Of Ministry and Ministers #4

“The Best Laid Plans”

2 Corinthians 1:12-2:4

“The best laid plans of mice and men go often astray.” This is part of a Scottish proverb first published in 1786, and often quoted to this very day. I believe this remains a popular saying because it is so often accurate. How many times do we plan some event, right down to the details, and something completely out of our control wipes it all out? 

Christians and churches are not immune to this situation, not even pastors or, as we will see this evening, apostles. We may think that those who devote their lives to the Lord make their plans with divine inspiration and never experience disappointment or detours. How wrong that is!

We find this especially true in the life of the apostle Paul. More than once in the New Testament we see him making plans, only to have the route detoured or the plans derailed. In his second missionary journey, Luke records in Acts 16:6-10 that Paul and his companions were kept from going into the province of Asia, then prohibited from going into the province of Bithynia, until finally they heard the call from a man of Macedonia asking them to come. Later Paul planned on visiting Rome on his way to a missionary journey to Spain, according to Romans 15:23-29. Yet when Paul eventually made it to Rome years later, it was under house arrest as he awaited a hearing before the emperor. Whether he ever made it to Spain is a matter of historical conjecture.

We understand through the Scriptures that in one case Paul was being led by the Holy Spirit away from where he had planned to go, while in the other situation his plans were upended by circumstances outside of his control. This can happen to anyone, right?

Yet some do not take such changes in plans very well. And I am not speaking of the one whose plans are being changed! I refer to those who may have been counting on such plans to be realized and now deal with the disappointment of their alterations. At times such folks can even get nasty and mean when such times occur.

Such was the case in the church at Corinth in the first century. As we will see in our text this evening, Paul had made some plans to visit the Christians in Corinth on a couple of different occasions. Unforeseen circumstances prevented Paul from following through on these plans. And for this the apostle was attacked. The defensive nature of his words reveals that Paul was under strong criticism from the church, or at least part of it.

Paul’s integrity was being questioned by some of the people in the church at Corinth. In this passage, Paul is addressing the allegation that he never intended to visit Corinth again. Sometimes defending your own integrity calls for strong action. When accusations come, what should you do? First, follow Paul’s example and address the accuser directly, without going to other people ahead of time or afterward. Paul went directly to the Corinthians and spoke openly, firmly, and lovingly. Second, keep to the facts and stay away from personal attacks. Refuse to drop innuendos, and rise above petty character assassination or revenge. Simply assert the truth clearly and with full integrity.

Paul’s Clear Conscience 

We see Paul’s clear conscience in 2 Corinthians 1:12-14,

Now this is our boast: Our conscience testifies that we have conducted ourselves in the world, and especially in our relations with you, in the holiness and sincerity that are from God. We have done so not according to worldly wisdom but according to God’s grace. For we do not write you anything you cannot read or understand. And I hope that, as you have understood us in part, you will come to understand fully that you can boast of us just as we will boast of you in the day of the Lord Jesus. 

Our English word conscience comes from two Latin words meaning “with,” and “to know.” Conscience is that inner faculty that “knows with” our spirit and approves when we do right, but accuses when we do wrong.
 It is only in the New Testament that this “inner self-knowledge” comes to receive the full force of what we understand by “conscience.” One author defines it as “the consciousness a man has of himself in his relationship to God.”
 Conscience is not the law of God, but it bears witness to that law. It is the window that lets in the light; and if the window gets dirty because we disobey, then the light becomes dimmer and dimmer,
 as Jesus speaks of it in Matthew 6:22-23, “The eye is the lamp of the body. If your eyes are good, your whole body will be full of light. But if your eyes are bad, your whole body will be full of darkness. If then the light within you is darkness, how great is that darkness!”
Paul used the word conscience twenty-three times in his letters—more often than in the rest of the books of the New Testament put together
—and spoken ministry as given in Acts 24:16, “So I strive always to keep my conscience clear before God and man.” 
 Unlike the Stoics, Paul did not regard conscience as the voice of God within, nor did he restrict its function to a person’s past acts (usually the bad ones), as was the case in the secular Greek world of his day. For Paul the conscience was a human faculty whereby a person either approves or disapproves his or her actions (whether already performed or only intended) and those of others. The conscience is not to be equated with the voice of God; rather it is a human faculty that decides on human action by the light of the highest standard a person perceives.

Since all of human nature is affected by sin, the conscience itself is affected by sin. For this reason conscience can never be accorded the position of ultimate judge of one’s behaviour. It is possible that the conscience may excuse one for that which God will not excuse, and conversely it is equally possible that conscience may condemn a person for that which God allows. The final judgment therefore belongs only to God. Nevertheless, to reject the voice of conscience is to court spiritual disaster. We cannot reject the voice of conscience with impunity, but we can modify the highest standard to which it relates by gaining for ourselves a greater understanding of the truth.

Paul’s conduct and sincerity had been called into question by some in Corinth. He refuted the accusation with directness and clarity in verse 12, “Our conscience testifies that we have conducted ourselves in the world, and especially in our relations with you, in the holiness and sincerity that are from God.” 
 Paul’s conscience declared that he had conducted himself with integrity toward the Corinthians. And this, according to Paul, is foundational to ministry.
 The word “holiness” in the original language carried the idea of “transparency,” a popular notion today. The term translated “sincerity” can also be rendered “simplicity,” without duplicity in his dealings. 

