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TOPICAL

A Main Theme in 2 Corinthians:
God Succeeds Despite Our Weaknesses
One theme that appears repeatedly in 2 Corinthians is that God succeeds in working through us despite our
weaknesses. We are finite and imperfect creatures, yet God gives us the awesome responsibility of teaching
His word.
Several Kinds of Weakness in the Bible
• Some weakness comes from our limitations as human beings. We get sick, we die, we do not know
everything. There is no shame in that. However, God uses our limitations to demonstrate His unlimited
power through giving us success. Jesus (8:9; 13:4) came as a human being and demonstrated His divine
power in what He did and how He lived upon the earth (though He was not limited in knowledge as we are).
• Some weakness comes from a lack of ability or power relative to others. This is also a physical weakness.
We are not the richest, the smartest, the most popular, or the most powerful (1 Corinthians 1:26-29), but
God can succeed through us. The Macedonians (8:1-5) were used to give God's cause success despite their
poverty; their giving meant far more than a wealthy person's giving out of his excess. When we suffer for
Christ, God clearly advances his cause through physical weakness (Hebrews 11:32-34).
• Some weakness comes through sin. This spiritual weakness is never an excuse for sin or a reason to
condone it. God can even use this weakness to accomplish His plan; He offered the world salvation through
its unjust execution of Christ. He demonstrated His power by turning Paul, the former persecutor and
blasphemer (1 Timothy 1:12-16), into an apostle who would spread the gospel at the cost of his life.
More Examples of Success Despite Human Weakness in 2 Corinthians
Paul begins 2 Corinthians by noting how God comforts him in his suffering so that he can comfort others
(1:3-7). He can help others who are going through similar experiences. Paul preaches Christ while living in
an "earthen vessel" (body), in which he is afflicted, persecuted, and struck down (4:7-11). As he risks death
and carries the dying of Jesus is his body it is clear that the power in his message comes from God and not
himself. His short-term suffering on earth is producing glory for eternity (4:16-18). The suffering that he
experiences demonstrates that he is fulfilling his role as an apostle properly (6:4-10). Paul's faithfulness and
spiritual success despite physical persecution demonstrates how God can work through limited human
beings to do great things. He rejoices when he is weak and others are strong (13:7-9).
Paul notes that he does not use worldly weapons when fighting his spiritual battles for Christ (10:3-6),
which may cause him to seem weak to the world. Many people and churches count on their money,
popularity, or prestige to project an image of success, but Paul does not rely upon those things in working
for the Lord. When Paul's opponents criticize his appearance and speaking ability, Paul knows that real
success is in trusting God's powerful word (10:10-11). Paul allows himself to appear weak in contrast to the
arrogant false teachers who rely on worldly things (11:21).
Paul also is willing to make himself "weak" so that he can help others in their weakness (11:29-30; 1
Corinthians 9:22). This would include foregoing certain things to avoid unnecessarily offending others.
Paul has learned through his thorn in the flesh that God's power is perfected in weakness (12:5-10). God
does not work through creatures with no weaknesses and no problems, and we should not pretend to be
such. He works through people who realize their imperfections in this life and their dependence on Him. Let
us not fail to learn the lesson!
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TEXTUAL

2 Corinthians 1:1-24

• Paul is comforted in his suffering
for others
• Paul has confidence in his godly life
• Paul justifies his change of plans

The Big Picture:
In this opening section of the letter, Paul describes the trials he has
undergone, the confidence that he has toward the Corinthians, and the valid reasons he had
that caused him to change his plans to see them again. This is part of the introductory section
(Chapters 1-2) in which Paul shows his love for them in his greater effort to have them open
their hearts (6:11) and accept him and his authority.
Defining Words and Phrases:
Achaia or Achaea – a Roman province that included the southern half of modern Greece
Asia – a Roman province that included the western third of modern Turkey
Pledge – earnest money or a down payment
Amen – "So be it"; when not used in prayer it indicates something of which we can be certain
What Should This Mean to Us?
We should think about the trials and pain that Paul
experienced to teach the word and use it to motivate ourselves to serve and love God as fully as
we should. We should realize that whatever happens to us, whether positive or negative in an
earthly sense, needs to be used to help others.
1:1-11 Paul is comforted in his suffering for others
Paul speaks of his apostleship and says that it is by the will of God (something that those who
are still speaking against him in Chapters 10-13 would need to consider). Timothy is with him,
but that does not necessarily indicate co-authorship; by 1:13-15 Paul begins to speak of himself
only (“I”). Paul uses his standard greeting of grace and peace, as in all of his known letters.
Here Paul maintains his focus on the Father as a source of mercy and comfort. The value of
comfort for himself is not explicitly mentioned here; Paul sees its value as a way to comfort
others and help them. The desirability of comfort for himself may be implied, but Paul has his
focus on others. Paul is suffering tremendously for Christ, but he also is tremendously
comforted, probably because of his willingness to suffer. This is the same attitude seen in
Colossians 1:24. Paul sees his suffering the same way as his being comforted. He is thinking
about how it helps the Corinthians and others. His suffering helps them to be comforted and
saved. His being comforted allows them to be comforted, but then the situation is reversed.
The Corinthians are suffering as he is (1 Corinthians 7:26). As they share in the suffering, they
share in the comfort. This principle of suffering and comfort extends to all faithful Christians.
If we suffer for the truth, we have a solid hope in Christ, and that should comfort us. We are
joint heirs and we will reign with Him if we suffer (Romans 8:17; 2 Timothy 2:11-12).
Paul relates one specific instance of suffering. In Asia (perhaps something related to the riot in
Acts 19:23-20:1; see also 1 Corinthians 15:32) he has borne a heavy burden, so much so that he
thought he would die. For Paul that must have been some major suffering! Even this suffering
has taught him that he must rely on God and not himself in his suffering. He might have died,
but even in that circumstance, God would raise him again. Paul has learned the lesson and has
confidence in God's deliverance. The Corinthians have prayed for Paul, as have many others,
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both for his deliverance and in thanksgiving after having heard of his deliverance. This
experience should remind them of how they should be treating Paul.
1:12-14 Paul has confidence in his godly life and in the Corinthians
Paul has confidence that he has lived properly before all men, including the Corinthians. His
clean conscience commends itself to others (4:2). He has not acted according to worldly,
fleshly wisdom (1 Corinthians 2:4) nor has he been insincere (2:17). God has shown him favor
so that he could live that way. Having reminded the Corinthians of their prayers for him and
God's deliverance of him, Paul tells them that they should be happy that their prayers for him
have been answered and that they could support him. Paul in turn is happy that they are
standing for the truth. Both attitudes would serve them well in judgment. However, the next
section shows that all is not well with the Corinthians.
1:15-24Paul justifies his change in plans
Paul begins to explain that he had intended to have come to them twice. He wanted to visit
them twice in going to and from Macedonia, probably from Asia (1 Corinthians 16:5-7). They
would have been able to support him in his travels and should have been happy to have done
so.
Paul makes clear that he had a good reason for planning to have done so and that he does not
act in a fleshly way (1:12). He is not fickle or indecisive and affirms that before God. He lives by
the Christ he preaches and there is nothing less than right about Him. God's promises in
Christ are absolutely perfect. Paul is living according to Christ and will establish that
everything that he has done is done with helping Christ's cause on earth (1:23-2:4). Both Paul
and the Corinthians have been established in Christ and anointed by God. They have been
sealed with the Holy Spirit. The Holy Spirit in our hearts is like a down payment, something
that we have now before we receive our full inheritance after this life is over (5:5; Ephesians
1:13-14). A seal here probably has the meaning of ownership (John 3:33); Paul's point seems to
be that they are all on the same team. Both here and in 1 John 2:20,26-27, the anointing did not
mean that they knew everything or could not fall, but that they had the truth and were
counted as God's people. They are all true sons of God and they should appreciate anything
that is done in accordance with the Father's wishes. This sets up Paul's statement of why he
had not come when he had planned.
Far from Paul's acting without regard for the Corinthians by changing his plans, Paul has
actually changed them for their benefit, sparing them. He has warned them earlier (1
Corinthians 4:21) and will warn them again (12:20; 13:2,10). It would have hurt them too much
for him to have come as planned. Showing that his intentions have always been bounded by
this, we see that twice in the previous letter (1 Corinthians 4:19; 16:7) he had said he would
come if the Lord willed it to be so. Paul makes it clear that he is not trying to exploit his
authority over them for his enjoyment (see 1 Peter 5:2-3) but he is working together with them
to help them and give them joy. His goal, to keep them firm in the faith, should also be theirs.
Sometimes people who need to be admonished by the church today make it difficult to do
what needs to be done (verbal abuse, pretending not to be home, etc.). Do they think that the
other members of the congregation enjoy that task? They do not! Yet those in need of
correction act if they are the aggrieved when they are in fact the recipients of loving but
painful attention.
In our next lesson we will study the topic of faith in 2 Corinthians.
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TOPICAL

Faith in 2 Corinthians

• Growing in faith
• Speaking by faith
• Walking by faith
• What faith needs

The Big Picture:
Paul is dealing with a congregation of people that have believed in Christ in the midst
of a city and society full of temptations. They have since fallen into sin and blunted the edge of that faith to
the point that their continued faithfulness is in serious jeopardy. Paul helps to restore their faith by speaking
of his own strengthening by faith through trials (Chapters 1-2) and through his service as an apostle
(Chapter 3-6) before encouraging them to show the evidence of abounding in faith through their giving
(Chapters 8-9) and commanding them to do the things consistent with their faith and test themselves
regarding their faith and the faith of Christianity (Chapters 10-13).
What Should This Mean to Us?
We can learn that Paul needed strengthening for his faith even at this
relatively late stage of his life (1:8-11). We can learn that speaking about faith must come from a complete
belief in God instead of ourselves (5:6-8) and that walking by faith brings the courage needed to build faith
(4:13-14). We can learn that struggling Christians can abound in faith if they take action (8:7). We can learn
that all Christians must grow in their faith and examine it to remain faithful (10:15; 13:5).
The word “faith” is nearly identical to “belief” and closely related to the ideas of trust and hope in the Bible.
Paul speaks of faith, belief, or trust a number of times in 2 Corinthians. By examining some of these passages
we can learn more about Paul's faith, the Corinthians' faith, and the kind of faith we must have to please
God.
What Growing Faith Does
Paul speaks early in the letter of a terrible situation in Asia that had caused him to despair of life (1:8-11).
Paul learned through being delivered from that affliction that he needed to trust God more and not himself.
Paul was not spiritually immature or inexperienced at that time, and he had doubtless understood the
importance of trusting God long before (1 Corinthians 16:9), but he learned the lesson even more thoroughly
by going through that situation. If Paul could need to learn that lesson better to make his faith grow, we
certainly could as well! Jeremiah 17:5-8 speaks of a curse upon those who trust themselves but blessedness
upon those who always trust in God.
After dealing with some of the criticism he has been receiving at Corinth, Paul expresses his hope that the
Corinthians will be able to support him in his preaching as their faith grows (10:14-16). He has not asked for
and taken money from them earlier, though he has certainly had a right to have done so (11:7-9; 12:13). In 8:78, Paul says that the Corinthians need to abound in giving as they have abounded in faith, speech,
knowledge, and love. Giving money, as the Corinthians are instructed to do in Chapters 8-9, may not seem
like a particularly difficult way to show faith, but it has proven difficult for them. Faith must act to grow.
The congregation at Corinth needs to demonstrate its faith and fidelity to God's word by accepting Paul and
helping him do for others what he has already done for them.
Speaking by Faith
In 4:8-12, Paul speaks of the persecution and suffering he has experienced. The risk and reminder of physical
death is constantly present. Why does he then continue to serve Christ through preaching? 1 Corinthians
15:30-32 contained the statements that he died daily and that, from a purely earthly viewpoint, his
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continuing to suffer did not make sense. Why continue? Because he believes that both he and the
Corinthians will be raised! He believes in the final judgment and he feels the need to do whatever he can on
earth to make himself and all of those he knows ready! His faith in God's promises makes him speak (4:1314). Paul quotes from Psalm 116:10. Carefully reading that psalm shows you why it is relevant. The Psalmist
felt that death could be close, as Paul has, yet God had rescued him and he had realized that God would take
care of him even in death (Psalm 116:3-15).
We are given the same promise. If we have enough faith in God's word to speak the truth no matter what
the earthly consequences might be, we will also be blessed.
Standing and Walking by Faith
As Paul is showing the Corinthians that he has not misused his authority over them, he tells them that “in
your faith you are standing firm” (1:23-24). Paul has told them earlier that they have been standing in their
faith since they had been converted and has commanded them to continue (1 Corinthians 15:1; 16:13). All
Christians must stand firm in the faith.
As we stand firm in the faith, we must also walk by faith. Paul contrasts this with walking by sight, or
making decisions based on mere human reasoning (5:6-8). Paul has doubtless been tempted many times to
take the easy way out of persecution or give up on people like the Corinthians. The Corinthians have been
tempted to fall prey to social pressures or choose sides with men instead of putting Christ first; some have
done so, and the temptation to abandon faith entirely might be strong. If the Corinthians realize, as Paul has,
that they must make being home with the Lord their greatest desire, but serve Him whether at home or on
the earth, they will make the right decisions as they walk by faith. So will we.
What Faith Needs
Paul tells the Corinthians to test themselves to make sure they are in “the faith” (13:5-6). Here “the faith”
refers to the whole body of truth that Jesus has commanded. True personal faith will make a person want to
live according to all of “the faith” that Jesus has given. We cannot have a faith that pleases God and have
Jesus in us while ignoring what He has said. In addition to being based on trying to obey Jesus' words, faith
must be based on the gospel (1 Corinthians 15:1-2), which has at its core the fact of Jesus' resurrection (1
Corinthians 15:12-19). A faith based on anything but that fact and all that it means is worthless. Thirdly,
faith must be based on love. To have all faith but not love was nothing (1 Corinthians 13:2). Love believes all
things – everything that is good (1 Corinthians 13:4-7). Faith and love remain forever, but love is the greater
of them (1 Corinthians 13:13). When we combine the facts of the gospel, a love that responds to those facts,
and our best effort to obey, we have a faith like Paul's. That faith will, by God's grace, take us to be with the
Lord forever.
In our next lesson we plan to study Chapter 2.
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TEXTUAL

2 Corinthians 2:1-17

• Paul will not come in sorrow again
• The Corinthians need to forgive the
one who has sinned
• Paul spreads life in Christ

The Big Picture:
Paul continues in his opening section on how he loves them and has
done all that he can for them by explaining that his change in plans had actually been made for
their benefit. After this chapter he will admonish them for not recognizing what he had done
for them and then he will explain how he had fulfilled his duty as an apostle.
Difficult Words and Phrases:
Troas – a city on the west coast of Asia Minor (modern Turkey)
triumph – while this could signify victory in general, it could also refer to a formal procession
after a victory, which may be the meaning in Colossians 2:15
heaviness – the same word sometimes translated as “sorrow”
overcharge – to burden the Corinthians too much or to say too much regarding the situation
with the person who had sinned
What Should This Mean to Us?
We have very practical advice given here about
welcoming and comforting one who had sinned but has repented. From Paul's example in
serving the Corinthians we also see the importance of the willingness to be flexible in helping
others (even if they may not understand) and of speaking the truth without being corrupted
by material concerns. We also see that we must follow Jesus as the victorious leader that He
became through self-sacrifice.
2:1-4 Paul will not come to the Corinthians in sorrow again
Paul has said in the last chapter that he would not come to them in sorrow again (1:23). He
here makes clear that he had postponed his visit so that problems could be fixed first and then
he could visit happily.
Perhaps it seemed unfair in a sense to Paul if he would receive joy from seeing them but they
would not enjoy seeing him. More to the point, neither might really be helped in the
relationship under those circumstances. Paul's goal is not personal enjoyment, but the
edification that would result from a good visit. We can do the right thing but suffer anguish in
the doing of it. Paul has.
Paul wrote his sorrowful letter so that he could help take care of the problems before his visit
and thus enjoy it. He has confidence in the Corinthians that they will respond well to the
admonitions and that they could enjoy true spiritual joy with him. Later in the book (7:6-16,
read 8-11) we will see that his hopes have started to be realized.
Paul wrote with tears and anguish, but he was trying to show his love for them and for doing
the right thing, not to make them feel guilty and obligated to change for the wrong reasons.
2:5-11 The Corinthians need to forgive the sinner openly
Paul makes a transition here that seems to indicate that his specific concern in his letter was
about someone who was sinning and not repenting. The sorrow that the person sinning had
caused was not just a personal grievance for Paul but a problem for the entire congregation.
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If a minority has refused to recognize the punishment (probably not an uncommon occurrence
today), that is their sin, but it does not necessitate the majority of the congregation's having to
make a further punishment. The majority of the congregation had apparently not applied any
discipline at first (possibly 1 Corinthians 5:1-2) but has changed. This man, whether he was
the man who had cohabited with his father's wife or not, has repented and returned, putting
the lie to claims today that congregational discipline does not do any good. A great danger is
that the sinful man vwill give up entirely in his struggle with sin. I have known people who
perhaps did not think any reprimand was enough with their getting their two cents in with an
“I told you so,” or something similar. Those who struggle with sin sometimes choose to give up
rather than keep going when the way is hard, as it usually is. We need to help them with both
restoration and growth (Galatians 6:1-2).
Paul is telling the Corinthians to make clear that they love him and want him to do well. If this
is the man of 1 Corinthians 5, some might recoil at associating with someone who has
committed incest, but Paul makes clear that anything less is not an option. This is the opposite
of 1 Corinthians 5:7,11.
Paul's writing has been a test. Would the Corinthians have responded to a call to change from
encouraging continued sin to repudiating it? They have.
It may be important for Paul to communicate his personal forgiveness as well to remove any
doubt hanging over the penitent sinner's head. Paul could forgive the person upon hearing of
his repentance. Perhaps he has prayed an intercessory prayer for him, though the forgiveness is
likely not the same as that mentioned in the “sin not unto death” in 1 John 5:16-17. Compare the
deliverance to Satan in 1 Corinthians 5:3-5. Satan tries to convince the sinner that his case is
hopeless and he will be condemned either way. Paul urges them and us wnot to let others fall
into that trap and not to give them the opportunity to do so but appearing hesitant to receive
them or indifferent to them.
2:12-17 Paul is dedicated to spreading life in Christ
Paul shows the Corinthians how much he has loved them. He had left a good preaching
opportunity in Troas to go to Macedonia to find Titus and hear what had been happening with
the Corinthians. For Paul to have even temporarily given that up indicated a tremendous
concern. Paul does not reveal the news he has received from Titus until Chapter 7, but his
thanking Christ abundantly makes the tenor of the news clear.
The triumph in Christ may refer to a Roman triumphal march (compare Colossians 2:15). The
victory over a powerful enemy, the special robe, and the honors worthy of divinity are parts of
a triumph that have parallels to Christ. Christians are probably participating in the spiritual
triumph as the army of the great leader. Flowers might have been showered on the victor
during a triumph and given off a fragrance. Christians give off a fragrance to others. For the
saved, our service reminds them of an eternal reward. For the sinful, our work and suffering
might remind them unpleasantly of their fate. We could turn the fragrance into an odor for
Christian and non-Christian alike if we sin. Paul will describe one such sin next.
Paul preaches sincerely, but others preach to see what they can get. This is a serious danger for
preachers. Staying silent when something needs to be said (which Paul has not done) can be
helpful to one's “career”.
In our next lesson we plan to study
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TEXTUAL

