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God’s Word to a 

Hesitating Church 
 

Since we have these promises, 
beloved, let us cleanse ourselves from 
every defilement of body and spirit, 

bringing holiness to completion in the 
fear of God. (7:1) 

 
“Do You Know What Christ 

Looks Like?” 
 

May 18, 2014 
 
Sermon Text:  2 Corinthians 1 
 
Scripture Reading: Isaiah 40:1-13 
 
Introduction- 
 
Wherever God’s truth is announced, 
be sure that the enemy will soon follow 
it with his lies. There is a fact that we 
dare not forget. It happened right off in 
the beginning: God said, then Satan 
appeared and lied. He twisted the 

content of God’s Word and He cast 
doubt on the goodness of God’s 
motive. 
 
The very same thing has continued to 
happen down through history, and it 
was happening in the new church at 
Corinth, prompting the Apostle Paul to 
write this letter.  Enemies had come 
who opposed the gospel Paul had 
delivered, and they also worked to turn 
the Corinthians against Paul himself. If 
the devil can alienate us from the one 
who gives us God’s Word, he can cut 
us off from God’s Word itself. There is 
the strategy, and it continues today. 
We have seen it repeatedly over the 
years in this very church. 
 
Let’s spend some more time this 
morning becoming familiar with the 
setting in Corinth in the time this letter 
was written – around 50-55AD. Listen 
to Paul Barnett’s commentary (The 
New International Commentary on the 
New Testament)- 
 
“At the time of Paul’s three visits (c. 
A.D. 50-56) Corinth was officially a 
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Roman city. Ancient Corinth…rivaled 
Athens for supremacy as a Greek city-
state and maritime power during the 
preclassical and classical eras (6th to 4th 
centuries B.C.). During the 2nd century 
however, Corinth, with other states in 
the Peloponnese, sought protection 
from the invading Romans through 
membership in the Achaean league, 
but to no avail. In 146 B.C. a Roman 
army led by L. Mummius destroyed 
the city and killed or enslaved the 
population, causing the extinction, 
according to Cicero, of ‘the light of all 
Greece.’ 
 

 
 

 
 

 
Hauling ships across the Isthmus 

 

 
How it is done today! 

 
“In 44 B.C. – almost a century before 
Paul’s arrival – Julius Caesar, 
recognizing Corinth’s strategic 
location, directed the creation of a 
Roman colony on the run-down site of 
the ancient city. It was named Colonia 
Laus Iulia Corintheiensis in his honor, 
and the process of repopulation was 
begun. Unlike other colonies, new 
Corinth was not settled with Roman 
army veterans, but with poorer 
Romans, many of whom were 
libertine, freed slaves, as well as with 
people from the eastern Mediterranean 
– Syrians, Egyptians, and Jews – who 
would have had some familiarity with 
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koine Greek (the language of the New 
Testament). The offense to other 
Greeks of the resettlement of Corinth 
with such inhabitants may be noted… 
 
As capital of the province of Achaia, 
Corinth was the home of the Roman 
Proconsul, who in the time of Paul’s 
first visit was L. Iunius Gallio (Acts 
18:12). Such were the origins of the 
city to which Paul came a century 
later. 
 
In the meantime, Roman Corinth had 
become at least as prosperous as the 
ancient city. Whatever the accidents of 
history, the wealth of Corinth was 
guaranteed by the city’s unique 
position. Corinth was located on the 
narrow isthmus that joined the 
Peloponnese to the mainland and 
separated the Aegean Sea from the 
Ionian Sea by a mere 6000 meters at 
the narrowest. It was therefore ‘master 
of two harbors,’ one leading straight to 
Asia and the other to Italy. This made 
the exchange of goods from both 
countries easy and was a preferable 
route to the more dangerous sea 
voyage to the south. Duties were 
charged on goods transferred across 
the Isthmus in either direction.  
 
In addition, Corinth attracted crowds 
to its Isthmian games, held every two 
years and the city prospered through 
the much sought after art works, 
fashioned in the uniquely blended local 

bronze for which the city was 
renowned. Inevitably, wealthy Corinth 
became one of the most notable 
centers for banking and finance in the 
Roman world. Splendid buildings and 
facilities such as city walls, paved 
roads, harbor infrastructure, water 
supply, the agora (marketplace), senate 
house, numerous temples, fountains 
and monuments, gymnasiums, baths, 
schools, library, parks and athletic 
fields have been described by the 
ancient traveler Strabo. 
 
There was, however, another side to 
Corinth. One traveler declined to enter 
the city proper, having learned of 
‘…the sordidness of the rich there and 
the misery of the poor’ and of a place 
“…abounding in luxuries but inhabited 
by people ungracious and unblessed by 
Aphrodite.’ 
 
1 Corinthians 11:20-21  When you 
come together, it is not the Lord's 
supper that you eat.  (21)  For in 
eating, each one goes ahead with 
his own meal. One goes hungry, 
another gets drunk. 
 
“It is significant that Paul did not 
spend much time in the ‘university 
city,’ Athens, whose glory had long 
passed. Corinth was far bigger – 
modern estimates reach as high as a 
million people – and equally 
important, strategically located as it 
was to take advantage of the 
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considerable volume of passing traffic. 
It can be no accident that Paul 
positioned himself in Thessalonica, 
Corinth, and Ephesus, for they were 
bustling cities and formed a strategic 
triangle in the Aegean region, enabling 
the gospel to be spread along the 
busiest trading routes in the world. 
 