It is important the Paul establishes his clear conscience first, for this is something within his realm of control. In everything he did—including what his detractors were criticizing him for—Paul did from pure motives and with the best of intentions. I will return to this truth later in the message.

Paul’s Convoluted Calendar

Next we see Paul’s convoluted calendar in verses 15-17,

Because I was confident of this, I planned to visit you first so that you might benefit twice. I planned to visit you on my way to Macedonia and to come back to you from Macedonia, and then to have you send me on my way to Judea. When I planned this, did I do it lightly? Or do I make my plans in a worldly manner so that in the same breath I say, “Yes, yes” and “No, no”? 

A bit of historical context may help us understand better. In his second missionary journey, Paul had established the church in Corinth and stayed there eighteen months—much longer than anywhere he had ministered up to this point. From Corinth Paul left for Ephesus, where he ministered two years and three months (sometimes referred to as “three years” using the inclusive numbering of the ancient world).
 

Yet Paul was still in touch with the Christians in Corinth. He heard about some gross immorality within the church body and wrote a letter warning them against associating with such a sinner. (This letter is referred to in 1 Corinthians 5:9. Some believe that part of it may be found in 2 Corinthians 6:17-7:1, but I think this unlikely.)

A little later Paul heard of further trouble and received a letter from Corinth asking for advice. In reply he wrote what the New Testament calls First Corinthians from Ephesus. At the end of 1 Corinthians Paul said his plan was to come and visit Corinth via the northern land route through Macedonia (1 Cor. 16:5). However, after sending 1 Corinthians, Paul changed his plan. The new idea was to give them the benefit of a double visit: to go to Corinth by sea, then on to Macedonia, then return to Corinth before going to Jerusalem with his “collection for the saints.” But this plan too was changed. 

Problems after the reception of 1 Corinthians prompted Paul to visit Corinth personally and at once. (Luke omits all mention of it in the Acts, just as he is silent also concerning a number of other events to which Paul alludes in this letter.
) It must have been a peculiarly horrible experience because he can only bring himself to allude to it in the most roundabout way. It seems that he was violently rebuffed by one faction in the church, although others remained loyal to him. So painful was this visit that Paul sailed straight back to Ephesus. Once there he wrote yet another letter, one he describes in 2 Corinthians 2:4 as written “out of great distress and anguish of heart and with many tears.” Scholars sometimes call this the “severe letter” and some equate this with 2 Corinthians 10-13, though again I think this is unlikely. This letter he sent by the hand of Titus, his personal troubleshooter.
 

While we will get to the reasons why in a moment, Paul decided against his plan of going to Corinth twice, instead heading north from Ephesus to Troas and across to Macedonia, finally ending up in Corinth at the end of the trip. Because of these change of plans, some in Corinth were saying that Paul made promises he did not keep, that he said one thing but did another, that he was guilty of fickle vacillation and could not be trusted. But notice, in 1 Corinthians 16:5-7 he expresses his desire to see them using contingent and tentative language like “perhaps I will stay with you” and “I hope to remain with you for some time,” ending his desire to come with a key phrase: “if the Lord permits.” Nowhere did Paul promise he would come according to a specific timetable, and in the sovereignty of God, things didn’t turn out as he had hoped.

Sometimes we say that a certain person “speaks out of both sides of his mouth.” We have a sophisticated word for that: “equivocal” literally, “with equal voice.” The person seems to say one thing, while at the same time he affirms its opposite. You can never know exactly where he stands. He says both “yes” and “no.”
 The canceled visit to Corinth led the church to label Paul as a fair-weather friend who, following the way of the world, made and changed his plans to suit himself and no one else. And if he was unreliable in small matters like this, how was he to be trusted in bigger matters like preaching the gospel? What the Corinthians failed to see, however, is that Paul’s travels in serving the gospel were governed not by personal whim but by his mission and his message. God, not people or programs, dictated his schedule.
 Some things lie beyond our control…even as servants of the Lord.
We make plans and should say, “If the Lord wills, we’ll do thus and so.” We can’t guarantee that this is what God wants us to do. We don’t always know every detail about the will of God for our service. The important thing is for us not to scheme and lie but to be open and honest. Paul said, “My conscience testifies to me that I was sincere. I had integrity. I was not using fleshly wisdom. I’m sorry it didn’t work out the way you wanted it to work out, but my conscience bears witness that I was not wrong.”
 Paul had not lied to the Corinthians, for their was no deceptive motive behind his words.
As Christians, our word ought to be our bond. When we say we will do something, we should do it. When we say yes, it ought to mean yes. And if we can’t follow through because of something beyond our control, we need to explain, apologize, and satisfy our obligation in some other way. And the Corinthians should have held Paul’s own hoped-for plans as tentative, subject entirely to the will of God. Instead they misunderstood his intention as a promise, an error that opened the door to the unfounded charge of fickle vacillation.