2 Corinthians 3:1-18

• Paul's work is evident in them
• The gospel has more glory than the
Law
• A veil keeps some from seeing Jesus

The Big Picture:
Paul is making a transition from describing his situation and his
suffering for them (Chapters 1-2) to describing his work as an apostle and his love for them
(Chapters 3-6), which will lead to the climax of the letter around Chapter 7.
Difficult Words and Phrases:
Ministry – Literally a service provided; in 3:7-9, it refers to the covenants under which God's
people have lived.
What Should This Mean to Us?
We should understand that our behavior as Christians is
like a letter to others. We should think about “veils” that could keep us from seeing the truth if
we are not open to all the word.
3:1-6 The Corinthians are evidence of Paul's work
Paul has spoken before of how he is being led in triumph by Christ (2:14-16) and how he is
teaching for the right reasons, not preaching for money (2:17). The Corinthians have had a
problem with recognizing who has told them the truth and who has not (11:19-21). Paul says
that he should not need some sort of letter of reference to be accepted by them; they have
known him and should not treat him as some unknown stranger. It was appropriate for the
Ephesians to send a reference letter with Apollos (Acts 18:27-28), but the Corinthians should
not have needed one with Paul!
The Corinthians are Paul's reference letter (1 Corinthians 9:1-2). They are evidence of the love
Paul has had for them; sometimes that love has been shown by his doing what is best for them
even when it has been painful (2:3-4). Though they are written in Paul's heart, they are read by
others because they are not just Paul's letter – they are Christ's! They are a letter written by
the Spirit because they are obeying what He has revealed in the word. Paul seems to
foreshadow the contrast between Law (tablets of stone) and faith (tablets of hearts; Jeremiah
31:31-34; Ezekiel 36:26).
Paul has confidence that they will act the part of people led by the Spirit. His confidence does
not come from human wisdom, but from God. No matter how accomplished we think we are,
all the credit for what we do must be given to God and His grace instead of our own effort.
God makes us adequate as servants of the new covenant. The next section shows that we live
under a different and better covenant than the Old Testament. This covenant is not “of the
letter”, but that does not mean that obeying it is optional. We will not be saved by obeying
laws perfectly because we all sin, but doing our best to follow God's word is still required.
This covenant has been inspired by the Spirit, who gives life.
3:7-13 More glory is in the gospel than in the Law
Paul sets up a comparison between the Law of Moses in the Old Testament and the new
covenant. The giving of the Ten Commandments was a glorious and amazing thing with
displays of God's power (Exodus 19:18-19). This was seen in the glow of Moses' face after
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having been in God's presence (Exodus 34:28-30, 35). Paul seems to use the fact that the glow
in Moses' face faded over time as a sign that the entire covenant would be taken away at a
certain time, a time that has come for Paul's readers (Hebrews 8:8-13). Paul makes the point
that the covenant based on a living Spirit must logically be greater than a covenant based on
law. The Law of Moses contained no true sacrifice for forgiveness and brought death when it
had been violated. Paul calls it a ministry of death (Romans 7:6-11).
In addition to being a ministry of death, the Law brought condemnation as well. Why would
anyone prefer it to the New Testament? Why would anyone teach that it is still binding? In
comparison to the new covenant, the old one has no glory. Trusting it instead of the new
brings no salvation at all (Galatians 5:1-4). Paul shows that the fading glory of the old covenant
must be far surpassed by the permanent glory of the new covenant. Jesus' glory never fades
(Hebrews 1:8-12; 13:8)!
Great hope leads to great boldness of speech (Ephesians 6:19-20). Paul has spent the time since
his conversion speaking that way. Moses covered his face when it had a fading glory from
God's presence, but Paul and all faithful preachers speak the word unveiled, uncovered,
undistorted, so that all may see the full and lasting glory of God in His new covenant.
3:14-18 A veil prevented some from understanding God's word
Paul thinks of the Israelites in the wilderness when Moses wore a veil and makes an analogy
with the majority of Israel in his day. For someone to keep the veil of limited understanding
over his own heart concerning Christ is spiritually deadly. Paul has spoken to many Jews who
saw the Messiah they thought that they were hoping to see or heard the good news that they
thought that they were hoping to hear; most refused to see the truth (Isaiah 6:9-10, quoted in
Matthew 13:10-16). Some continued that disobedience by trying to kill Paul!
Paul says that the veil continues to cover the hearts of many Jews and obscure the truth. God
holds people responsible for wearing that veil; it is not present without choice on the wearer's
part. When someone listens to Christ's word and honestly considers it, that veil is removed.
Lydia listened carefully in Philippi and then “the Lord opened her heart” (Acts 16:14). It is
frighteningly easy, though, to make the decision to be a bit less than open, honest, and
thorough in your study and miss the truth.
Sometimes people let tradition be the veil, not wanting to give up the practices which have
come to mean more to them than God Himself. Sometimes they let approval by others be the
veil, fearing a loss of favor. Sometimes it is personal pride at always having been “right”.
Sometimes it is laziness, not wanting to change and be uncomfortable. Sometimes it is a
personal philosophy that they favor more than the truth. Many of these applied to Jews in
New Testament times and they still apply to people today.
Turning to the Lord is turning to the Spirit. The Holy Spirit has transmitted the truth about
the Lord through the preaching and writing of Paul and others. God is one. Where God's Spirit
is there is liberty. When we turn to the Lord we become free from the veil that keeps us from
understanding the truth. We become free from the Law, which does not forgive. We become
truly free.
All Christians have had that veil removed and see the glory of the Lord clearly. Not only do we
see it, we are also being transformed to be like the Lord, becoming more Christlike in our
actions and thoughts. All people need to be transformed in this way.
In our next lesson on God's power, we will see how God has shown His spiritual power in the
lives of His followers and in His defeat of sin and evil in the world.
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TOPICAL

Power in 2 Corinthians

• The Source of Power
• What God Has Done with
His Power
• The Glory from the Power

The Big Picture:
Paul lives as an apostle by God's power and reflects and enjoys God's glory. We see
this repeatedly through the current section in which Paul discusses his work as an apostle (Chapters 3-6).
We will also see that emphasized as Paul issues a powerful challenge to any who would belittle and doubt
him (Chapters 10-13)
What Should This Mean to Us?
We do not have the same role that Paul did but we also can triumph
through God's power (2:14). We live under the most glorious covenant (3:7-11). We receive glory from our
all-powerful God as we shape our lives by His word (3:17-18). God's power causes us to abound in all
spiritual things when we live as He would have us to live (9:8-11).
God has chosen to make His infinite power clear to the world today through His word and His people
(those who follow His word). In this lesson we will study God's power in the letters to the Corinthians.
God's power also exhibits His glory, and we will also study that related topic in this lesson.
The Source of the Power
Paul makes very clear that the source of his power for serving as he does is God, not himself or any other
man. The treasure of the gospel that he has preached is carried around in Paul's body, an “earthen vessel”
(4:7-11), but the real power has not come from there. Men could (and eventually will) destroy the body, but
the power remains under the control of God who has sent it. Living the gospel causes people to see Jesus' life
in the life of the messenger. Even though no Christian alive today is an apostle, we all must realize that the
power to accomplish God's will in this world still does not come from ourselves. Paul's early preaching to
the Corinthians had reflected the truth that the power was not coming from man, but God (1 Corinthians
2:3-5).
Not only does God's power continue to show itself despite the human agents He uses to spread His word,
His power is actually made perfect or complete in weakness. This was the point He had made to Paul in
telling him that He would not take away the “thorn in the flesh”, but that Paul would succeed in dealing
with the affliction (12:7-10). Our tribulations bring great benefits if we deal with them faithfully (Romans
5:3-5).
We are blessed in God's choosing to use us despite our frailties. In a world where so many seem to think
attractive and eloquent preachers, beautiful buildings, and large amounts of money are key to spreading the
gospel, these truths should help us realize where the power really resides.
What God Has Done by His Power
Near the beginning of the letter Paul has described how God had graciously delivered him from a deadly
situation in Asia through the prayers of many Christians (1:8-11). That power in the physical world pales in
significance to the spiritual power God exercises. Christ's resurrection from the dead and the eventual
resurrection of all Christians show the great power of God (13:4; 1 Corinthians 6:14). God's spiritual
weapons against evil and disobedience are powerful when used properly by His faithful servants (10:3-6).
Paul would not be afraid to use them against disobedient Christians who threatened the souls of others with
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their rebelliousness and unfaithfulness (13:2-3; 1 Corinthians 4:19-20).
Examples of God's spiritual power include Paul and the Corinthians themselves. Paul had obeyed much of
the Law of Moses carefully (Philippians 3:6), but had violently opposed Christians (Acts 26:9-11). His
conversion has provided proof of God's power to convert even a dedicated opponent (1 Timothy 1:12-16). The
Corinthians had been involved in many sins before their conversions (1 Corinthians 6:9-11), but their lives
since becoming Christians testify to God's power to change lives full of moral corruption. Someone who
doubts that he or she can change today is really doubting the power of God!
The Glory of God's Covenant
For something to have glory there must be a power behind it that gives it a glory greater than that of
ordinary things. We can see God's power in the covenant, the New Testament, that He has given us. Paul
shows that the Law of Moses had glory, but the New Testament has infinitely greater glory (3:7-11). Paul has
earlier spoken of the power of God's word (1 Corinthians 1:18). The world as a whole will not recognize its
glory (1 Corinthians 1:22-25), just as the world opposes its spiritual power, but the glory of the word is
brilliant to the faithful Christian. When men compromise the truth of God's word or cast doubt upon it,
they are showing a lack of faith in God's power and glory.
The Glory of Being God's Covenant People
Both God's covenant and His people have a glory that reflects His power today. Paul has spoken of Christ's
leading His people in triumph (2:14). God causes His people to abound in what they need to do good things
in His service (4:8-11). Whatever we do must be done to God's glory (1 Corinthians 10:31). As Christians
study the glory of the Lord in His revealed word, His new covenant, they are transformed to become
gloriously like Him (3:17-18). The power behind that glory could only come from God!
In the next lesson we will study Chapter 4. Paul will continue speaking of some who would not see the
truth, as he has in Chapter 3. He will also discuss what we have studied in this lesson, the power of the
gospel and its being carried in his weak body, and then he will show that the gospel brings eternal glory that
is worth far more than and will last far beyond our sufferings in our physical bodies.
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TEXTUAL

2 Corinthians 4:1-18

• Paul walks in truth and light
• Paul is dying in the flesh
• Paul is looking to eternal
glory

The Big Picture:
As Paul continues to describe his service to God as an apostle (Chapters
3-6), and is just finishing discussing the glory of the covenant under which he lives (Chapter
3), he here emphasizes how he is preaching and living for Christ, not himself (4:1-6), and then
discusses how he is keeping his focus on spiritual things instead of the physical world (4:7-18).
Difficult Words and Phrases:
"The god of this world" – Satan is the “ruler [or prince] of this world” (John 12:31; 14:30; 16:11)
What Should This Mean to Us?
Like Paul, we should live for Christ and not ourselves;
that requires us to keep our focus on spiritual things and not the physical things of this world.
4:1-6 Paul walks in truth and light
Paul speaks again of the ministry he has been given. “This ministry” seems to refer to the new
covenant, that of the Spirit and righteousness, as he just has in 3:8-9. The themes of Paul's
service and the glory of the gospel continue here from Chapter 3. Paul also speaks of having
received mercy from God and says he will not lose heart. He could have lost heart at the
persecutions that he will mention later in this chapter, but he has not. Paul also will not do
anything shameful, such as living inconsistently with his message or changing the pure word
of God (2:17). What Paul is doing is demonstrating the truth by how he lives his life. When
Paul lives consistently with the truth that he preaches, he is showing men that what he is
preaching is the truth. That life commends itself to every man, as in 5:10-11. Paul's teaching,
driven by a desire to persuade men to obey, should have also made his worthiness clear to the
Corinthians. None could honestly accuse Paul of hypocrisy or evil.
Not every man would respond to the truth. Some would still refuse to acknowledge the truth
after having witnessed Paul's life. They would be among the ones who have the veil about
Christ over their eyes (3:14-16). They would be lost because they would have allowed Satan to
put that veil there. Satan as “the god of this world” uses a man's own prejudices to keep him
from seeing the truth of the gospel and the glory of Christ. Christ is the image of God
(Colossians 1:15-20), which shows that a failure to see Christ is really a failure to see and
understand God. 2 Thessalonians 2:8-12 makes clear where the fault for being deceived lies.
Paul's preaching is not to promote himself but Christ as Lord. Part of that is speaking of his
service to the Lord as an apostle, a servant of and for Jesus. God, who created physical light,
has also created spiritual light for our hearts. That light is the knowledge of the glory of God
through knowing Christ. We see God's glory through Christ. While all us of need to have that
knowledge, Paul is a servant with a special role in spreading that light of knowledge. Next,
Paul will contrast the glorious knowledge he is spreading with the weak and imperfect bodies
that God uses to convey that knowledge.
4:7-12 Paul is dying in the flesh
Paul says that the treasure of the light of knowledge is contained in an unimpressive wrapper:
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the human body (Genesis 2:7). The body is a good thing – God made it – but it is obviously not
the source of supernatural power. This makes the divine origin of the message more clear. It is
not because Paul is so brilliant or powerful that he preaches the message; he has received it
from God. The extent of the messengers' physical frailty (using Paul as an example) is made
more clear as he describes his persecutions.
Though Paul has been afflicted, perplexed (in the sense of not knowing what to do or think –
see John 13:22; Acts 25:20; Galatians 4:20), persecuted, and struck down, he has not failed to
spread the word. The limitations of the human body and mind are apparent, but that does not
mean the word has failed. Paul and others have refused to be crushed, despairing, or destroyed,
and he knows that God has not forsaken him.
Paul is experiencing the dying of Jesus as he suffers (11:23-28; 1 Corinthians 15:31). As that
becomes apparent in his body, scarred as it is, so also the powerful life of Jesus becomes clear
in what he does in his limited body (12:9-10). Dying with Him becomes living with Him (2
Timothy 2:8-11). Paul intensifies the description of persecution. He is constantly being
delivered to death in his service to Jesus (Psalm 44:22; quoted in Romans 8:36), and that
allows others to see Jesus' life in Paul's actions in his fleshly body (Philippians 3:8-11). While
Paul experiences the dying of Jesus (and that had not been an easy death), those who have
heard his gospel receive the life of Jesus by obeying the gospel that Paul has preached.
4:13-18 Paul is looking to eternal glory
Paul explains what he does as death is working in him by quoting Psalm 116:10. In that psalm
the writer had been rescued from deadly peril but continued to serve and speak about God.
Paul also keeps preaching as he is persecuted with death as a possibility. Paul's confidence
comes from Jesus' resurrection: God had raised Jesus from the dead and God will certainly
raise all faithful Christians from the dead, including those who have died for Him (1
Corinthians 6:14). All faithful servants will share in that life. The Corinthians are part of Paul's
purpose. He has been suffering in order to bring the gospel to them as well as many others. The
large and growing number of converts would all glorify and give thanks to God, which means
more to Paul than earthly accomplishments. That is Paul's passion.
Paul does not lose heart (4:1) though he is suffering. The outer or physical man might be dying,
but the inner man or soul is thriving, being renewed as Paul obeys and works for Christ (1
Peter 4:12-14). Paul can call his tremendous suffering a temporary and light problem because
he has faith in the life that will come after his time on earth. He believes that his reward will be
infinitely greater in duration and intensity (Romans 8:16-18). He knows that the things we
cannot see are eternal and more real than the temporary creation we see all around us. That is
at the heart of the meaning of faith (Hebrews 11:1).
In our next lesson, we will study glorification and exaltation. Paul warns against unduly
exalting men but works so that God may be exalted in all things.
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TOPICAL

