Of Ministry and Ministers #25

“What It Means to Be a Minister”

2 Corinthians 12:11-21

I have always been interested in history, and history is fundamentally about people. Thus historical biographies are tremendous resources in understanding the people who shaped history. I would suggest, though, that the one resource better than a historical biography is an autobiography of a historic figure. Only the person himself or herself can reveal what went on in their mind and heart as well as what happened on the outside.

I believe the same can be said of Scripture. Throughout our study of 2 Corinthians we have seen how much Paul reveals about himself. One commentator notes, “In no other letter do we find so much autobiographical information...”
 while another notes that this is “the letter which gives us the most personal portrait of the apostle Paul to be found anywhere...”
 Another calls this “Paul’s most personal and pastoral of missives for ministry in today’s church and society.”
 This letter gives us insights into the apostle like no other.

Yet there is more we can gain from studying this book. One author observes, “No part of Scripture shows more clearly the problems ministers face than the Corinthian letters. First Corinthians vividly portrays the church problems a minister can expect to encounter; Second Corinthians exemplifies his personal problems.”
 That is why I have called this series of messages “Of Ministry and Ministers,” for while we may not go through the same exact experiences Paul did, we can certainly learn what ministry is like and what it takes to be God’s minister to a church today. This is particularly true of our text this evening, the second half of 2 Corinthians 12, and I am calling this message “What It Means to Be a Minister.”
Paul’s Ministerial Confirmation 

First we see Paul’s ministerial confirmation in 2 Corinthians 12:11-13,

I have made a fool of myself, but you drove me to it. I ought to have been commended by you, for I am not in the least inferior to the “super-apostles,” even though I am nothing. The things that mark an apostle—signs, wonders and miracles—were done among you with great perseverance. How were you inferior to the other churches, except that I was never a burden to you? Forgive me this wrong! 

Paul says he has made a fool of himself by boasting about his accomplishments and abilities, but he claims the Corinthians drove him to it. The verb “to drive” means to “cause” or “compel” someone with everything from a bit of friendly pressure to brute force. Paul’s point is that only the strongest kind of pressure could have forced his hand.

This is not Paul making an excuse or shifting blame. I like how Philip Hughes puts it: “Well, there it is, I have actually become foolish, much though I detest speaking of myself, but that I should have indulged in the folly of glorying is really not my fault, but yours, for it is you who ought to have spoken in commendation of me, your apostle; but as you have kept silent I have been compelled to speak so that those super-apostles, to whom, nothing though I am in myself, I am in no way inferior, may be seen in their true light.”
 To paraphrase the well-known phrase, “The only thing necessary for the triumph of evil is for good men to say nothing.” They should have had Paul’s back. They didn’t.

To demonstrate the truth of his apostleship, Paul points to the “signs” performed among the Corinthians in verse 12. He implies that only those truly sent by God in the power of the Spirit could do these things. This function of signs and wonders as verifying the apostles’ gospel message is confirmed in Hebrews 2:3–4, when the author recalls, “This salvation, which was first announced by the Lord, was confirmed to us by those who heard him. God also testified to it by signs, wonders and various miracles, and gifts of the Holy Spirit distributed according to his will.”

These same three terms are found in association in other places in the New Testament: Acts 2:22, where Paul declares that, “Jesus of Nazareth was a man accredited by God to you by miracles, wonders and signs.” In Romans 15:19, Paul speaks of those things Christ wrought through him “by the power of signs and miracles, through the power of the Spirit.”  In 2 Thessalonians 2:9, Paul prophesies, “The coming of the lawless one will be in accordance with the work of Satan displayed in all kinds of counterfeit miracles, signs and wonders.” These passages demonstrate that in the New Testament the purpose of signs and wonders and powers is that of authentication, even when deceitfully imitated by satanic forces.
 We could even render this as “proof.”

Are these three terms synonyms or are there distinctions between them? Kent Hughes writes that “signs” authenticated the message, “wonders” evoked awe, and “mighty works” manifested divine power.
 Others see them as the same concept from different angles.
 Either way, these miracles confirmed Paul’s authenticity in ministry.
It should be noted that Paul does not say that he wrought these signs of an apostle, but that they “were wrought” among the Corinthians. This was not merely Paul being humble.
 That such signs were “done among you” means that it was God who really performed them.

Paul’s rivals, in all probability, also claimed the working of miraculous signs, wonders and mighty deeds. What distinguished Paul from them is captured in the phrase “with great perseverance.” Hypomoneµ here, as in 2 Corinthians 6:4, means “to stand firm” or “to hold one’s ground” in the face of difficulties. The implication is that Paul faced serious opposition while preaching the gospel in Corinth.

