sent to Corinth. That letter, addressing healthy church life, had been delivered, read, and taken by many as a slap in the face. In fact, so many disliked the corrections in 1 Corinthians they began employing the rhetorical strategy of ad hominem attack—challenging the credibility, motives, and character of the author to avoid dealing with the writer’s confrontations. It became a case of mud-slinging in an attempt to diminish Paul’s reputation and heighten their own.

False teachers who challenged both Paul’s personal integrity and his apostolic authority criticized his change in plans, asserting that his word was not to be trusted. They were also saying that he was not a genuine apostle and that he was pocketing the money they had collected for the poverty-stricken believers in Jerusalem.

They even got insulting in their criticism. We read in 2 Corinthians 10:10, “His letters are weighty and forceful, but in person he is unimpressive and his speaking amounts to nothing.” He was not imposing, over-powering, magnetic or impressive in the eyes of his critics. He didn’t have charisma. This man was no orator. There was nothing at all remarkable about his manner of speaking. Paul could never have drawn crowds like a Charles Spurgeon or a Billy Graham.

Paul’s Response to the Criticism

In the opening verses of the letter we see Paul’s response to the criticism, or at least the beginning of it. Most of the letter deals with his response to the critics, but we will only look at the beginning of the letter in this regard.

Look at 2 Corinthians 1:1, “Paul, an apostle of Christ Jesus by the will of God, and Timothy our brother…” Paul here names himself “apostle by the will of God” as he does in First Corinthians and elsewhere. No additional designation (such as “servant”) appears. Nor does Paul elaborate his calling, as he does in Galatians and Romans. Here it is necessary for him merely to make his fundamental claim: by the will of God he is an apostle. That is to say, he is not apostle by virtue of his own abilities, powers, or self-assertion.
 How sad that within just a few years of his founding the church with a ministry confirmed by signs, wonders, and miracles, the fickle Corinthians doubted the authenticity of his ministry. Paul’s defense of his credentials as an authoritative spokesperson of Jesus Christ will run as a sub-theme throughout this letter.

The remainder of verse 1 reads, “…to the church of God in Corinth, together with all the saints throughout Achaia.” Together with those throughout Achaia, Paul addresses the church at Corinth as “saints,” or, better, “holy ones.” This is Paul’s most frequent designation of Christians—he uses it 43 times. We might think this is the least appropriate term for those troublemakers in Corinth, but that is because we misinterpret the term. Paul calls the Corinthians “saints,” not on the basis of their morality, conduct, or progress, but solely on the basis of God’s redemptive act in Christ. Despite their worldliness, weakness, and many failures, they have been “sanctified [made holy] in Christ Jesus, called [by God] as saints.” If Paul had taken their life and conduct into account, it would have been impossible for him to describe them in this way. Christ alone is their righteousness, holiness, and redemption.
 The Bible speaks of ‘saints’ as quite ordinary people whom God graciously regards as special to him through their faith-commitment to his Son Jesus.

Verse two completes the opening of the letter: “Grace and peace to you from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.” Paul’s greeting was not merely, “How are you?” He speaks of “grace” (a very Greek word) and “peace” (a very Hebrew word). Together, “grace and peace” denote all that we have because of God’s initiative in our lives. Grace makes us a reconciled people experiencing the peace of God.

Even this forms part of Paul’s response to his critics. They were focusing on what Paul was or wasn’t personally, while Paul will (in later chapters) point to what he is in Christ as all that matters. Only by God’s grace could Paul be a Christian, let alone an apostle! True, he wasn’t superhuman, but one doesn’t need to be superhuman to be used by God. In fact, if one was superhuman, he or she wouldn’t need God! 

And the term “peace” here almost rings ironic, since the church at Corinth was experiencing anything but peace. The critics were stirring the people into a frenzy, but Paul was writing to them so that they might experience the peace of God like no other.

In conclusion, we can describe Paul’s letter as a treatise on the stuff of authentic ministry—in all its earthiness and harsh, human realities. This vivid picture of raw but real ministry sheds a stark light on the inferior motives, methods, and messages of false ministers. For those engaged in the nuts and bolts of ministry today, this is one remarkable letter. Certainly it is not just another sequel.

Yes, Paul was an invaluable treasure to the Christian church, but like every other believer of every era, Paul was 100 percent human. He faced human challenges. He suffered human defeats. He experienced human temptations, and he battled his own human weaknesses. Thankfully, he also had a very human estimation of himself, acknowledging that he was “least of the apostles” (1 Cor. 15:9), “least of all saints,” (Eph. 3:8), and “chief of sinners” (1Tim. 1:15). The apostle Paul was indeed a great man, but he was only a man.

And that is true of every minister who has ever served the Lord. Perhaps the best way to summarize what ministry and ministers are all about is found in 2 Corinthians 4:7, “But we have this treasure in jars of clay to show that this all-surpassing power is from God, and not from us.” When we focus too much of the ministry on the minister, we are sure to be disappointed. When we focus the ministry on God, we will never be let down.
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