Glorification and Exaltation
in 2 Corinthians

• God is glorified by His servants
• Christians are exalted on earth
• Christians will be glorified later
• Some exalt themselves sinfully

The Big Picture:
As Paul comes to the end of Chapter 4 and begins Chapter 5 in his discussion of his
work as an apostle (Chapters 3-6), he discusses how God is glorified (4:15) and how faithful Christians will
share in His glory at the resurrection (5:1-4). There are other ways in which God and His servants are
exalted or glorified that are described in the letters to the Corinthians.
What Should This Mean to Us?
We should want to glorify God in all that we do and be glorified as we
serve Him in this life and the next. We also want to avoid being exalted in evil and selfish ways that actually
oppose God.
In the part of 2 Corinthians that we have read most recently, we have seen that those who are faithful to God
glorify Him (4:15) and that He gives glory to those who have been faithful under affliction (4:16-18). In this
lesson we want to learn about glorifying and exalting God, how Christians are glorified and exalted, and
how some people are exalted in a sinful and harmful way.
God Is Glorified by Those Who Serve Him Righteously
We have many examples of God's being glorified when His people serve Him righteously. Paul tells the
Corinthians that the Jewish Christians will glorify God when they receive the generous gift that Gentile
congregations are preparing for them (9:13). Titus and another brother who are helping to arrange the gift
are called “a glory to Christ” as they serve in this project, which is being done “for the glory of the Lord” (8:1623). Paul describes how he serves Christ, even at the risk of his life, so that he can teach more people the
truth and cause more and more thanksgiving to be given, which will glorify God (4:12-15). 1:18-20 speaks of
Christ's promises as certain to be fulfilled, and when faithful servants trust those promises and live as God
commands their actions bring God glory. In the first letter Paul has pointed out that the Christian's body is a
temple of the Holy Spirit and, since we have been bought with Jesus' blood, we should glorify Christ in our
bodies (1 Corinthians 6:19-20).
Passages throughout the Bible confirm the teaching. We must let our light shine before men so they will
glorify the Father (Matthew 5:16). Other Christians had glorified God because of Paul's actions (Galatians
1:22-24). We see men glorifying God when they hear the message of salvation (Acts 13:47-48) and when they
hear that others have obeyed it (Acts 21:19-20). When we bear much fruit for God (John 15:8) and if we even
die for the truth (John 21:18-19), we glorify God. When we as Christians live and work in harmony with one
another and glorify God together we advance Jesus' cause, which is to have men around the world glorify
His name (Romans 15:5-9).
Christians Are Exalted When They Are Strengthened To Serve
Paul speaks of having humbled himself so that the church in Corinth could be exalted (11:7-9), even taking
no money from them for his work in Corinth. All Christians should seek to serve others in ways that will
help them grow in Christ. Even in the things that we eat and drink we should be careful that we give no
cause for men to think that we are not righteous and no cause for other Christians to stumble if they do not
fully understand the liberties that they have in Christ (1 Corinthians 10:28-33). The church is to act as one
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unified body; if one member is honored or exalted, all will be (1 Corinthians 12:14-26).
Christians Will Be Glorified after This Life
At the end of Chapter 4, Paul describes how the light affliction Christians experience in their physical
bodies is producing an infinitely greater amount of glory (4:16-18). He follows that by saying that we should
be eager to leave these bodies for glorious new bodies after the resurrection (5:2-4). 1 Corinthians 15:40-43
adds the description of the resurrection body as glorious and powerful, in contrast to the perishable physical
bodies that we have now.
Romans 8:16-18 teaches us that the sufferings we experience now pale in comparison to the glory that awaits
us in the next life. Jesus both glorified God and received glory in living and dying faithfully upon the earth
(John 17:1-10). All Christians need to imitate His life and willingness to die; those who do will also glorify
God and be exalted by Him.
The Wrong Kind of Exaltation
Another kind of exaltation mentioned in 2 Corinthians is not good. Exalting oneself is not right, and going
along with someone who exalts himself is dangerous. Every “lofty thing” that is opposed to the knowledge of
God and thus is exalting itself against God will be destroyed by the spiritual weapons of truth (10:3-6).
Some Christians in Corinth, though, have accepted and encouraged false teachers who abuse them and exalt
themselves (11:18-21).
Paul has even been given an affliction, “a thorn in the flesh”, that will keep him from exalting himself in the
wrong way after having received great revelations from God (12:7-10). He has responded to that by being
happy in the knowledge that God's power is perfected in human weakness (the opposite of what those who
exalt themselves want). Paul shows that he is walking in the truth even when it requires receiving dishonor
in an earthly sense (6:3-8).
In the next lesson we plan to study 5:1-11. It shows that we will have life after our physical bodies are
destroyed, that we should want to be at home with the Lord, and that we must want to please Him at all
times and be ready for the judgment.
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TEXTUAL

2 Corinthians 5:1-11

• We groan and await a new body
• We walk by faith in this body
• We please God and await
judgment

The Big Picture:
In Paul's discussion of his life as an apostle (Chapters 3-6) he has just
discussed how death is working in him for Jesus' sake (4:10-12), but he keeps preaching
without losing heart (4:13-16), because his temporary earthly afflictions are bringing an
infinitely greater and eternal glory (4:17-18). He will follow the statements about wanting a
new body instead of the earthly body in this section with teaching about becoming new
creatures in a spiritual sense in the last part of Chapter 5.
Difficult Words and Phrases:
Tabernacle – a temporary dwelling, such as a tent; Paul uses this to represent the physical
body.
Hath wrought - “has prepared” or “has worked”; God has prepared us to have eternal life.
What Should This Mean to Us?
We should make sure we feel the way that God's word
says we should: eager to leave this world and be with Him. We should also realize that the
inevitability of judgment should move us to teach others God's will and value those who are
active in teaching it.
5:1-5 A New Body To Come
The earthly tent is our physical body (as in 2 Peter 1:13-14), much like the “earthen vessels” of
4:7 have reference to physical bodies. Perhaps the phrasing about being torn down should
remind us of Paul's coming martyrdom. God has promised and will give us another body,
though throughout this section we must remember that the resurrection body is not material
in the same way that the physical body is on earth. We must also be careful how we use the
words “spirit” and “spiritual” in this study regarding the body.
While we are in our current bodies we should be groaning for the better and eternal bodies. If
we are not, something is wrong. We should not only wish to be free from our earthly bodies,
we should look forward to the next ones. We will not be “disembodied spirits” in Heaven with
God, though that hardly means that we will still live in time and space (1 Corinthians 15:35, 4244).
Paul restates the feeling we should have about our bodies now and our wish to have a better
body in the future. With the old body we still have mortality, but the body of the resurrection
will be immortal and full of life (1 Corinthians 15:51-54). Mortality will be swallowed up in
immortality.
God has prepared us to have eternal bodies, and the evidence of His preparation is the
dwelling of the Holy Spirit in us. The Spirit is the earnest, a deposit or down payment, of our
eternal life. God has sealed us, anointed us, and given us the Spirit as an earnest of what is
waiting for us (1:21-22; Ephesians 1:13-14). Romans 8:22-25 says that Christians have the first
fruits of the Spirit. Oddly, many people seem to look for a physical feeling or sensation as
evidence that the Spirit is within them. Father, Son, and Holy Spirit are within us (John 14:23)
when we obey the word (1 Corinthians 15:58).
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5:6-8 A Walk of Faith While away from Home
This knowledge of what is to come and longing for our eternal home must not turn us into idle
dreamers, but give us courage to serve God to the best of our ability. We are absent from the
Lord in a sense while on earth, but we must realize that the best way to end that absence is to
work for Him and be ready to go to Him (Philippians 1:21-26).
The fact that we are living for a world beyond this physical world is just one more reason to
walk in the way determined by the inhabitants of Heaven and not in a way that seems good to
us as earthly creatures. We must walk by faith. We cannot see our goal with our physical eyes,
but we can know that it is there (4:18; Hebrews 11:1).
Because we want to live in that new world with our new bodies, we should prefer to be there
instead of here. Neither our earthly residences nor our bodies are our real homes. Wherever the
Lord is must be our home.
5:9-11 Judgment To Come
Because wherever the Lord is must be our home, we also should seek to please Him in all
things wherever we are. Life is a business trip in which we seek to please our master, an
ambassador's journey in which we seek to represent accurately our ruler.
We can only be at home with the Lord if we have acted in a way appropriate to being with
Him. Everyone will be judged before Christ (Matthew 25:31-32; Revelation 22:12). Everyone
will receive a reward based on his or her actions (Romans 2:5-8). If we have obeyed Him then,
we will be with Him in our glorious bodies forever. If we have disobeyed Him then, we will be
just as eternally punished.
Knowing that all will be judged, love should motivate us to try to teach the truth of the gospel
to as many others as we can. God knows Paul's work and his heart, and He knows ours as
well. The Corinthians themselves, while not omniscient, as God is, also have all that they need
to determine whether Paul is acting faithfully or not (4:2). Paul has demonstrated that his
teaching them was based on his love for and fear of the the Lord. They cannot doubt Paul
without doubting the teaching with which they have been converted. In the following text,
Paul will continue to demonstrate that everything that he has done has been done for them.
In our next lesson we will study a topic key to this lesson: flesh and spirit. This lesson has
shown us that we must dedicate ourselves to Christ while we are in the flesh in order to be
with Him in the new, immortal bodies that we desire.
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TOPICAL

Flesh and Spirit in 2 Corinthians

• Two uses of "flesh"
• Paul's use of "spirit"
• Paul and the Holy Spirit
• Flesh and spirit - the fight

The Big Picture:
We have seen in our last lesson that the physical bodies that we have now are
temporary and we must prepare for the judgment. After the judgment, our souls and new bodies will spend
eternity with the Lord if we have been faithful (5:1-11). The Corinthians needed to cleanse themselves in both
the flesh and the spirit (7:1).
What Should This Mean to Us?
We need to put the things of the spirit ahead of the things of the flesh
by following the words of the Holy Spirit.
Paul has previously warned the Corinthians that he could not speak to them as he would have to spiritual
men, but as he would have to fleshly men, because of their jealousy and factionalism (1 Corinthians 3:1-4).
This followed the point that Christians learn the truth that the Holy Spirit teaches, but men whose primary
interest is this physical world will not be able to understand the truth (1 Corinthians 2:10-16).
Two Different Meanings of “Flesh”
Paul often speaks about flesh or the body in a literal sense. He has spoken of the body of this life frequently
in the previous lesson (5:1-11). He carries the treasure of the gospel message in his body, an “earthen vessel”
(4:7-11) and does not lose heart as his physical body decays (4:16). He speaks of the many physical perils and
persecutions he had experienced and how they verified his credibility (11:18-27). He is experiencing a “thorn
in the flesh”, some sort of painful problem that will keep him from exalting himself (12:7-10).
Paul also uses “flesh” to signify the kinds of things that show that a person is sinning by living selfishly
instead of obeying God. Paul has testified that he has acted in holiness and sincerity, “not in fleshly wisdom”
(1:12). Paul also defends himself against charges that he had changed his plans without any good reason; if
he had done so frivolously, it would have shown that he had made his plans “according to the flesh” (1:17).
Paul may also combine the meanings of “flesh” when he speaks of not recognizing anyone “according to the
flesh” (5:16). He does not mean that he refuses to know who others are based on their physical appearance;
he does mean that he will not treat them differently because of the material things or the reputations that
they might have in this world. Paul has also appealed to the Corinthians to accept his authority because
their changed lives were the result of his teaching. He says that his reference letter is written on human
hearts, literally “hearts of flesh” (3:1-3). In these two passages physical life is described figuratively as ”flesh”.
Paul and the Use of “Spirit”
Paul also uses the term “spirit” in several ways. We are including the word “soul” here because, while the
two can be treated differently (1 Thesalonians 5:23; Hebrews 4:12), the Bible uses the words in ways that
overlap. Paul has called God as witness against his soul to show the solemnity of his words (1:23). Paul had
no rest within himself, in his spirit, before having seen Titus (2:12-13). When Titus had come back from
Corinth and brought Paul a good report, Titus' spirit had been refreshed by the Corinthians (7:13). Paul also
would spend himself and be spent for the Corinthians' souls (12:15).
Paul speaks of an attitude as a “spirit”. In 4:13 he has spoken about having the same “spirit of faith” as the
writer of Psalm 116. Both Paul and the Psalmist's attitudes and beliefs shaped their actions.
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Paul also speaks of spiritual things. The weapons that he uses to attack evil are spiritual and not physical
(10:3-5). It seems that in 11:4 that he also uses the word to speak of false spirits from which false teachers
claimed authority. These false spirits could have included messages that false teachers fraudulently claimed
to have come from God (1 John 4:1-3).
Paul on the Holy Spirit
Paul frequently speaks of the Holy Spirit as “the Spirit”. He has said that the Spirit of the Lord brings liberty
(3:17-18). He has said that God gives Christians the Spirit in their hearts as a pledge of being with Him in the
future (1:21-22; 5:5). Paul wants them to have the fellowship of the Holy Spirit (13:14). We can have all of
these things by doing what Paul has done: obeying the covenant given by the Holy Spirit (3:6-8). Living as
God has commanded us through the Spirit's revelation is also one way to commend ourselves as servants of
the Spirit as Paul does in 6:4-6.
The Struggle between Flesh and Spirit
Jesus warned Peter, James, and John to watch and pray to avoid temptation at Gethsemane, saying that their
spirits were willing but their flesh was weak (Matthew 26:41; Mark 14:38). Other spiritual forces work
against us, tempting men to do evil (Ephesians 6:12). Wicked men, who live for the flesh, often persecute
those who want to live according to the Spirit (Galatians 4:29).
We must our align our spirits with the Holy Spirit instead of with the evil spiritual forces that seek to
destroy us through the lusts of the flesh. This is what Paul describes in Galatians 5:16-17. Romans 8:3-13
shows that we must not fulfill the sinful lusts of the body if we want to live according to the Spirit and have
eternal life. When we do this we are cleansing ourselves from sinful things in both our spirits and our flesh
(7:1).
Helping others succeed in the struggle between the flesh and the spirit may require dramatic action. Paul
has commanded the Corinthians earlier to have nothing to do physically (or socially) with an unfaithful
Christian who will not repent; that person needs to realize what he is doing wrong and repent, saving his
spirit (1 Corinthians 5:3-5).
In our next lesson we plan to study 5:12-6:2, in which Paul shows the Corinthians what he is doing for them
(5:12-15) and the new creatures we must be in Christ (5:16-17) through responding to His reconciliation
(5:18-21) at the appropriate time (6:1-2). Notice the distinction between fleshly status and accomplishments
and being a new creature spiritually.
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TEXTUAL

2 Corinthians 5:12-6:2

• Living for God and brothers
• Being reconciled to God
• Acting in the acceptable
time