In verse 13 Paul claims that he treated the church at Corinth equally with every other church…except in one way. Once again he points out that he did not take a salary from them at Corinth. Then, with biting sarcasm, Paul ironically asks the Corinthians to forgive him for not letting them have the full apostolic experience!
 One thing Paul does not write about was his ministerial compensation—he willingly gave that up!
The Corinthians’ failure to stand with Paul was without excuse. They were his letters written by the Spirit and delivered by Christ. And his performance of the apostolic duties with utmost patience was superior. But because of the Corinthians’ silence, he had been reduced to the humiliation of boasting. Now the very least they can do is affirm his ministerial confirmation.

It is sad that many churches today mistreat their ministers terribly. I thank God that has not been the case in my experience, but I know of ministers and their families who have been so mistreated by churches that they leave the ministry altogether. Tragic!

Paul’s Ministerial Compassion

Second, we see Paul’s ministerial compassion in verses 14-18,

Now I am ready to visit you for the third time, and I will not be a burden to you, because what I want is not your possessions but you. After all, children should not have to save up for their parents, but parents for their children. So I will very gladly spend for you everything I have and expend myself as well. If I love you more, will you love me less? Be that as it may, I have not been a burden to you. Yet, crafty fellow that I am, I caught you by trickery! Did I exploit you through any of the men I sent you? I urged Titus to go to you and I sent our brother with him. Titus did not exploit you, did he? Did we not act in the same spirit and follow the same course? 

Once again Paul opens his heart to his readers. “On this my third visit to you”, he says, “I will, as on previous occasions, refuse to be a burden on you; because what I want is you, your own selves, not your money or your material goods.”
 Perhaps the greatest confirmation of a true minister is selflessness. Unfortunately, many people view ministers as those who are after your money…and there are sadly too many so-called ministers who do just that. Like any loving parent, Paul is willing to give everything he has for his spiritual children, even to “spend and be expended” for the souls of the Corinthians. What Christlike humility! Christ didn’t come to be ministered to but to minister to others. He didn’t come to be served but to serve. He didn’t come to take but to give.

In verse 15 Paul says he not only spends on their behalf but does it to the very limit of his capability—he expends. There is a play on words here that is difficult to capture in English. Both verbs are found only here in Paul’s writings. The first verb denotes spending money for or on something. The second verb is a compound of that verb and means to “exhaust” or “wear out.” Spend and expend nicely catch the sense.

Verses 16-18 reflect Paul’s sarcasm again. “Yet, crafty fellow that I am, I caught you by trickery!” he writes. This was obviously an attack from the false teachers. Paul challenges them to prove how he would have done that. He never took their money. He never handled the money for the collection. He sent Titus and an unnamed brother to take care of that. Had they taken advantage of them? How could he have exploited them?

Paul compares himself to a parent in this passage as he has elsewhere in this letter. Even as children often misunderstand a parent’s motives or misinterpret their actions—“You’re mean!” they often accuse—so at times congregations misconstrue the actions and motives of ministers. While at times ministers have less than honorable motivations and even actions, sometimes it is the immaturity of the people that lead to attacks on their character. This, too, is part of what it means to be a minister.

Paul’s Ministerial Concern

This leads us to Paul’s ministerial concern in verses 19-21,

Have you been thinking all along that we have been defending ourselves to you? We have been speaking in the sight of God as those in Christ; and everything we do, dear friends, is for your strengthening. For I am afraid that when I come I may not find you as I want you to be, and you may not find me as you want me to be. I fear that there may be quarreling, jealousy, outbursts of anger, factions, slander, gossip, arrogance and disorder. 21 I am afraid that when I come again my God will humble me before you, and I will be grieved over many who have sinned earlier and have not repented of the impurity, sexual sin and debauchery in which they have indulged.
While it has been apparent that Paul has been on the defensive for much of this letter, he explains in verse 19 that he does not defend himself to the Corinthians or to the false teachers; he only answers to God. Nor is he defensive because he has done anything wrong; he is answering false accusations. What he is writing to them is to strengthen them, not merely defending himself.

His ministerial concern is seen in the opening words of verses 20 and 21; both begin with the phrase, “I am afraid.” His fears are not about himself, but about those in Corinth. During his second visit to Corinth, Paul had encountered the list of vices catalogued in verse 20: “quarreling, jealousy, outbursts of anger, factions, slander, gossip, arrogance and disorder.” And now he feared that on his third visit he would have to relive them. Even more, he feared that they would not find him as they wished because he would come with the rod of discipline. His fear is real and ominous. It is also a pastoral warning as it gives them time to repent.