Paul shifts gears from plans that change to God who never changes in verses 18-22,

But as surely as God is faithful, our message to you is not “Yes” and “No.” For the Son of God, Jesus Christ, who was preached among you by me and Silas and Timothy, was not “Yes” and “No,” but in him it has always been “Yes.” For no matter how many promises God has made, they are “Yes” in Christ. And so through him the “Amen” is spoken by us to the glory of God. Now it is God who makes both us and you stand firm in Christ. He anointed us, set his seal of ownership on us, and put his Spirit in our hearts as a deposit, guaranteeing what is to come.
Sometimes our plans work out, sometimes they don’t. Remember, the best laid plans of mice and men often go astray. But one thing that never changes is the Christian message. In Christ is the yes, the grand affirmative, to all God’s promises.
 (This does not mean, however, that Christ is the “yes” to all of our prayers—only God’s promises.)

Through Christ we can say “Amen” (meaning, “it is true” in Hebrew
) to all God has said. Jesus actually called Himself “the Amen” in Revelation 3:14, and began many of His statements with the words, “Amen, amen, I say to you…” By saying this at the beginning rather than the end, He was emphasizing for His hearers the absolute authenticity and reliability of His teaching.
 Paul is saying, “When God says something, you can take it to the bank. When man says something, take it with a grain of salt.” Even with the best of intentions, our plans may not turn out as we had hoped.
The Holy Spirit makes an appearance in verse 22 as a seal of ownership and as a deposit guaranteeing what is to come. The seal in the ancient world was an impression made on wax by a special instrument (called a signet) to indicate the ownership of a document. The presence of the Holy Spirit within us is a seal of ownership. We should remember that we do not belong to ourselves but to God. The “guarantee” in Paul’s day was a deposit or down payment in pledge of payment in full. In modern Greek this word is also used of an engagement ring, which retains the idea of a guarantee or pledge of some greater thing which is yet to come. The greatest thing we look forward to is being gathered together with Christ at the resurrection, and to being transformed into the likeness of Christ in the meantime.

Paul’s Compassionate Concern

Finally we see Paul’s compassionate concern in 2 Corinthians 1:23-2:4,

23 I call God as my witness that it was in order to spare you that I did not return to Corinth. 24 Not that we lord it over your faith, but we work with you for your joy, because it is by faith you stand firm.  2:1 So I made up my mind that I would not make another painful visit to you. 2 For if I grieve you, who is left to make me glad but you whom I have grieved? 3 I wrote as I did so that when I came I should not be distressed by those who ought to make me rejoice. I had confidence in all of you, that you would all share my joy. 4 For I wrote you out of great distress and anguish of heart and with many tears, not to grieve you but to let you know the depth of my love for you.
To begin with, the chapter division in this paragraph is misplaced, for there is no break in Paul’s argument at this point.
 These verses explain why Paul decided not to fulfill his earlier plan to visit Corinth twice. He delayed his journey in order to spare them another painful visit. Because of the turmoil there caused by schisms, insubordination, and tolerance of immorality, Paul had written 1 Corinthians. Their response to that letter had been partly positive, but not completely. Pockets of resistance still remained. After receiving news that the church still had not fully repented of their disorder and disobedience, Paul had written another letter—a blistering one referred to here in verse 4. Paul wanted to wait for their reaction to that letter rather than arrive on its heels as if he were reinforcing his mandates with a personal visit to “crack heads” like a harsh and vengeful taskmaster. He wanted to wait until the matter was resolved and the church was restored to love, joy, and peace. His words are those of a loving shepherd, not an angry, self-serving tyrant.

Paul came to realize that to revisit Corinth right away could only lead to more pain—both for them and for him. If the recent visit was unhelpful, would another one prove any different? Another visit, he now believed, could only make matters worse.
 Instead the apostle hoped that the delay would give them time to set their house in order in readiness for his arrival; as he will write in 2 Corinthians 13:2, he is fully prepared to exercise, if necessary, the sternest discipline when he comes. But it is his hope that their response will be such that it will not be necessary.

Paul could have exercised his apostolic authority and commanded the people to respect him and obey him; but he preferred to minister with patience and love. God knew that Paul’s change in plans had as its motive the sparing of the church from further pain. Love always considers the feelings of others and puts their good ahead of anything else.
 Paul’s compassionate concern shows the mark of a true spiritual shepherd.

So what do we learn from this passage? First we should acknowledge the tentative nature of plans. We may lay out our future arrangements with good intentions, wisdom, and even prayer…and we may find circumstances beyond our control demolish them. Learn to hold our timetable lightly, not scheduling something for every minute of every day. I had a professor in Bible college instruct us to allow for interruptions in our daily plans—be flexible. That helps to keep us from becoming irritable when our calendars become convoluted. 

Second, we ought to treat those in ministry with understanding and grace when their best laid plans do not materialize. The harsh and critical attitudes of the Corinthians warn us how easy it is to react with only partial knowledge or with bitterness.
 Don’t automatically assume the worst regarding their motivations or character. Remember that they are pulled in many directions and there may be situations of which you are unaware that keep them from doing what they—or you—expect. Other times they may set aside their best laid plans for the best possible reasons—for your welfare.
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