The Big Picture:
Paul continues to discuss his apostleship, alternating between his
experience and actions as an apostle and what needs to be done as a result of the truths he has
taught. Paul is doing everything he can for the Corinthians because Christ has done everything
for him and them. The Corinthians need to respond by doing all they can for Christ.
Difficult Words and Phrases:
Constraineth – compelling someone to do something or control their actions
Imputing – counting something against someone
Succoured – helped
What Should This Mean to Us?
We need to live for Christ above all. Like Paul, we need
to be willing to extend ourselves to help others. We need to live like new creatures redeemed
by Christ, reconciled to Him, and desiring to do nothing against Him. We need to do these
things while we have the opportunity.
5:12-17 Living for God and Brothers
Paul has just described how he has made his highest priority helping others be right with God
because of the coming judgment (5:10-11). He has not said this to commend himself boastfully,
but to help them value his work (3:1). He also wants them to be able to see the difference
between him and the self-interested opponents who are not doing good spiritual work but
consider themselves better than him. These opponents do not have the right kind of hearts.
Paul explains that if he seems to be beside himself, it is what serving God has required. The
word used often means “amazed”, but here and in Mark 3:21 it is used for being out of one's
mind. Paul's actions might not make sense to the Corinthians if they do not know or
appreciate the circumstances, but they can be confident that Paul is giving all that he has to
serve God. When Paul's actions seem to be easily understood, they can be sure that their
appraisal of the situation is correct and that Paul is truly serving them. When we take care of
our children, sometimes they do not understand how what is being done helps them until
much later. The Corinthians might not understand Paul at the moment, but later, if they gain
in spiritual maturity, they will.
Paul has just shown what he is willing to do for them, even appearing insane; he now tells
them what motivates him: Christ's love for him. It moves him to help Christians. Christ died
for all. Paul is writing to Christians here but it is still true that Christ died for all men (Isaiah
53:6; John 1:29; 1 Timothy 2:6; Hebrews 2:9) and Paul wanted to preach to all men (Acts 22:15; 1
Corinthians 9:22; 1 Timothy 2:4; Titus 2:11).
Paul goes to his next point: Christ died for all, therefore all died. What kind of death is this?
Physical death? All will die physically because we live in a world with sin, but physical death
is not the thing from which Christ rescues us. Death to sin? All Christians need to die to sin
(Romans 6:2) but that is an effect of Christ's salvation; perhaps it is better to think that all
died in some way before Christ caused them to die to sin. Spiritual death, standing condemned
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before God? That may fit best (Ephesians 2:1-3; Colossians 2:13). As 1 Peter 2:24 shows, Jesus'
death allows us to be forgiven of our past sins and avoid sinning in the future.
As covered in the discussion above, we need to live for Christ (1 Corinthians 6:19-20), not for
sin, after having been raised from spiritual death. Christ's death keeps us from suffering an
eternal death spiritually.
Because we are not living fleshly lives anymore, we must not act as if fleshly things are
important to us. When Paul speaks of not recognizing others according to the flesh, he does
not mean that we forget others' names or faces, but that we do not treat them differently based
on their appearance, wealth, popularity, family, or power. Christ had a fleshly body, which was
important in fulfilling prophecies about the crucifixion and resurrection (John 19:36; 20:27),
but Christians are not to think of Him as merely human today. Neither Paul nor the
Corinthians might have met Christ in the flesh, but the point seems to be that Paul might have
thought of Him as just a human teacher before his conversion.
Since the fleshly life and way of seeing things are no more, Christians must be new creatures.
Faith must change us. As we recognize others that way no longer, so we must not live in the
old fleshly ways any longer. Some who are baptized never change all that needs to be changed;
some who once genuinely obeyed in faith become lazy or bitter and fall back into old, fleshly
ways of doing and seeing things.
5:18-21 Being Reconciled to God
The new things of the new creation (5:17) come from God. Men have broken their fellowship
with God; it started with Adam and Eve in Genesis 3 and continues with the sin each man
commits (Isaiah 59:1-2). God restores that relationship for every willing and obedient person
through the sacrifice of Christ (Romans 5:10). Paul is one of those who serve to bring God's
offer of reconciliation to men (Colossians 1:19-23).
Christ's sacrifice has been offered to all the world. Those who respond to it will not have their
sins counted against them. This does not mean that God never counts a Christian's sins; much
of the New Testament speaks of the seriousness of sin and the possibility of falling away
(including later in 2 Corinthians - 10:2,5-6, 12:20-21; 13:5). God does not account or impute sins
to us when He forgives us of them. Paul and others have been given a message that allows men
to be forgiven and reconciled to God once they had obeyed it.
Paul is like an ambassador (Ephesians 6:19-20) carrying an official message from the king. He
urges men to accept and obey the message so that they can be reconciled to God.
Jesus had never sinned but He was treated as if He had in suffering on the cross. He bore the
penalty. By making Jesus “sin” for us (Galatians 3:13-14), God can offer the forgiveness that
makes men righteous.
6:1-2 Acting in the Acceptable Time
As Paul is working together with God, he urges men not to receive God's grace (from obeying
the word) in vain. It is possible to receive it in vain and thus not being saved in the end.
Quoting Isaiah 49:8, Paul tells the Corinthians that the promise of the day of salvation has
been fulfilled in Christ and they need to obey Him completely now. He writes to Christians
whose obedience has not been what it has needed to be. All men, Christians and nonChristians, need to fully obey God right away; nothing else makes sense.
In the next lesson we plan to study the purity that we should have as Christians.
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TOPICAL

Purity in 2 Corinthians

• We must live in a pure way
• We must teach the pure word
• Pure doctrine brings pure living
• We must repent to be pure

The Big Picture:
This lesson comes before the section of the text in which Paul speaks of living a pure
life himself (6:4-6) and urges the Corinthians to live a life with no impure influence of idolatry (6:16-7:2).
Reading these letters makes clear that the church in Corinth has not been nearly as pure as it should have
been. We need to live pure lives as Christians if we hope to please God and influence men to follow the truth.
What Should This Mean to Us?
We need to work hard at being pure both in the way we live and in
what we believe. We live in a world that tries to make us conform to the opinion that it does not matter
what people believe; it should not be surprising that such thinking also leads many to think that God is not
very particular about our personal righteousness. We will see that both kinds of purity are essential.
Jesus promised that the pure in heart would see God (Matthew 5:8), but the Corinthians were not keeping
themselves pure. Paul speaks several times about purity in these letters and the rest of the New Testament
contains more information about living pure lives as God's servants.
Purity in Living
Paul makes several points in the middle part of the book about purity in the Christian's life. He commands
the Corinthians to stay away from idol worship and to separate themselves from its uncleanness (6:16-18). If
they are unclean they can not be God's sons and daughters. Paul follows this by instructing them to remove
all uncleanness of flesh and spirit and be pure, just as he has not caused any man to be corrupted by his
teaching (7:1-2). Paul says that one way he shows that he is a true servant of God is by his pure life (6:4-6).
In the first letter Paul has shown that to be with immoral friends would make purity difficult to attain and
corruption difficult to avoid (1 Corinthians 15:33). He would later tell Timothy positively to work with those
who worshipped God with pure hearts (2 Timothy 2:22). Paul would also tell Titus that older women
should teach younger women to be pure (Titus 2:3-5). Peter would warn that those who fail to grow in their
faith will forget that they have been purified from sin and forgiven of it (2 Peter 1:5-9).
Purity in Teaching
Paul shows that he treats the word of God that he preaches very carefully. He does not handle it deceitfully
or adulterate it; if he were to do so, his preaching would become impure (4:1-2). Paul has said that he has
been careful not to use any unclean method in appealing to people to obey the gospel (1 Thessalonians 2:3).
Those who hear the gospel must also demand to be presented the word in its purity (1 Peter 2:1-3).
Purity in Teaching Brings Purity in Living
Many today say it does not matter what people believe. Many teach that God does not really require much
purity in our conduct (and they do not limit that to the life lived before conversion). The two groups
frequently overlap, which should not be surprising: if God does not demand that someone have a specific set
of beliefs, how could He really expect him to live in any specific way?
Paul does not agree with that line of thought. He speaks of his concern for the moral purity of the
Corinthians and identifies false teaching as a grave threat to their morality (11:2-4). He would tell Timothy
that those teachers who would turn aside from sound doctrine, the teachings which agree with the gospel,
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would fail to have pure hearts, clean consciences, or sincere faith (1 Timothy 1:5-11). Titus would need to be
an example of good works by teaching pure doctrine (Titus 2:7-8).
Please note that teaching the correct facts about the gospel is not all that is required for personal purity. Paul
would show the Christians in Philippi that some preachers could have impure motives while teaching the
facts about Christ accurately (Philippians 1:15-18). Teachers and listeners must be pure in heart and embrace
pure doctrine to be truly pure and acceptable to God.
God Makes Us Pure
Paul shows the Corinthians that God makes Christians pure. Through Christ's sacrifice God has reconciled
the world to Himself, forgiving the sins of those who are faithful to Him (5:19); when sin is forgiven, God
does not have to count it against the sinner any longer and God sees him as pure. Christ sacrificed Himself
on the cross so that He could purify a people, Christians, for Himself (Titus 2:14). Paul has also told the
Thessalonians that Christians are not called to be unclean, but holy or pure (1 Thessalonians 4:7).
We Must Repent To Be Pure
The purity that comes from God requires us to repent after we have sinned. Paul is deeply concerned that
many of the Corinthians will not have repented of their uncleanness by his visit after the second letter
(12:21). Some have experienced and displayed a godly sorrow and have worked hard to purify themselves and
show themselves innocent or clean (7:11). Using the picture of the Passover, Paul has told the Corinthians
earlier to purify themselves from their old ways (1 Corinthians 5:7). A person who wants to draw near to
God must cleanse and purify his hands and heart (James 4:8). No one who has uncleanness and does not
remove it from his life will have an inheritance from God (Ephesians 5:3-5).
If we allow ourselves to be impure in our minds, all of life can quickly become impure (Titus 1:15). We must
not let that happen to our consciences by harboring anything impure in our lives (Philippians 4:8). We must
work at purifying ourselves so that we can be pure and have the hope of seeing God and being like Him (1
John 3:2-3).
In the next lesson we plan to study 6:3-18. In that section Paul discusses the ways in which he has
demonstrated that he is truly God's servant, including living in purity, and asks the Corinthians to open
their hearts to him.
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TEXTUAL

2 Corinthians 6:3-18

• Proof of Paul's Service
• A Plea for the Corinthians'
Hearts
• Problems with Partnerships

The Big Picture:
Paul has just urged the Corinthians to be reconciled to God, and now he
shows them how he as an apostle is truly serving God and them (6:3-10). He makes the plea for
them to love him in the way that they should (6:11-13), which may be the climax of the letter.
He then gives them practical advice about having nothing to do with evil and not becoming
entrapped in spiritually dangerous situations (6:14-18).
Difficult Words and Phrases:
Unfeigned — genuine, without anything deceptive or false
“Straitened … bowels” — restricted in affection or emotion
Belial — a name connected with Satan
Infidel — an unbeliever, one who does not have faith (4:4)
What Should This Mean to Us?
We should see if we are willing to experience the
hardships Paul did for Christ. We should make sure that our attitudes toward the truth and
other Christians are really what they ought to be. We should make sure that we do not get
entangled in the evil things of the world while having to live in this world and wanting to help
those who are still of the world.
6:3-10 The Proof of Paul's Service
This could be seen as a continuation of 6:1. Paul is describing his life as an apostle. He is careful
not to give offense, or cause anyone to stumble through what he does (Romans 14:21; 1
Corinthians 10:32). If he were to cause offense he would also be discrediting his work for the
Lord. He has even cared enough to decline taking money from the Corinthians when he
thought that doing so could have been harmful (11:7-12; 1 Corinthians 9:11-12).
In everything Paul does, he works with a view toward what it means in serving God. He thinks
about how he appears to others not out of vanity but out of a desire that they be more
interested in obeying the truth. He then lists a number of ways in which he shows that his
service is genuine.
Paul shows endurance and perseveres no matter the circumstance, which shows that he is
making the Lord his highest priority. Paul is willing to suffer afflictions, showing that he is not
motivated by selfish goals. Paul suffers various hardships as an apostle (11:23-28), again
showing a lack of selfishness. "Distresses" means being in a tight place; Paul finds himself in
such situations regularly. Paul has suffered beatings and imprisonments many times. Paul has
experienced disorder and threats to his well-being. The amount of labor that Paul has done is
amazing, and much of it has brought pain Whether from concerns, punishment, or late hours,
Paul does not always eat and rest as others do. These things provide evidence of Paul's service.
Paul now mostly discusses the qualities he displays in his work. He has pure motives. He
displays a knowledge of God's word. He is patient with others. He is always kind, not rude,
though that does not mean that he refuses to stand for the truth, as these letters show clearly.
Paul also discusses what guides him in his work. He does what the Holy Spirit commands,
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whether through the word of God or prophetic revelation. He does what true love demands,
even when it causes him pain. He follows God's revealed will. He displays the power of God in
what he says and in signs. He uses the word as a spiritual weapon (10:3-6; Ephesians 6:11-17).
The next section of qualifications contains opposites. Paul's service might be evaluated in
different ways for multiple reasons: friends and enemies of the truth would have opposite
evaluations of him; also, these paired descriptions might contrast the physical and the spiritual.
Paul would have glory from God while suffering dishonor from men, and he would be praised
by Christians and condemned by false teachers and unbelievers. Enemies would speak evil of
him, but God and his friends would speak the truth. Enemies would call him a deceiver, but he
is true in the eyes of God and His people.
Paul is unknown by the rulers of this world, but well-known to those who love God (1
Corinthians 1:26-29). His life is in peril physically, but his soul is safe (4:10-11). Being punished
but not put to death may be a matter of the degree of his punishment.
Paul has sorrow but he rejoices in the important things; life is not always pleasant, but he finds
much to make him rejoice. Paul has very little in the way of possessions in this world, but he is
helping many people possess eternal life, which is worth more than all of the world's riches.
6:11-13 The Plea for the Corinthians' Hearts
Paul has shared with the Corinthians a great deal about his work. He has opened his heart to
them. No one can say that Paul is hiding anything or holding anything back. He has given them
no cause to hold anything against him. If there is a problem, it is not his fault. The Corinthians
are holding themselves back from him. They are not being open and honest.
As he has opened to them, so the Corinthians must open to him. Paul is not asking something
impossible, and he may gently chide them in remarking that he speaks as he would to children.
He has loved them, and now they need to love him back.
6:14-18The Problems of Being Partners with Unbelievers
Paul makes an abrupt change of subject. He tells the Corinthians not to get too involved with
unbelievers. Perhaps doing that is keeping them from loving Paul as they should. This does not
mean no association of any sort is possible with non-Christians (1 Corinthians 5:9-10).
Galatians 5:1 warns against getting tangled in the yoke of the Law; that suggests that putting
oneself under an obligation that would make serving God difficult could be the point of this
warning. The words for participation and fellowship also lend themselves to the idea that a
Christian would be pressed to participate in evil by the relationship.
This unlawful pairing is also compared to Christ and Satan or a believer and an unbeliever.
That illustrates the severity of the problem! The comparisons conclude with the temple of
God's being paired with idols (1 Corinthians 10:21; Ephesians 5:5-8). Paul shows that the
church is God's temple today. The quotation could be from Leviticus 26:12. It is like the
Messianic prophecy of Ezekiel 37:25-27.
The Corinthians need to separate themselves and be pure, having no evil influences from idols
or any other spiritual uncleanness. The reward for avoiding unclean partnerships is being
God's children. The Corinthians have already been baptized but they are told to do what is
right again, as in 6:1-2; their repentance is required.
In our next lesson we plan to study the importance of the heart.