This is one of the difficulties of being a minister. Just as John writes in 3 John 4, “I have no greater joy than to hear that my children are walking in the truth,” so there is no greater heartache than to know that one’s congregation is not living by the truth. Yes, there is a sense of embarrassment, as a parent feels when children act out in public, and I believe that is the meaning behind Paul’s words in verse 21, “I am afraid that God will humble me before you.” But notice that the apostle does not respond in anger; his reaction is one of grief. He is not take God’s place as the Corinthians’ Father. He mourns for what they will experience if they do not repent.
This is what it means to be a minister. Yes, there is the confirmation of ministry, though today that is not through supernatural signs, wonders, and miracles (thankfully!) God does call individuals into ministry, and that call ought to be recognized by others, particularly those to whom they minister.

There is the compassion of a minister for the people. If ministry is just a job, get out! If ministry is all about promoting your name, your brand, your image—then you are not a Christian minister! If you think ministry is a way to get rich, you’ve got the wrong idea about ministry! As Paul notes in this text, a minister spends and expends much more than they ever receive in material goods. Ministry is not the most physically taxing way of life, but it is the most emotionally and spiritually exhausting. Mental health experts now speak of “compassion fatigue”; this is almost a given for a minister of the gospel of Jesus Christ!

There is also the concern of a minister for the people. Truth is, you can faithfully pray for your people, preach the Word, love the congregation, set an example for them to follow…and not see the results you hope for. Jeremiah preached for forty years without results. He lived the heartache of watching the people you love reject the truth and move toward disaster. Like Paul, he felt the sting of rejection and humiliation and persecution at the hands of the very ones he tried to serve.

In our churches, as in our families, people will hurt us. This is the reality of any close and meaningful relationship built on honesty and humility. In the close-quarters living to which we are called, we can easily offend others, and be easily offended. We can hurt each other’s feelings, harm each other’s reputations, and break each other’s relationships. I wish I could say that among brothers and sisters in Christ who genuinely love each other, these things are an exception rather than the rule. But the truth is, the closer we allow ourselves to get to each other, the more the sharp edges of our personalities jab and scrape each other.

How do we respond when someone has offended or mistreated us? What do we do when we’ve been wronged, slighted, or humiliated? Paul’s mature response to the Corinthians, who had belittled, betrayed, and berated him, gives us a great example to follow.
 He defended the confirmation of his ministry, he never lost the compassion for the people, and lived with the concern that the ministry entails.

For those who think they may be called into full-time pastoral ministry, please proceed with both eyes open. Understand what it means to be a minister—it may seem glamorous or powerful or the way of strike it rich, but that’s not what the ministry is all about. And for those who are not called but receive the benefits of God’s servant, please appreciate what being a real minister is all about. Lift up your pastor in prayer, give your support, and understand the cost that must be paid by those who minister.
�Philip Edgcumbe Hughes, Paul’s Second Epistle to the Corinthians, The New International Commentary on the Old and New Testament (Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. B. Eerdmans, ©1962).


�R. V. G. Tasker, The Second Epistle of Paul to the Corinthians, Tyndale New Testament Commentaries (Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. B. Eerdmans, ©1958, 1971).


�Linda L. Belleville, 2 Corinthians, The IVP New Testament Commentary Series (Westmont, IL: IVP Academic, ©1996).


�Russell P. Spittler, The Corinthian Correspondence (Springfield, MO: Gospel Publishing House, ©1976).


�Belleville, op. cit.


�P. E. Hughes, op. cit.


�Charles R. Swindoll, Insights on 1 & 2 Corinthians, Swindoll’s New Testament Insights (Carol Stream, IL: Tyndale House Publishers, ©2017).


�P. E. Hughes, op. cit.


�Spittler, op. cit.


�R. K. Hughes, op. cit.


�Tasker, op. cit.


�P. E. Hughes, op. cit.


�Paul Barnett, The Message of 2 Corinthians: Power in Weakness (Leicester, UK; Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, ©1988).


�Belleville, op. cit.


�Swindoll, op. cit.


�R. K. Hughes, op. cit.


�P. E. Hughes, op. cit.


�Swindoll, op. cit.


�Belleville, op. cit.


�R. K. Hughes, op. cit.


�Swindoll, op. cit.





PAGE  
6