2 Corinthians Workbook · Page 28

TOPICAL

The Heart in 2 Corinthians

• What We Feel
• What We Believe
• Who We Are
• Where God Can Work

The Big Picture:
At the end of Chapter 6 and the beginning of Chapter 7 Paul seems to come to the
climax of the letter. He had opened his heart to the Corinthians (6:11) and wanted them to do the same for
him. He urged them to cleanse themselves because they were in his heart as well (7:3). “The heart” is often
used to stand for our feelings, our beliefs, and our true selves; it is where God can work in us.
What Should This Mean to Us?
We should imitate Paul's open heart toward others. We should make
sure that our thoughts and feelings toward others are what God wants them to be, neither being likely to
criticize unjustly nor to approve sin indulgently. We should make sure that what we do comes from our
hearts and matches what we know, what we believe, what we feel (in the best way), and who we are.
In English, we often speak of the heart as the place of our feelings or thoughts. The New Testament in the
original Greek often does the same. Sometimes translations may handle the words or phrases about thoughts
and feelings differently; some may have the word “heart” where others do not (see 7:2); unless noted
otherwise, this lesson will deal with passages in which the word “heart” is clearly used.
Though we are only considering “the heart” in the sense of the place of our feelings or beliefs for the purposes
of this study, there are many shades of meaning in the term. We look at a few of them below, remembering
that they may sometimes overlap.
The Heart: What We Feel
When we think about the heart, we may think most often of feelings and emotions, and that use of the term
is common in the Bible. Paul has intense feelings of love for the Corinthians despite all of the problems that
have been described in the letters. He is willing to open his heart to them and has done so (6:11-13), speaking
of some of his deep feelings about his work as an apostle (4:8; 6:10). He says that the Corinthians are in his
heart to live and die together (7:2-3). He had written a letter to them with “affliction and anguish of heart”
(2:4); writing it had not been pleasant, but it was what they had needed at the time. Others have shared
Paul's concern for the Corinthians. Titus had been very earnest in going to the Corinthians and helping
them, not only because Paul had wanted him to help, but because he had cared for them as well (8:16-17).
The feelings we have for God and for other Christians should also be shown in our giving. Paul speaks of
having the right attitude when giving as we decide in our hearts what to give (9:7). Moses spoke in Exodus
35:4-5 to the Israelites about having a willing heart when contributing to the temple.
The Heart: What We Believe
From thinking about the heart in regard to our feelings we go to something that is similar but stronger: our
beliefs. We see this in several passages outside 2 Corinthians. When Jesus explained the Parable of the
Sower in Luke 8:11-15, He said that some had hearts that did not respond to the word and did not believe;
others had good and honest hearts that believed and bore fruit. “The heart” cannot refer only to emotion
here, but to an attitude toward the truth that brings a willingness to believe it when it has been presented.
In Romans 10:6-10, the heart is what believes the word of truth when it has been heard. That right kind of
heart causes a person to confess Jesus as Lord and be saved. When 1 John 3:18-22 speaks of our heart's
condemning us or not condemning us, or assuring our heart before God, much more than emotion is
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involved. We must obey God and be acting in accordance with our beliefs in order for our heart to keep from
condemning us and to have confidence before God. When Jesus answered the scribe's question about the
greatest commandment in Mark 12:28-34, to love God with all the heart was key. Here the meaning of “the
heart” is much more than temporary emotion, but solid belief that is at the center of who we are.
The Heart: Who We Are
Our feelings and beliefs help to make us who we are. Sometimes “the heart” is used for our true self. In 3:2-3,
Paul refers to the Corinthians as a “letter of Christ” written on “tablets of human hearts” and says that they
are also written in his heart. The Corinthians' actions, based on their beliefs, show who they really are and
whom they are obeying. This is like Jeremiah 31:31-33, in which Jeremiah prophesied about the new
covenant; the LORD would write His law upon the hearts of His people. Paul also warns the Corinthians
about some men, probably false teachers, who are taking pride in appearance but not in heart (5:12). They
might boast in their outward appearance, but they have nothing good in their hearts, their true selves, where
it really matters. Paul uses “the inner man” as a synonym for “the heart” when he speaks of being spiritually
renewed daily (4:16).
The Heart: Where God Can Work in Us
The New Testament teaches us that if we are faithful we can have Christ dwelling in our hearts through
faith (Ephesians 3:16-17; related teaching about the Father and the Spirit is found in John 14:23; Romans 8:911; 2 Timothy 1:14). The heart is also described as a place where God can work in us to accomplish His will
through us. This dwelling in our hearts, our true self, is not something that God forces upon us, but
something that He does for us as we obey Him and make our lives match His revealed word.
Paul tells us in 1:21-22 that God gives us the Spirit in our hearts as a pledge or down payment. 5:4-5 shows
that the Spirit is God's pledge that He is preparing us for life with Him after this world is no more. Paul also
tells the Corinthians that God has shone in his heart with the light of the knowledge of the glory of God (4:37). Because he knows the gospel of Christ, Paul can preach the glorious truth about God. The light of this
knowledge today can come to our hearts by studying the Scriptures, which have been recorded by inspired
men like Paul. Peter tells us to continue to study the prophecies and the gospel that has fulfilled the
prophecies in 2 Peter 1:19-21.
If we fail to study God's word with an open and honest heart, we will not fully understand and obey that
word. Paul gives the example of many of the Jews, who have failed to see that the one who has fulfilled the
prophecies about the Messiah is Jesus. A veil has covered their hearts (3:14-18). We could have a “veil” today,
a bias or preconceived idea in our hearts that we are unwilling to take away so that we could obey God fully.
In the next lesson we plan to study Chapter 7, in which Paul speaks of their past repentance and their future
service to God; to be effective, those things could only have come from the heart.
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TEXTUAL

2 Corinthians 7:1-16

• Paul's joy in their repentance
• What their repentance
accomplished
• Paul's confidence in the Corinthians

The Big Picture:
After Paul has described his open heart to them and asked the
Corinthians to be open in return (6:11-13), he expresses his great love for them (7:2-3). He
shows his joy over their good response to his warnings (7:5-7), and describes how the painful
act of writing them (7:8) has worked to make them better (7:9-12). He finishes by stating his
confidence in them. Chapters 8-9 will contain the instructions about giving that they will need
to fulfill that confidence, and Chapters 10-13 will deal with the problems that remain.
Difficult Words and Phrases:
tribulation (7:4) – trouble or affliction
What Should This Mean to Us?
We need to be willing to trust that other Christians will
respond to correction properly when we give it properly. We need to be willing to love others
when problems make it difficult to do so. We need to respond to our own sin with a fierce
determination to correct it.
7:1-7 Paul's joy in the Corinthians' repentance
After speaking about avoiding uncleanness and being separate from idols (6:14-18), Paul
encourages the Corinthians to remove every sin from their lives and live as they should. They
have received the promises that God would accept them when they would turn to Him, and
they need to act upon them. The reference to flesh here does not mean they must make
themselves physically clean, but that they need to cleanse themselves from both lusts of the
flesh and other kinds of temptations (1 John 2:16). They need to be like Christ (1 John 3:3).
Paul asks them to accept him and open to him (6:13), pointing out that he has never mistreated
anyone nor taken anything from them unfairly (12:17; 1 Samuel 12:3-5; Acts 20:33-34).
Paul assures them that his purpose in writing has never been to destroy them; he will explain
further in 7:8-9, 12. He has them in his heart and has always wanted what is best for them.
Their response to his correction has given Paul confidence about them. Far from dragging him
down in the midst of his other problems, they have helped him to have joy while undergoing
affliction (Colossians 1:24). In a family, problems occur but the members of the family keep
loving each other in spite of them.
Paul describes his state in Macedonia, as he has in 2:12-13, in which he was eagerly awaiting
Titus and news about the Corinthians. He had been undergoing external problems, quite
possibly persecution, while also having internal concerns about the situation in Corinth and
perhaps others.
Paul attributes the comfort he received from Titus and his report to God. When Titus had
finally come, he brought good news about the Corinthians' treatment of him, love for Paul, and
sorrow over their sin. Paul has been rejoicing over their response.
7:8-12 What the Corinthians' repentance did
Paul's letter had caused pain (2:1-4), but it was the good kind of pain that motivates people to
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do what is right. Perhaps the statement that he had regretted writing it at some point shows
that this is a letter between 1 and 2 Corinthians, since his regretting a letter that he had known
to have been inspired would be difficult to understand. Paul can be happy because their
sorrow has been temporary and has brought them to repent. Paul has not made them suffer —
though reading the letter must have been unpleasant — because he has directed them to the
truth, no matter how painful.
These words of repentance are addressed to Christians. Christians who have sinned need to
repent in order to be pleasing to God and remain saved. Many of the Corinthians have done so,
something which they would never need to regret! A sorrow over the right things is helpful
because it motivates us to do what is right, but a sorrow over the wrong things, or perhaps a
sorrow over not being willing to change, will tear us down spiritually (2:5-7).
The kind of sorrow that God wants over sin produces many good things in us:
Earnestness – A diligence to do what is right is what Paul will call on the Corinthians to show
further in 8:7-16.
Vindication – The Corinthians would demonstrate that they were going to do the right thing.
Indignation – Being properly upset with sin, including our own, is a good trait.
Fear – Christians should show a proper fear of God in their efforts to correct their sins.
Longing – Christians must show that doing what God wants means more to them than
anything else.
Zeal – Christians need to show that they want to do what they should and be quick to do it.
Avenging – This could have been shown by the Corinthians' refusal to tolerate sin within
themselves; it would not have been some act of violence against others.
By showing these emotions and traits the Corinthians have demonstrated that their
repentance is real.
Paul might be speaking about the one who was sinning with his father's wife (1 Corinthians
5:1-2). He demonstrates that he has not written only to urge action against one person's sin or
to defend one person against whom another might have sinned, but for the Corinthians to
know either their own earnestness or Paul's care for them.
7:13-16 Paul's confidence in the Corinthians
Paul has been comforted by their faithful deeds, but his spirit has also been uplifted by Titus'
joy. The Corinthians have encouraged him in a situation that could have discouraged him.
Paul had spoken positively to Titus about the Corinthians and had been proven right. His
words had not been wishful thinking or bravado, but the truth. In this section we see that Paul
has still trusted the Christians in Corinth despite the difficulties. We should be willing to
trust as well.
Titus has good memories of the Corinthians' good treatment. They showed him respect, not
for him as a man, but for the word that he taught and the legitimate authority he had. Their
obedience and fear were a reflection of their respect for God's word and will (Philippians 2:12).
Paul still has confidence in the Corinthians despite the former problems and the remaining
problems that Chapters 10-13 will describe. Could we say we have confidence in other groups
of Christians we know? Could they say so about us?
In our next lesson we plan to study joy and sorrow in the letters to the Corinthians.
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TOPICAL

Joy and Sorrow in 2 Corinthians

• Joy from good things
• Good and bad sorrow
• Having joy and sorrow at
the same time

The Big Picture:
Chapter 7 has dealt with joy and sorrow, sometimes in the same passage. Paul has had
joy over the Corinthians' changes for the better even as he deals with suffering (7:4-7). Paul has also caused
sorrow by sending a stern letter, but it has brought results that give him joy (7:8-11). In the next chapter Paul
will describe the joy of the Macedonians at the opportunity to give; they are impoverished but willing to give
instead of feeling sorry for themselves (8:1-4).
What Should This Mean to Us?
We should learn that joy and sorrow are not mutually exclusive – they
work together if we let them. We need to value spiritual things so highly that we can see clearly to overcome
earthly disappointments and problems.
Paul has experienced much joy and much sorrow as a result of his relationship with the Christians in
Corinth. In studying his letters to them we can learn about joy, sorrow, and the connection between the two.
Joy
Paul's purpose in working with the Corinthians is to bring joy (1:24). The decisions that he has made to
write to them or to visit them at a different time (2:1-4) have been made to help them and increase their joy
in the Lord. He rejoices when they are strong in the right ways, even when he is undergoing weakness (13:9).
He encourages Christians to have joy. The word he uses in 13:11 to bid the Corinthians farewell literally
means to rejoice or be of good cheer. For Paul, joy must be based on the truth; both letters to the Corinthians
show that he takes no joy in anything that is in opposition to the truth.
Fittingly, Paul shows that having the right spiritual values help us rejoice. He and Titus rejoice over the good
response the Corinthians have to Paul's severe letter; Paul rejoices in his confidence about them (7:13-16). He
shows that the Macedonians have had joy in giving to the poor Christians in Judea, even when their own
poverty could have made it especially hard for them to give (8:2).
Part of spiritual maturity is rejoicing over the right things, as Paul and the Macedonians have. Paul has
reminded the Corinthians that love rejoices in truth, not unrighteousness (1 Corinthians 13:6) and that
Christians must be united in the truth so that the whole body can rejoice together and not be divided (1
Corinthians 12:26).
Sorrow
Approximately half of the references to sorrow in the New Testament appear in 2 Corinthians; it is a good
text for studying how to handle sorrow correctly and profitably when it comes.
Paul speaks of a sorrow that helps us and a sorrow that harms us. When the Corinthians received the severe
letter from Paul, they had sorrow, but that sorrow has prompted them to make the necessary changes in
their lives (7:8-11). A godly sorrow has a good effect on people. Another situation in Corinth is dangerous;
someone who has sinned and repented might feel sorry for what he has done (which is good) but react to
that sorrow by being overcome by it and leaving the church and truth (2:5-7). He could let that sorrow
destroy him. The value of sorrow is in responding to it righteously.
Some sorrow does not come from our own actions but is caused by others. Paul did the right thing by
sending his severe letter to the Corinthians, but it made him sorry at one point (see also 2:4). The man who
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had sinned at Corinth caused distress to Paul and many others (see 2:10). Paul also fears that some
Christians at Corinth will not repent despite his letters and it will cause him sorrow to count them
unfaithful (12:20-21). Sin is not the only thing that causes sorrow (Philippians 2:25-27), but sin causes
sorrow to the one committing it and to others; how we respond to that sorrow determines our faithfulness.
Joy and Sorrow Together
When we see people cry tears of joy at an occasion such as a wedding we can understand that joy and
sorrow can coexist. This happens in different ways. Paul has joy over the Corinthians' response to his letter
while he suffers many afflictions (7:4-7). He feels joy about one thing and sorrow over others, similar to his
rejoicing in hope while suffering tribulation in Romans 12:12. Paul also describes himself as sorrowful but
always rejoicing in his list of opposites (6:10). One way this happened was for him to be troubled by physical
ordeals like persecution while rejoicing at the spiritual good that was being done through them.
Many other passages in the Bible speak of joy and sorrow (often sorrow from suffering) together:
• We can have joy even while experiencing sorrow because of what the sorrowful thing produces. Psalm
126:5-6 teaches us that sowing (working) in tears will bring a joyful harvest when it is done in a godly way.
James 1:2-4 shows that we can count trials as joy because of the endurance and maturity they produce. 1
Peter 1:6-7 teaches us that we can rejoice despite trials because a faith that passes the test is infinitely
valuable and brings glory to Christ.
• We can have joy despite the sorrow of suffering when we are suffering for Christ. Matthew 5:10-12; Luke
6:22-23 tell us to rejoice when we are persecuted because of our righteousness; it brings a great reward in
Heaven and we share the experience of suffering with the prophets. Acts 5:41 records that the apostles
rejoiced that they were counted worthy of suffering for Christ. 1 Peter 4:13 shows us that we should rejoice
as we share in Christ's sufferings.
• We can also have joy as we suffer for other Christians. Paul himself is happy to be offered as a sacrifice
that would help the faith of other Christians (Philippians 2:17-18). He rejoices in his suffering for other
Christians, which is also suffering for Christ (Colossians 1:24). Hebrews 10:32-34 shows us Christians who
rejoiced because of their eternal reward even as their earthly possessions were taken away.
• Discipline from God involves sorrow in the present so that the sufferer can be far more joyful and
righteous in the future (Hebrews 12:6-7,9-11).
In our next lesson we plan to study Paul's instructions to the Corinthians in Chapter 8. He will encourage
them to imitate the joyful Macedonians and, more importantly, Christ in giving what they can to help those
in need.
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TEXTUAL

2 Corinthians 8:1-24

• Imitating the Macedonians' giving
• Completing the gift and bringing
equality
• Making provisions for the gift

The Big Picture:
Paul's letter shifts from his sorrow and joy over the Corinthians up to
this point to their future responsibilities. They need to give to the poor Christians in Judea as
they have planned to do for a long time. They need to imitate the Macedonians send help to the
Jewish Christians in need.
Difficult Words and Phrases:
“do you to wit” – want you to know
forward – being earnest or diligent
expedient – appropriate and proper
administered – to perform a service in making sure something gets done
What Should This Mean to Us?
We need to be willing to give as generously as we can to
Christians in need, even those who are different than we are. We need to make sure that our
service as Christians is performed in a way that is honorable and not questionable.
In this chapter Paul begins his teaching on giving by emphasizing a good example of giving,
the equality that would come from giving, and the need to give in a proper way.
8:1-9 Imitating the Macedonians' giving
Paul urges the Corinthians to give by using the example of the Macedonians, who are probably
much poorer but more eager to give. Their affliction may well be more than just poverty; earlier
Paul has run into trouble in Philippi (Acts 16:22-40), Thessalonica (Acts 17:1-9), and Berea
(Acts 17:10-14). Paul has complemented the church in Thessalonica for thriving amid
tribulation (1 Thessalonians 1:6-7). Despite financial hardship, they have been generous and
joyful in giving to the poor Christians of Judea and are wealthy in a spiritual sense. They are
like the widow with two mites (Mark 12:43-44). They have begged to give. They have wanted
fellowship in serving saints. When we give, we have fellowship in giving. We need to ensure
that the fellowship is correct and righteous! The Macedonians have given “beyond their
ability”. It seems that Paul might even have thought it wiser that they keep more for their own
real needs, but he rejoices in their uninhibited giving from the heart. Paul had not expected
them to give so much. They have dedicated themselves to the Lord first and then to the task of
giving with Paul to the Christians in Judea. We must give according to the will of God; if we
give with a willing heart to the wrong thing we are not serving God in a pleasing and effective
way.
As the subject turns from Macedonia to Corinth, Paul begins urging the Corinthians to be
ready to give as they should. It is a work of grace to give to those in need. Titus had been
involved with earlier efforts to have the Corinthians ready to give, perhaps during the trip
described by 2:13; 7:13-16. Paul urges the Corinthians to give wholeheartedly, noting that they
should give in a way that reflects their abundance in spiritual qualities such as faith and
knowledge. He reminds them of their love for him among the things that should prompt them
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to give generously. Paul asks them to do this not because he has commanded it (though they
could sin by not keeping their commitment), but because they have a love for other Christians.
As Paul is about to begin discussing what such a gift would bring, he reminds them that Christ
has given to them infinitely more richly than they could ever give to other men. He was not
rich on earth (Matthew 8:20) and had humbled Himself to come to earth (Philippians 2:3-8).
8:10-15 Completing the gift and acting with equity
Paul stresses that the Corinthians should give for the right reasons. Through giving in the right
way they could grow as Christians. Earlier they have been ready to give, which was good, but
their preparation would not be helping without actually completing their giving (Matthew
10:42). God wants us to be ready to give, but He does not demand us to do anything that we
have no way to do. If we look, we will always see more good work than we have the resources
to accomplish.
The Corinthians need not fear that they are sacrificing so that others can take it easy. The
Corinthians' wealth could help the Christians of Judea survive in their time of poverty; at a
future time the Judeans might be able to help them. Romans 15:25-27 makes the point that the
material help sent to Judea was an appropriate response to the spiritual help that Christians
from Judea had given the Gentiles in that area. Paul uses manna as a metaphor for Christians'
caring for each other (Proverbs 19:17). God provided enough for each Israelite in the wilderness
(Exodus 16:14-18) and Paul wants each Christian to have enough to satisfy his or her needs.
8:16-24
Making provisions for the contribution
Paul is thankful that Titus has the right heart to help in the good work. Titus has listened to
Paul's wish but has also been personally motivated to help. Another Christian is being sent
with Titus. He is unnamed but his reputation “in the gospel” is well-known. The
congregations have chosen this man to help take care of the work that will bring glory to God.
Paul is not the only one involved in the gift; the various congregations have taken
responsibility for their giving. Paul is careful that nothing improper is being done with the
money given, even regarding how men could perceive the gift. We must take care that our own
actions are not only right but proper (Romans 12:17). Another experienced brother who is
known by the Corinthians and who trusts them is also travelling with the gift. The
Corinthians should feel confident about their contribution with him.
Titus and the other couriers of the contribution are serving Christ and glorifying Him. The
Corinthians need to treat men who are working for Christ well and show love in their actions
toward them. Treating them well would also vindicate Paul's good words about them.
In the next lesson we plan to continue this section about giving by studying Chapter 9. There
Paul will urge them to be ready and remind them that God will reward them spiritually for
giving generously.
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TEXTUAL

2 Corinthians 9:1-16

• Needing to be ready
• Giving and being blessed
• Glorifying and thanking
God for the gift

The Big Picture:
Paul continues teaching about giving in these two chapters (8-9), which
come between his discussion of his work as an apostle with his appeal to them (Chapters 2-7)
and correction for those who were still not doing what was right (Chapters 10-13).
Difficult Words and Phrases:
“lest haply” – otherwise or perhaps
experiment – proof or experience
What Should This Mean to Us?
We need to give for the right reasons. We need to give
generously and cheerfully and thus allow God to bless us bountifully. We need to give other
Christians cause to be thankful for us and be thankful for the help that we might receive from
them.
9:1-5 Needing to be ready
Paul says that he should hardly need to write to them about the contribution to the poor
Christians in Jerusalem. He is polite, but he seems to feel a need to write, perhaps not so much
about whether they will give but about whether they will be ready at the right time. Paul has
told the Macedonians that Achaia (the province that contains Corinth) has been ready since
the previous year (8:10). That has helped the Macedonians to give very well (8:1-5).
This is not the first time such a contribution has been made. Acts 11:27-30 describes a gift given
to the Christians in Judea from the church in Antioch. This gift was sent to the elders and was
sent with Barnabas and Saul.
Paul has confidence in the Corinthians (7:4, 14-16), but they are human and have made some
serious mistakes. Should the Corinthians not be ready to send along their contribution,
especially after their example had prompted the Macedonians to give, Paul and the
Corinthians would be quite embarrassed. Their feeling would not be pain from wounded
human pride so much as embarrassment from not having been diligent in God's work.
Paul has sent men he trusts to ensure that the gift is ready at the right time. How can giving be
affected by covetous desire? If it has been done for appearance's sake when someone feels
pressure from an expectation to give, it has been done for the wrong reason and has not
pleased God.
9:6-9 Giving and being blessed
Reaping what we sow is a principle of life with frequent application. These verses speak of
sowing material things and reaping spiritual things and 1 Corinthians 9:11 has spoken of
sowing spiritual things and reaping material things. Galatians 6:6-10 shows that in our lives
we will generally get results that fit our actions. Proverbs 11:24-25 shows that those who give
will receive favor from God. See also Proverbs 22:8; Hosea 8:7; 10:12. The Corinthians have had
problems accepting Paul with an open heart (6:11), and the danger exists that they may fail to
give to the poor Christians of Judea with an open heart.
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We also see that giving a large amount with the wrong heart will not please God. Some
churches and television evangelists imply that God is bound to bless you materially in a way
that is directly proportional to your giving. That often indicates a greed on the part of the
organization soliciting money that encourages a greed on the part of the giver. God loves it
when we instead give without any sense of having been forced to do so and without anything
less than joy at being able to give. God commanded Moses to receive a voluntary contribution
from the people in Exodus 25:2; 35:5.
When we give (materially) as we should God will show us His favor by giving us what we
need for every good deed (Proverbs 19:17; Philippians 4:15-19). This is not a promise that we
will have enough money to fund all of the good things we would like to do in the world; the
good deeds may not involve money at all. We will have what we need to do all that we can do
to serve God to the greatest effect (consider that God's decision about how we can serve Him
best may not match what we would enjoy doing the most).
Psalm 112:5-9 contains the quotation used here. The righteous man who gives to those in need
will be blessed in many ways. We should expect the blessing to come primarily in the form of
opportunities to help others and not in the form of larger bank accounts.
9:10-15 Glorifying and thanking God for giving
Perhaps Paul is thinking here of The Parable of the Sower, with the seed as the word of God
(Matthew 13:18-23; Mark 4:14-20; Luke 8:11-15; see also 1 Peter 1:23), and Jesus as the Bread of
Life (John 6:32-35, 48-51). Those who give their money and themselves properly will find their
spiritual work more effective. They will be spiritually enriched as a result of their giving. Paul
and others who will take the Corinthians' gift to Judea will participate in a work that will
cause many Christians to thank God.
Paul makes clear that the gift to the Christians in Judea will take care of their urgent physical
needs but also result in abundant thankfulness to God. This thankfulness is important to Paul
(4:15).
The Jewish Christians in Judea will see that the Gentile Christians are truly their brothers.
The Gentiles have not only confessed their belief in the gospel but are living it despite their
lack of early training in the truth (1 Corinthians 6:9-11). The Jewish Christians will praise and
glorify God for their generous giving and feel a deep attachment to the Gentile Christians who
have given them so much through God's favor. The Macedonians have made their generous
contribution with God's grace (8:1) and now the Corinthians should do the same.
Paul finishes by noting that God is the one whose gifts are the foundation of all that we have
and can do, just as Christ's giving in 8:9 far exceeds anything that we can accomplish.
In our next lesson on Chapter 10, Paul will begin to address some of the problems that remain
at Corinth. Some have criticized personal traits of Paul; those traits have nothing to do with
his faithfulness and authority, but their criticism could undermine Paul's authority among
those who accept their words too readily.
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TEXTUAL

2 Corinthians 10:1-18

• Paul's godly strength
• Paul's authority and
consistency
• The false authority of others

The Big Picture:
Paul makes the transition from the Corinthians' need to honor their
commitment to give (Chapters 8-9) to resolving the problems that remain (Chapters 10-13).
He begins addressing the need for correction by asserting his God-given authority and
exposing those who would criticize him or praise themselves in an attempt at self-promotion.
Difficult Words and Phrases:
base – meek or lowly
“another man's line of things” – what another man has accomplished
What Should This Mean to Us?
We must use the power of God's word and nothing else
to fight evil whenever we can. We must not criticize others because of jealousy or bitterness.
We must not develop inflated opinions of ourselves by comparing ourselves to others.
Paul begins addressing the present need for correction by asserting the reality of his strength
(10:1-6) and his authority (10:7-8). He also deals with those whose trivial criticisms of his
earthly limitations threaten to undermine his authority (10:9-11). Paul also discusses those who
commend themselves or derive their authority from themselves (10:12) and in so doing neglect
the true authority from God which Paul possesses (10:13-18).
10:1-6 Paul's godly strength
After Paul has spent much of the past two chapters urging them to honor their commitment to
give, he urges them now to make some corrections that are needed before he will come again.
Paul may be repeating some of the criticism against him when he says that he is meek in
person but bold when absent. He is being gentle in how he says it (compare 10:10), though he
will do what needs to be done. Paul does not want to have to make bold moves against the
disobedient. It is not (and should not be) fun to rebuke error personally. Courage and
confidence in God are needed to do it properly. Some in Corinth are treating Paul as if he were
delivering a merely human message with merely human power. Paul will demonstrate
otherwise, as he has in the past.
Paul, like all men, lives in a physical world, but his main concern is not the physical world. For
his success in preaching he does not rely on earthly things – physical strength, money,
popularity, or psychological pressure. Accordingly, he uses spiritual tools or weapons for his
spiritual work. The spiritual weapons can fight and win the spiritual battles (Ephesians 6:1013; 1 Thessalonians 5:8). The fortresses are explained in the following verses.
The things that Paul fights with spiritual weapons are things that are against what God has
revealed in His will. Speculation, with its treating human opinions or guesses as truth, is not
harmless. A lofty thing is higher in its own opinion than it has a right to be. When anything
opposes God's will, it is far higher than it should be. No false doctrine can withstand a full
investigation of God's word, though that does not guarantee that the promoters of the doctrine
will accept the truth. Paul wants every thought and belief controlled by allegiance to Christ.
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Saying that every teaching and thought must agree with Christ is a bold statement, but it is
true. Paul is coming to make sure that the Corinthians will have everything in their lives under
Christ's control, and he will punish those who will not obey. Perhaps he is thinking of carrying
out congregational discipline on the disobedient and the false teachers when the majority of
members has returned to faithful obedience.
10:7-11 Paul's authority and consistency
The Corinthians have been looking at things from an earthly point of view. Their evaluation of
Paul reflects this. They need to evaluate themselves and Paul from a spiritual point of view.
When they do, they will acknowledge that Paul is no less a Christian than they, to say the
least (1 Corinthians 14:36-38). Paul will speak further about his authority, but first he makes
clear that he wants what is best for them. He will not be embarrassed to speak the truth to
them, but he also makes clear that he is not trying to bully them into obedience. He turns to
address some pedantic criticism that has been made.
Some have complained about Paul's speaking ability. No one could deny that his writing is
powerful, but they have said that his speaking and presentation are not only unimpressive, but
not worth much. Paul affirms that he is the same person when present or not, and what he will
do will be consistent with what he writes (1 Corinthians 4:18-21). In fact, Paul has written in
the previous letter that he intentionally did not try to be an impressive speaker (1 Corinthians
2:1-5). Those who have been dismissing him and probably trying to undermine him because of
his lack of oratorical skill (which was highly valued in Greek society) will find him bold and
powerful. As before, many of these Christians have been taught by Paul (3:1-2) – to dismiss
him would in essence be to dismiss their own belief.
10:12-18
The false authority of others
Paul will not compare himself to others, though they often derive their own importance from
comparing themselves to others. We cannot use man's standards to evaluate and commend
ourselves (Proverbs 27:2); only God's standards are helpful. It is foolish to say that since (I
think) I am better than another man I must be acceptable to God.
Paul will not boast about how he compares to others and he will not boast about things
outside his authority. The Corinthians are not outside his authority and concern; God has
specifically put them there. One reason that they are Paul's concern is that he was the first to
come to them to preach. Acts 18:1-18 describes his speaking in the synagogue and his
persecutions. They should not doubt what he has done for them. Paul is not, as some, boasting
too much. If he had been boasting about what others had done, he would have been boasting
too much. Instead, Paul hopes that they will grow in faith and help him do more of what he has
done in his pioneering work of preaching in Corinth (1 Corinthians 4:14-15; Romans 15:20-21).
As their faith grows, Paul wants them to help him preach somewhere else where others have
not preached. Anyone who boasts should only do it in what the Lord has given him.
Paul quotes from Jeremiah 9:23-24, which he has also done in 1 Corinthians 1:31, in which
boasting in wisdom, power, or money is forbidden, but boasting about knowing the LORD is
right. It is appropriate to derive worth from our relationship with God and not our earthly
qualities or opinions about ourselves, as 10:12 has indicated.
In the next lesson, we will study the commendations that the Corinthians should have given to
Paul and the right and wrong ways of commending ourselves as Christians.
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TOPICAL

Commendations in 2 Corinthians

• Paul's work should have
commended him to Corinth
• The wrong commendation
• The proper commendation

The Big Picture:
At the end of Chapter 10, Paul describes those who commend themselves and compare
themselves with others instead of comparing themselves with God's word. Throughout the book Paul shows
the Corinthians that the only people who can rightly be commended and should be commended are those
whose actions measure up to the standard of God's word.
What Should This Mean to Us?
We need to approve and commend only those who, to the best of our
knowledge, are serving God faithfully. A failure to commend those who are doing right can lead to
discouragement. A failure to refuse to commend those who are doing wrong can lead to apostasy. We also
need to be careful that we do not become proud after commending ourselves wrongly by comparing
ourselves to other men.
The word for “commend” or “approve” in 2 Corinthians literally means to place things together or to stand
with someone. When we speak of standing with someone today, we indicate that we think that the person
with whom we stand is good and we would recommend them as a friend or fellow worker to others; in other
words, we approve of them and believe that others should approve of them as well. In the Bible, our being
approved by God, not man, is what matters, but we have a need to show approval of others who are doing
what is right.
The Corinthians' Relationship with Paul
The Corinthians have had problems approving and commending the right people, and this is one of the
things Paul has written his letter to correct. Some may have suggested Paul needed some sort of a reference
letter to come and work with them (3:1-3), which makes about as much sense as demanding a reference
letter from your own father! Even if no one has actually demanded such a letter, some are acting as if they
would. Paul points out that his work among them stands on its own as a commendation. Paul later says that
they should have commended him because they have seen the signs of an apostle from him (12:11-12). It is
obvious to an honest person that Paul is as much an apostle as any man and that they should accept and love
him.
The Wrong Kind of Commendation
One reason why the Corinthians' failure to accept Paul is so inappropriate is their acceptance of other
people whose authority and approval come only from themselves. Some of them have commended
themselves, like a boastful man who might tell another, “If you don't already think I'm great, just ask me!”
Paul points out that to derive your worth from your opinion of yourself or from a comparison with other
fallible people is foolish (10:12-13). It is not our own opinion of ourselves but the Lord's evaluation of us that
matters (10:17-18; Proverbs 27:2). In working the signs of a true apostle and in teaching the Corinthians the
truth for the first time Paul has shown what God's evaluation of him is, something that self-styled teachers
have not done.
The Proper Kind of Commendation
Many of the Corinthians have approved the wrong people in the wrong way, but there are people whom
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Christians should recommend and there is a way to approve them. Paul and Barnabas returned to their
starting point of Antioch of Syria at the end of the first journey; it was from there that they had been
commended to do the work of preaching that the Holy Spirit had commanded (Acts 13:1-3; 14:26). On that
trip they had commended congregations to the Lord after having appointed elders in every congregation
(Acts 14:23). Paul would pass along his approval of Phoebe of Cenchrea to the Romans in Romans 16:1-2.
Commending others is not wrong, but it must be done only for those who lives match the word of God.
Paul has shown the Corinthians that he is fulfilling God's will by neither changing the word of God nor
doing anything deceitful. His actions commend themselves to every honest heart that will examine him (4:12). His commendable living includes suffering hardships and persecutions while reflecting the qualities
demanded of Christians; he has lived a godly life and embodied spiritual principles while being abused by an
evil world (6:3-10). Paul does not seek to brag to the Corinthians or commend himself in the wrong way, but
to help them see that he is doing everything that he can for them and acting according to the truth. When
the Corinthians see that, they will be able to perceive the falsity of the claims of those who have pride in
themselves but are not commended by God (5:11-15).
The Corinthians have commended themselves by their reaction to Paul's correction. By repenting and
earnestly correcting their sin, they have shown that they are dedicated to doing the right thing (7:9-11). All
Christians can commend themselves in a godly way by forsaking all sin and trying to do their best in
everything.
Conclusion
God has also demonstrated or commended His love for us by sending Christ to die for us while we were
sinners (Romans 5:8). Anything we do to commend ourselves can only be rightly done while thinking of His
great sacrifice for us. Any self-commendation that is not according to His word or that is done with the
primary goal of making ourselves look better has denied that most fundamental concept. At the end of our
lives, we will want only one commendation: to have the Master say, “Well done.” (Matthew 25:20-23)
In our next lesson we plan to study 11:1-15, in which Paul rebukes the Corinthians for treating the false
apostles well and treating him poorly despite his care for them.
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TEXTUAL

2 Corinthians 11:1-15

• The Corinthians' tolerance of
false teachers
• Paul's service to the Corinthians
• The evil of the false apostles

The Big Picture:
Paul has begun in Chapter 10 to defend himself and his authority against
those who are still opposing him. In this section he warns the Corinthians about the character
of the false teachers (11:12-15) and the danger of being led astray by them (11:1-4). He contrasts
their character and actions with his own (11:5-11).
Difficult Words and Phrases:
subtilty – trickery or craftiness
rude – here this means unskilled, not impolite
chargeable – describing someone who is a burden to others because of laziness
What Should This Mean to Us?
We must recognize false teaching for the danger that it is
and false teachers for the danger that they pose. We should imitate Paul's willingness to do
without some material things when we think it would help others grow spiritually.
11:1-4 The Corinthians' tolerance of false teachers
Paul says he is speaking foolishly, but he does not mean sinfully. He would rather not speak in
a way that seems like boasting, but he must. Speaking of accomplishments is often foolish, but
Paul has a reason. Even if Paul's deeds appear insane, he is acting that way for their sake (5:13).
Paul has wanted to keep the Corinthians pure. Many times the Bible uses the picture of
chastity when describing Israel's unfaithfulness (Ezekiel 16, 23; Hosea). Paul fears that false
teaching is pulling the Corinthians away from purity in serving Christ. He compares their
potential apostasy to Eve's being convinced to eat the fruit by the serpent (Satan) in Genesis
3:1-6. Compare the serpent's methods to those of false teachers: “Does the Bible really say ...”; “I
don't see anything wrong with ...”; “Someone is depriving you of your freedom to …”. The truth
is not hard to understand but false teaching can make recognizing the truth hard.
Paul's concern is justified by the attitudes of the Corinthians. Christians today are also in
danger of rejecting the speaker of unpleasant truth and accepting the accommodating,
pleasant deceiver. Many people who know that a certain man is not teaching the truth will
condemn another man who honestly points out the error being taught. The Corinthians are
showing great tolerance toward those whose preaching misuses Christ's words, contradicts
the teachings of the Holy Spirit, and changes the truth of the gospel. Paul identifies false
teaching for the danger that it is, as he would in Galatians 1:6-9. Some people think themselves
so open-minded toward the truth that they make themselves empty-headed instead.
11:5-11 Paul's service to the Corinthians
Paul makes clear that he has no less authority than any man on earth. He is an apostle (1
Corinthians 15:9-10), and his sphere, given by God, specifically includes them (10:13-15). He
was the first to preach to them. No one else could exceed his authority, but some teachers in
Corinth have been acting as if they have more authority than Paul. Paul might not be the most
polished in his speaking (10:10-11; 1 Corinthians 1:17; 2:1), but no honest man could doubt his
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knowledge, as any experience with him should have shown (4:2; 5:11). Unfortunately,
Christians today often are swayed by good speakers who are inaccurate in their teaching.
The Corinthians should not doubt Paul, but some evidently do. Paul asks if he has sinned by
not taking money from them earlier. The answer is no; in fact, he has exalted them by
humbling himself. 1 Corinthians 9:6-18 shows that Paul has a right to be supported in his
preaching but is not required to be, and that he has sometimes preferred to preach without
pay. In 2 Thessalonians 3:6-10, Paul did not eat anyone's food without paying for it; that served
as a counterexample to those who were seeking to live off of others' generosity.
Some at Corinth may have used Paul's refusal to accept money to attack him and question his
credentials or priorities. Usually people criticize a preacher for receiving too much money or
question each expenditure regarding the work, but in Corinth the opposite happened. Paul has
humbled himself, probably doing without things he would have liked to have had, because he
thought it would present fewer problems for the Corinthians. It may not have worked out that
way. In 12:13 he would ironically ask to be forgiven the “wrong” of not having taken pay.
Again using hyperbole, Paul says he “robbed” other churches for his support. He did not
impose upon the Corinthians, and he does not intend to be a burden in the future. The money
from Christians in Macedonia probably included money from Philippi (compare Philippians
4:14-18). He also worked at making tents at the beginning of his time in Corinth (Acts 18:1-3).
Paul is boasting, but not in a sinful sense; this is his “foolishness”, as in 11:1. He would rather
not have to say this, but he is illustrating what he has done to serve them so that the contrast
with the false teachers will be more clear. Paul dramatically affirms his love for the Corinthians
before God (6:11-13; 7:2-3). The reason why he has been doing what he has will be explained
next as he will speak of the evil actions of the false apostles.
11:12-15
The evil of the false apostles
Paul wants to prevent some “false apostles” (Revelation 2:2) from being regarded as being
equal to him or as true apostles. The false apostles have not sacrificed themselves as Paul has
(11:7-9). They also do not have the knowledge that Paul has (11:6). They have led people away
from the knowledge of Christ and have been treated well (11:3-4) instead of suffering as Paul
has. Ironically, Paul the true apostle has been treated as a false apostle at times.
These men are disguising themselves as true apostles of Christ. They may even have deceived
themselves. They stand as disapproved before God. Paul exposes the deadly nature of false
teaching in extremely powerful terms. To some people, false teaching seems like a relatively
unimportant offense, but Paul calls the people who commit it ministers of Satan. The false
teachers will be eternally punished though they have masqueraded as righteous men.
People who still want to ignore the danger and reality of false teaching often redefine false
teaching and false teachers. False teachers will disguise themselves, yet some of the people
who do not want to take a stand against false teaching insist that the only men who are really
false teachers are those who appear evil to practically everyone. False teachers, like Satan,
appear good. Many people also assume that if practice appears good to them, then it must be
good, and they will not appreciate attempts to examine it further. That attitude overestimates
their own wisdom and underestimates Satan's craftiness. Perhaps the real question is not
whether seemingly nice people can further the devil's cause, but whether those who persist in
false teaching could possibly do otherwise (John 8:44).
In our next lesson we plan to study the topic of preaching in 2 Corinthians.
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TOPICAL

Preaching in 2 Corinthians

• Paul's work of preaching
• The motivation to preach
• The content and effect of
preaching

The Big Picture:
Throughout the Corinthian letters Paul spends a good deal of time explaining his
work as a preacher and as an apostle. In this part of the book Paul deals with those who are refusing to
preach the truth. He also has reproof for those who are not willing to honor those who preach what is true
and reject those who preach what is false (11:3-4). Paul has preached for them without accepting payment
because he thinks it is best for them (11:7-9).
What Should This Mean to Us?
We should understand the reasons we should try to teach others and
the facts we should teach others, whether our teaching is public or private. We should also understand what
true preaching is, support it, and expect it. We should also try to imitate Paul's example of selflessness in
teaching others.
The Corinthian letters teach us why men should be motivated to preach, what they should preach, the
effects of their preaching, and problems that can arise. These lessons apply not only to those who preach
publicly but to all who love God's word and other people enough to desire to teach the truth. We will start
by studying the example of Paul's preaching.
Paul's Work of Preaching
Paul has never thought of himself as the originator of the message he preaches. He is just the clay container,
the “earthen vessel” in which the message is carried (4:7). He loves the message so much that he is willing to
undergo persecution in order for Jesus' sacrifice to be shown more clearly (4:8-10). He feels a need to preach
the gospel and wants to be able to do it without taking money from those to whom he preaches (1
Corinthians 9:15-18). He is resolved to keep preaching this way at Corinth (11:7-12) even though some have
tried to seize upon it to attack him (12:13).
Despite Paul's tremendous efforts and sacrifices that he has made to preach, he is careful to watch his
actions so that he does not sin and jeopardize his salvation (1 Corinthians 9:27). Preaching publicly is no
unconditional guarantee of future obedience.
The Motivation for Preaching
Paul preaches because of the fear of the Lord – he knows that he and all other men will face judgment, and
obedience to the gospel of Christ is the only thing that will matter on that day (5:10-11). We need to realize
that the same is true for all of the people around us today. Paul has spoken with sincerity, and not greed as
some of the false teachers have (2:17). He has hope and speaks boldly about the truth (3:12).
Paul has also made some decisions about his own service of preaching. He wants to preach where other men
have not preached before (10:13-16; Romans 15:18-21). He knows that all men need to hear the word, and it
would be extremely difficult for them to obey the word without a preacher to teach them (Romans 10:12-15).
We need to show the same love for the souls of all men.
The Content of Preaching
First, Paul's message does not come from within himself or from any other man (Galatians 1:11-12). He does
not change it or do anything else that would keep the light of God's revelation from being clearly
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transmitted (4:2-6). He is a servant and teaches in service to God. He does not rely on human wisdom or
skill to make his points, but simply preaches with the demonstration of spiritual power (1 Corinthians 2:14). Many people who consider themselves wise in the ways of this world will reject the simple truth, but
that does not change the truth or its effectiveness when obeyed (1 Corinthians 1:19-24).
Paul preaches Christ first of all, and the fulfillment of God's promises in Him through His crucifixion (1:1921; 1 Corinthians 2:2). He preaches that the resurrection of Christ is absolutely essential, and that we have no
hope without it (1 Corinthians 15:1-11, read 1-4). Paul teaches that men can be reconciled to God through
Christ because Christ bore the penalty of sin for man (5:18-21).
This message is not just Paul's; Peter covered many of the same points in teaching Cornelius and those with
him in Acts 10:34-43 (read 38-43). Also, Paul's first priority is to teach the truth, as we see in 1 Corinthians
1:17-18. That passage does not imply that baptism is any less important to Paul in his preaching work than it
was for Peter, who baptized Cornelius' family and friends in Acts 10:46-48; the point is that Paul is
responsible for the teaching and the hearers are responsible for their obedience or failure to obey.
The Effect of Preaching
When Paul preaches the gospel he expects it to bring grace, God's favor, to the hearers and to cause them to
thank God (4:12-15). As with Paul's remark about being disqualified in 1 Corinthians 9:27, we can see that
the gospel only works in us if we are not moved away from its hope (Colossians 1:23) – that is, if we continue
in faithful obedience to it. The gospel will not fail us, but we could fail it.
Problems in Preaching
Paul also notes a number of problems related to preaching, and Corinth seems to have had many such
problems. The Corinthians have tolerated those who preach the wrong things (11:3-4), even to the point of
letting themselves be mistreated by them (11:19-20). They seem to have treated the false teachers better than
the true teachers. Paul has shown that teaching the wrong thing makes faith empty and useless (1
Corinthians 15:12-14; this specific passage deals with the resurrection). Paul makes clear that no one, not
even an angel, should be accepted or obeyed if he teaches a gospel message that is contrary to God's word
(Galatians 1:6-9).
Another problem in preaching that has been mentioned earlier is that often the people of the world,
especially those who consider themselves wise and successful, will reject the gospel (1 Corinthians 1:19-24).
That does not change the fact that the power of God and the wisdom of God come through Christ to those
who obey the gospel that has been preached.
In the next lesson we plan to study 11:16-33. The second half of Chapter 11 also contains Paul's warning to the
Corinthians about false teachers and his “foolishly” describing his faithful and sacrificial life that no false
teacher could match.
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TOPICAL

Paul's Persecutions in 2 Corinthians

• A Partial List of Paul's
Persecutions
• Their Severity
• Their Product

The Big Picture:
Paul has just discussed the scope of his sufferings in 11:23-27,32-33. Many of those
sufferings were the direct result of persecution. That chapter shows that his willingness to suffer
persecution distinguishes him from the false teachers that are in Corinth. In Chapter 12, Paul will continue
to speak about his accomplishments (though he would rather not) and tell the Corinthians that suffering
persecution and other afflictions makes him spiritually stronger (12:10).
What Should This Mean to Us?
We need to imitate Paul's willingness to suffer persecution and allow it
to produce similar fruit in our lives. We do not need to beg to be persecuted, but we need to handle
persecution properly when it comes.
While Paul has provided a list of his sufferings in 11:23-27, we should realize that he still has many remaining
in his life. Compare this list with what is recorded in earlier epistles. Remember that the tremendous
suffering of Acts 21 and the following chapters has not yet happened!
From 11:24-25:
• Five sets of lashings from Jews
• Three beatings with rods (possibly Acts 16:22-23)
• One stoning (Acts 14:22)
• Three times shipwrecked (Acts 27 came later)
• Time “in the deep”
Can you see how much we do not have recorded of Paul’s sufferings?
The shipwrecks and the time “in the deep”, possibly adrift at sea, probably have not been the direct result of
persecution. All of the other things mentioned here and in Acts 21-28, as well as the imprisonment and death
described in 2 Timothy, probably would be.
In 11:26, the dangers from rivers, robbers, the wilderness, and the sea may well have be normal for any
frequent traveler of Paul's time, but the dangers from his countrymen (Jews), from the Gentiles, in the city,
and from false brothers are likely to have been from persecution.
The Severity of Paul's Persecutions
We have already seen how frequent and varied Paul's persecutions have been in 11:23-27. We also see in 11:3233 how he escaped death in Damascus, as recorded in Acts 9:23-25. More recently, he was so burdened that
he despaired of life in Asia (1:8-11). Paul has described his condition in Macedonia and being filled with
external conflicts before Titus' coming; even then, God allowed him to overflow with joy because of Titus'
good news about the Corinthians (7:4-7). Paul's persecutions are a key part of the suffering that fills so much
of his life, but he is given what he needs to handle them. We will be given what we need if we are faithful.
Paul's early life included his persecution of Christians in misguided zeal (8:1-3; 9:1-2), but now he is
experiencing what he once inflicted upon others.
The Product of Paul's Persecutions
Paul's persecutions, along with his other suffering, produce many good things that influence others to obey
the truth. By sharing in the persecution that Jesus received, to the point of risking their lives, Paul and those
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with him are showing others the glory of Jesus' life (4:8-12). In that way others can learn about the gospel
and share in the eternal life God has promised. Paul can consider his sufferings light and short because he
realizes that they are allowing him to receive infinitely greater and longer glory (4:16-17). Paul believes that
he suffers so that he can bring comfort to those who are suffering as he is, which suggests that he and they
are suffering persecution rather than some other affliction (1:3-6).
Paul's persecutions commend him as a true servant of God (6:4-5,8-9). He has earlier scolded the
Corinthians for acting as if they were superior to the apostles, of whom he is one, who are persecuted for
Christ's sake (1 Corinthians 4:10-13).
Paul's Attitudes toward Persecution
Paul is able to be content when he is persecuted because he knows that physically suffering for Christ's sake
makes him strong (12:10). Earlier in that chapter Paul recounts how he has learned that Christ's power is
made perfect in weakness, and in the next chapter Paul will describe how Jesus Himself allowed the
crucifixion, causing the salvation of the universe to come through the weakness of a physical body (13:4).
As Christians, we need to imitate Paul's willingness to suffer and his attitude toward persecution. All of
those who are faithful will experience some persecution (2 Timothy 3:10-12). When we suffer, we join with
Paul and other faithful servants of God throughout history and we are blessed (Matthew 5:10-12). Our
persecutions may not be as severe or dramatic as Paul's, but we can triumph over them through faith in
Christ. Suffering persecution may be what is necessary to stay faithful and to lead others to the truth – even
our persecutors (Matthew 5:44-47).
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TEXTUAL

2 Corinthians 12:1-21

• Paul's Trip to Paradise
• Paul's Thorn in the Flesh
• Paul's Concern for the
Corinthians

The Big Picture:
Paul continues in his “boasting” from Chapter 11, this time showing that
God has granted him a great privilege but with it came a great affliction. He also shows that he
and those with him have treated the Corinthians well and have acted for their benefit.
Difficult Words and Phrases:
forbear – to keep from doing something
thrice – three times
tumults – noisy disturbances
lasciviousness – the fulfillment of lusts in an uncontrolled way
What Should This Mean to Us?
We need to treat difficulties not as some injustice that
God has foisted upon us, but as a way to reflect God's glory. We need to help other people by
giving them what they need even when gratitude may not be forthcoming.
What exactly is the thorn in the flesh? What was the “third heaven” like? We could speculate
endlessly without knowing the answers. What we can know for sure is that Christ's power is
exhibited in us most perfectly when we experience physical weakness and that we should give
ourselves for others, as Paul has, even when the thanks on earth is not what is should be.
12:1-6 Paul's trip to the third heaven
Paul continues to speak about “boasting”, which he is doing only to make the Corinthians
think. Boasting is not something he generally wants to do, though it will be profitable for the
Corinthians who should learn from it. Paul turns his focus from his sufferings to his visions.
The following verses speak of Paul's own experiences. He had been taken, physically or
otherwise, to the “third heaven”, called “Paradise” in 12:4 (Luke 23:43). If the first heaven is
sky, and the second space, the third would be God's abode. While “heaven” can refer to sky
(Acts 14:17) or space (Hebrews 11:12), Paul seems to use it of the abode of God. It also seems to
be the meaning in the vast majority of other New Testament references, though sometimes
there is more than one possible meaning.
Again without knowing whether his body was present, Paul has heard a message that he is not
allowed to speak and perhaps could not be expressed. Revelation 10:1-4 also contains words
that could not be recorded by John, and Daniel 8:26; 12:4,9 contains a message that was not to
be revealed, at least at the current time.
What Paul is saying here (12:5) is not easy to understand. Paul seems to be saying that he
could boast about the amazing experiences God has given him, but he does not wish to, and
has not enjoyed saying as much as he has (11:22). He will instead boast about what God has
done through his limited body instead of things that could be construed as self-exaltation.
Paul could truthfully boast about exalted things, but he keeps his focus on the things that
would not lend themselves to self-glorification, such as afflictions and suffering. It is probably
no coincidence that one particularly bad affliction comes next in the discussion.
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12:7-10 Paul's thorn in the flesh
Because of the tremendous revelations, Paul has received a problem that would keep him from
exalting himself. If Paul faced this danger, who are we to think that success could not possibly
go to our heads? The thorn in the flesh has come from God in a sense – its purpose is to help
avoid self-exaltation – and also from Satan as a messenger (Luke 13:10-17).
Paul prayed three times to have the thorn removed. Nothing is wrong with praying repeatedly
for our own needs. The Lord answered with no. He chose not to extend more favor regarding
the thorn. That His power is made complete in weakness (11:30) was why. Christ has chosen
not to use the most popular or physically impressive men to proclaim His word. He works
through people with their weaknesses. Even Jesus is described as suffering weakness (13:4).
The divine origin of the powerful message is clear (4:6-7) and Paul can boast of weaknesses.
Romans 5:3-5 also shows us how the weakness of suffering tribulations helps us.
Remembering this, Paul can be happy with all sorts of physical difficulties and persecutions
because he knows that those problems allow Christ's power to be more fully displayed.
12:11-21
Paul's concern for the Corinthians
Paul has explained the reason for his “boasting” and points out that the Corinthians, too easily
beguiled by others, have essentially forced him into it. They should have commended him. Paul
has patiently performed many signs that provide a supernatural testimony to his apostleship.
The Corinthians have seen the evidence (1 Corinthians 9:1-2).
The Corinthians have only been treated differently than other churches in that Paul has not
taken money from them (11:7-12; 1 Corinthians 9:11-12). Many will complain about how much
money preachers receive instead of how little; but those who want to complain will find a
reason.
As Paul prepares to come a third time, he makes clear that he is trying to help them, fitting the
role of a parent. He is providing for them spiritually and is not concerned about their material
provision for him.
Paul is giving all that he has for them, but it seems like his efforts are only met with more
resistance and less love. Despite the Corinthians' disappointing response, Paul is still not
looking to take anything from them. When says that he was tricky and took them in with
“deceit”, he may have been repeating others' charges. Paul has done nothing deceitful. He has
proven his worth in a way that they never would have expected – boasting about suffering in
his human weakness!
Neither Titus nor anyone else from Paul (8:6,16-18) has mistreated the Corinthians as the false
teachers have (11:19-21). Paul and his coworkers have been honest and consistent.
Paul has not been defending himself and others with his “boasting”. The purpose has been to
make the Corinthians realize the ways in which they needed to improve. He has been helping
them (2:1-4).
Despite his general confidence about them (2:3; 3:3-4; 7:4,14-16; 8:22-24), Paul still fears that
some at Corinth will be angry, arrogant, and vicious toward him. He will correct them (10:2;
13:2). Paul will be humiliated (9:3-4) if they have not changed by the time of his arrival. He
will mourn over the impenitent. His reference to sensuality does not exclude the false teachers;
they may have been guilty of it in their teaching or in their actions.
In our next lesson we plan to study the topic of confidence. Paul has confidence in his own
service and has confidence in the Corinthians despite their problems.
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TOPICAL

Confidence in 2 Corinthians

• Confidence in His Service
• Paul's "Foolish Boasting"
• Confidence in the
Corinthians

The Big Picture:
Paul's confidence in his service to God has come from careful obedience to and study
of God's commandments. He has enough confidence to “boast” of his accomplishments when necessary,
though he would rather not do so. Paul also has confidence in the Corinthians generally, though he fears that
some will be unprepared or unrepentant upon his arrival.
What Should This Mean to Us?
We can have confidence in our ability to serve God faithfully and in
others' service if we all are committed to making our greatest effort to obey God in all things.
In the previous chapter Paul has made clear that he chooses to “boast” about the things that he has suffered
rather than the glorious visions he has been allowed to experience (12:1-10). He has confidence in his service
because he has obeyed God's commands. He also has confidence in the Corinthians generally, though he has
just expressed fears that some among them would not repent (12:20-21).
Paul's Confidence in His Service
Paul is confident that he has served God properly. His conscience agrees with God's word that he has
obeyed God and that he should be accepted by the Corinthians (1:12-15). Paul's confidence in the word and
his obedience allows him to hold himself up as an example and to expect others to recognize that fact (10:7).
He is also bold enough in his confidence to confront those who have acted against him (10:1-6; compare Acts
4:29).
Paul's confidence in the face of opposition is like the Psalmist's in Psalm 27:1-6. His confidence is based upon
the fear of God (Proverbs 14:26).
Paul's “Foolish Boasting”
Paul spends time in this second letter speaking in the “confidence of boasting” (11:16-18). He affirms that he
has been given authority over the Corinthians to build them up (10:8, 13-15), and he finds it distasteful but
necessary to speak of his accomplishments in the flesh. The Corinthians have been too easily impressed by
false teachers who claim authority falsely and mistreat people (11:19-21); Paul turns the tables on them by
speaking of his true authority and how he and those with him have treated them well (12:11-19).
Paul will make clear that he does not put confidence in the flesh in Philippians 3:2-7. In 2 Corinthians he
makes a point that even in his foolish boasting he will not dwell on earthly credentials (11:22), which the
false teachers might have promoted, or his unique visions and experiences (12:1-4). Paul further turns the
false teachers' arguments upside down by boasting in his suffering in the flesh - in human physical weakness
(11:23-33; 12:5-10). The Lord has told him that His power is perfected in weakness. Even when Paul “boasts”,
he does it in a way that is the opposite of worldly boasting. His works demonstrate that he is a genuine
apostle more completely than great speeches ever could. His confidence in Christ is built on his service and
suffering; that should be the foundation of Christians' confidence today.
Christians today can share Paul's confidence when they live by God's words of wisdom (Proverbs 3:21-26).
We must abide in Christ and practice righteousness to have that confidence (1 John 2:28-29). We must keep
His commandments and not sin against our consciences (1 John 3:21-24). We must abide in love and thus
cast out fear to have confidence in judgment (1 John 4:16-19; Hebrews 4:16). We can be confident in
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judgment if we hold to our confidence (Hebrews 3:6). We can even have confidence that we will have our
requests fulfilled by God when we live this way (1 John 5:14-15).
Paul's Confidence in the Corinthians
Paul has had confidence in the Corinthians before the writing of this letter. He expressed his confidence to
Titus and has been vindicated (7:14-16). He writes this second letter with confidence that they will make the
necessary corrections in their lives (2:3). In this letter he makes other confident statements about their
obedience several times (7:4; 8:22) . He specifically expresses confidence about their giving (8:24). He
believes that they will be like a letter from Christ as a result of his teaching (3:3-4).
The Corinthians are not the only group about whom Paul has expressed confidence despite serious
concerns. The Christians in Galatia (Galatians 5:7-10) and Thessalonica (2 Thessalonians 3:4) received
similar encouragement. Problems within congregations need not be a death sentence if the members are
willing to put Christ and His word first and act in love toward one another. We can be optimistic like Paul
when Christians are making this kind of effort.
Paul's confidence is not absolute nor does it extend to everyone. He indirectly warns them that a failure on
their part to give to the poor Christians in Judea would be embarrassing to him and especially them in light
of his confidence (9:3-4). He also fears that all sorts of sinful disturbances will be found among the
Corinthians when he returns to Corinth (12:20-21).
In the next lesson we plan to study the final chapter of the letter. Chapter 13 contains Paul's closing words,
including exhortations to the Corinthians to examine themselves and make the necessary changes before he
comes and reproves any sin remaining.
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TEXTUAL

2 Corinthians 13:1-14

• Paul's power in Christ
• Self-examination and
growth
• Brotherly living

The Big Picture:
As Paul closes the letter, he warns the Corinthians to get their spiritual
lives in order, which requires them to examine themselves. He also speaks of the joy he has
from them.
Difficult Words and Phrases:
foretell – here it means to tell something again
reprobate – rejected; when used of God's rejection of people, it means that they are unsaved
What Should This Mean to Us?
We should expect fellow Christians to speak the truth,
even unpleasant truth, in love. We should examine ourselves because the preservation of our
souls depends on it. We should have a unity based on our mutual effort to obey Christ.
13:1-4 Paul's power in Christ
Paul is planning his third visit (12:14), which follows his initial visit in Acts 18 and the
sorrowful visit mentioned in 1:23-2:4. He quotes from the Law, probably Deuteronomy 19:15,
which applied to witnesses to sin. Similar words are in Matthew 18:15-20. Paul would correct
any sin in the proper way.
Paul repeats his statement that he would not spare anyone (compare 1:23) from being
confronted with his sin. Paul's opponents seem to have insinuated that he is too weak to
confront others boldly in person (10:2, 10-11). Paul would not play favorites by overlooking sin
by people who had not caused him trouble personally and coming down hard on those who
had. He would be mighty in the word as Christ had been. Christ did not control people
through violence (not even when cleansing the temple), but He was not afraid to confront
people with their sin (Matthew 23).
Jesus was not weak in His willingness to speak according to the word, and Paul uses power
from God to speak boldly from God's word also. This strength would lead to Paul's living with
Christ; all of us can share in that life if we are faithful and bold in speaking against sin. Christ
died because of physical weakness - He had a mortal body while on earth. Paul also lives in a
limited body with the attendant weakness, probably made worse by his sufferings (11:23-27).
Paul receives strength to serve others from God despite his finite physical powers (1
Corinthians 4:7-10). Christ completes His power in Paul and all faithful men through
weakness (12:9-10). Pretending that we are invincible or all-knowing causes us to lose our
effectiveness as Christ's servants and invites disaster. In baptism we participate in the death
Christ experienced and His resurrection through God's power and glory (Romans 6:3-4).
13:5-10 Self-examination and growth
Following his promise to confront the sin remaining at Corinth, Paul exhorts the Corinthians
to examine themselves (1 Corinthians 11:28). They need to see whether they are in the faith.
"The faith" is the Christian life that allows one to be right with God. If we are in the faith (and
that requires living consistently with our personal faith), Christ is in us. If we do not have
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Christ in us because we are not in the faith, we have been rejected by God and are not saved.
These verses show clearly that we can be lost through disobedience after having been saved.
Any honest appraisal of Paul's actions would show that he had not sinned against Christ.
Earlier Paul has shown that to reject him, the Corinthians' original teacher, would be to reject
their own faith. No one could say that Paul had failed to live up to the standards he had taught
them initially, and thus no one could consistently condemn him (3:2; 10:7). Paul has disciplined
himself to prevent rejection by God (1 Corinthians 9:27).
Paul does not want the Corinthians to do anything wrong, but that desire does not come from
a need to be approved by others. He wants them to do what is right for the cause of Christ,
even if he seems rejected (the same word used in the sense of unsaved in 12:5-6).
Paul explains his desire for them to do what is right by showing that the truth is his only
concern. He is unwilling to do anything against the truth, even if it would profit him
personally.
Paul has joy when the Corinthians are doing what is right even when he suffers as a result.
Physical weakness is not a fault when Christians are spiritually strong. Paul wants them to be
complete and mature in Christ. Paul has made a similar statement with irony when the
Corinthians wrongly thought themselves strong and Paul weak because of their pride (1
Corinthians 4:10); now Paul can speak of the way in which his statement should be true.
Paul has written the letter because he wants the Corinthians to be complete. That has led him
to say some hard things in this letter so that he would not have to say them later (1
Corinthians 4:21). Even using hard words against sinful Christians and false teachers is part of
building up and not tearing down the church (10:2, 5-8). Sometimes Christians will refuse to
participate in corrective discipline because they think it would tear apart the church, but in
reality those who refuse to repent add nothing to the congregation except numbers on the
attendance board and money in the collection basket, and those are not the important things.
As you cannot build a strong house on a bad foundation, so you cannot build up a church
without removing the bad things.
13:11-14
Brotherly living
After the exhortation to examine themselves and to do what is right, Paul encourages the
Corinthians to live together in Christian harmony. The word for "farewell" is also the word for
"rejoice". The Corinthians are to make themselves complete, as if repairing or restoring
something. They should be comforted, and Paul has shown them from the beginning of the
letter that he has acted for their comfort, not in the sense of ease but in the sense of help (1:36). They are to be like-minded (Philippians 2:1-4; 3:15-16; 4:2). They are to live in peace. When
they exhibit love and peace among themselves, God who gives the love and peace will be with
them.
Paul tells them to greet each other with a holy kiss (Romans 16:16; 1 Corinthians 16:20; 1
Thessalonians 5:26; 1 Peter 5:14) and gives them a written greeting from all the saints.
Paul closes by asking that the grace of Christ (8:9; John 1:17; Romans 5:15), the love of God
(Romans 8:39; 1 John 4:8-12), and the fellowship of the Spirit (Philippians 2:1-2) would be with
them. All of the persons of the Godhead are involved. We cannot leave any of those three
things out and be right with God. We cannot persist in disobedience and be right with God or
share fully in the three things Paul has desired the Corinthians to have.
In our next and final lesson, we plan to study the topic of love in 2 Corinthians.
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TOPICAL

Love in 2 Corinthians

• God Is Love
• Showing Love through
Teaching and Giving
• The Failure To Show Love

The Big Picture:
At the close of the book we want to consider the kind of love Paul had for the
Corinthians even in a difficult situation and to see what that love motivated Paul to do.
What Should This Mean to Us?
We should always strive to reflect God's love toward Him and others.
We should show love in our teaching others, helping others, and even correcting others. We should have
open hearts toward those who show us the truth, even when it hurts.
Paul closes the second letter to the Corinthians by saying that the God of love would be with them (13:11)
and by wishing them God's love (13:14). Throughout the letter we have a multifaceted picture of Paul's love
for the Corinthians despite the difficulties their sins have caused; through that we can see the love that God
has for them and for us despite our sins. We also see that preaching and giving are expressions of love.
God Is Love
Not only in 2 Corinthians 13 but also in 1 Corinthians Paul has shown the Corinthians what God's love
means. In the great chapter on love, Paul has shown that the way God teaches us to act toward each other is
the way that love acts (1 Corinthians 13:4-7). God has exhibited those qualities of love toward us. Paul says
that love is greater than faith and hope (1 Corinthians 13:13). He tells the Corinthians to pursue love (1
Corinthians 14:1). He also shows the Galatians that the love we show in our lives is part of the fruit of the
Spirit (Galatians 5:22). Paul says that loving our neighbors as ourselves fulfills the Law (Galatians 5:13-14;
Romans 13:7-10).
Jesus set the highest standards for love in teaching us to love our enemies (Matthew 5:43-48). The love that
we as Christians have for one another should furnish proof to the world of our true discipleship (John 13:3435).
Paul's Purpose in Writing: Showing Love
Paul had written an earlier letter to the Corinthians (2:4), though it caused him anguish, because he loved
them enough to want them to do what was right. He closed the first epistle with his love for them (1
Corinthians 16:24). Paul also has commended his work of preaching by the genuine love that he has shown
for others (6:4-6). Paul continues to show love throughout this second epistle through the teaching and
correcting that he does; some people want to avoid teaching things that others may not like, but love
requires saying what is needed and not only what is wanted.
Showing Love through Teaching
Paul makes clear that the love of Christ moves him to teach others (5:13-15). If we really believe that the
world is lost without the gospel, as Paul does, will we not feel the same need to teach others?
Showing Love through Correcting Others
The teaching motivated by love does not end with those outside the church. We must also teach other
Christians. Teaching some Christians will involve correcting them. This contributed to the anguish Paul felt
in writing them mentioned earlier. Paul asserts in the strongest possible terms his love for the Corinthians in
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11:10-13, and that love will not allow him to enable the false apostles to teach their self-glorifying falsehoods
unhindered.
Showing Love through Giving
Paul also urges the Corinthians to demonstrate their sincere love by making a contribution to the poor
Christians in Judea (8:1-8,24). It is often easy to say that we love others, but showing that love by sharing
our money can be much more difficult. The Corinthians' giving will reflect the true love that Paul and others
have shown in teaching them the truth, and ultimately will show that they are reflecting God's love. God
shows even more love and favor to the one who reflects His love by cheerfully giving to others (9:7).
The Corinthians' Problems with Showing Love
Many problems can keep Christians from showing the love that they should. The letters to the Corinthians
contain several examples.
• A penitent sinner at Corinth could leave them completely if they will not show a real love for him (2:8). It
is easy for many Christians to keep someone at arm's length who has sinned publicly in a shocking way.
• The Corinthians might become proud of their own knowledge and resent someone who does not feel that
he could participate in some activities without sinning (even if the activity is not actually sinful). Real love
keeps us from becoming arrogant about our knowledge (1 Corinthians 8:1-3).
• Christians among the Corinthians might become proud of the spiritual gifts they have been given. Using
the gifts is worthless if it is done without love (1 Corinthians 13:1-3), even though the gifts themselves are
good. Love has outlasted the spiritual gifts (1 Corinthians 13:8).
The Corinthians are also struggling to love Paul properly after their own sin toward him, as shown above.
Paul even wonders if they love him less as he tries to do more for them (12:15). He calls on them to open their
hearts to him and respond to his love (6:11-13). We cannot be right with God and truly happy unless we
respond to His love and the love others show toward us, even (and perhaps especially) when love is not easy.
No earthly force can separate us from God's love and power without our consent (Romans 8:35-39). If we
stay strong in our love we will receive an incomparable reward (1 Corinthians 2:9).
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