Roman Corinth was destroyed by 
earthquake in A.D. 521.” 
 
Now let’s get a clear picture of some 
of the chronology in Paul’s visits to 
Corinth. Once again I am drawing 
from Barnett’s commentary – 
 
•   Paul first came to Corinth alone, 

from Athens, in the summer of 
AD 50. Timothy and Silvanus 
would arrive sometime later. (1 
Thess 3:1, 6 cf Acts 18:5; 2 Cor 
1:19). 

•   Paul attached himself to the 
fellow tentmakers, Aquila and 
Priscilla, who had along with 
other Jews been expelled from 
Rome in 49 AD by decree of the 
emperor Claudius.  

•   Paul spent a year and a half in 
Corinth on this first visit. 

•   As the house church there grew, 
a number of its members came 
from the urban elite of wealthy 
Graeco-Roman Corinth, where 
patron-client relationships were 
customary. It was quite common 
for citizens of rank and status to 

provide hospitality and financial 
benefits to visiting rhetoricians 
who might come to Corinth to 
participate in the poetry-reading 
and public-speaking competition 
at the Isthmian games. In 
refusing to accept such 
patronage by insisting on 
working (at a menial trade) to 
support himself, Paul identified 
with the lower orders. This non-
acceptance represented an 
unresolved tension between Paul 
and the Corinthians. And his 
studied refusal to exercise the 
techniques of the rhetorician 
while at Corinth was also a point 
of serious criticism. 

 
1 Corinthians 2:1-2  And I, when I 
came to you, brothers, did not 
come proclaiming to you the 
testimony of God with lofty speech 
or wisdom.  (2)  For I decided to 
know nothing among you except 
Jesus Christ and him crucified. 
 
2 Corinthians 11:7  Or did I commit 
a sin in humbling myself so that 
you might be exalted, because I 
preached God's gospel to you free 
of charge? 
 
•   In AD 53 Paul began his 3 year 

ministry in Ephesus (Acts 
18:27ff). During this time he 
received reports from the church 
at Corinth. Delegations from the 
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church would come to him with 
questions and reports of 
problems.  

 
1 Corinthians 5:1  It is actually 
reported that there is sexual 
immorality among you, and of a 
kind that is not tolerated even 
among pagans, for a man has his 
father's wife. 
 
1 Corinthians 1:11-12  For it has 
been reported to me by Chloe's 
people that there is quarreling 
among you, my brothers.  (12)  
What I mean is that each one of 
you says, "I follow Paul," or "I 
follow Apollos," or "I follow 
Cephas," or "I follow Christ." 
 
•   Paul says of his second visit to 

Corinth that it was painful, a 
source of grief to the Corinthians 
and to himself (2 Cor 2:1-4 cf 
12:21). 

•   2 Corinthians was written by 
Paul in response to Titus’ return 
to him in Macedonia, bringing 
news – some good – from 
Corinth. In this letter, Paul 
prepares the Corinthians for his 
3rd and final visit to them (56 
AD). 

•   Note: Paul wrote a non-extant 
(lost) letter usually known as the 
“Severe Letter” to the 
Corinthians. “There were matters 
about which Paul had issued 

severe warnings during his 
earlier visit. It is probable that 
the reason Paul made his second 
visit to Corinth was to deal with 
a crisis of unrepented sexual 
immorality within the Corinthian 
church. It appears that the 
persistent sexual immorality that 
characterized certain believers 
from the beginnings of the 
church in Corinth had put the 
spiritual survival of those 
believers in jeopardy. Paul was 
apparently subjected to personal 
attack during this second visit.” 

 
The False Apostles 
 
2 Corinthians 11:5-6  Indeed, I 
consider that I am not in the least 
inferior to these super-apostles.  
(6)  Even if I am unskilled in 
speaking, I am not so in 
knowledge; indeed, in every way we 
have made this plain to you in all 
things. 
 
2 Corinthians 12:11  I have been a 
fool! You forced me to it, for I 
ought to have been commended by 
you. For I was not at all inferior to 
these super-apostles, even though I 
am nothing. 
 
We began this morning with this 
principle: 
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Wherever God’s truth is announced, 
be sure that the enemy will soon follow 
it with his lies. 
 
So it was at Corinth, so it was among 
the churches of Galatia, and so it is in 
our experience today in this church 
and in our own lives. The enemy will 
always be watching for ways to 
alienate us from one another and thus 
from the truth of the Word of God.  
 
Who were these false apostles who 
crept in among the Corinthians? Once 
more, let me rely on Paul Barnett’s 
expertise here: 
 
“It is evident from 2 Corinthians that 
they were a group (‘many’ – 2:17; 
11:18; cf 10:12) of men (probably) 
who had ‘come’ to Corinth (11:4-5) 
from outside (‘letters of 
commendation’ – 3:1) and who had 
trespassed into Paul’s field of ministry 
(10:15-16) where they and their 
message had been ‘received’ (11:4, 
20). The key to their identity is to be 
found in Paul’s questions in 11:22-23a 
– 
 
2 Corinthians 11:22-23  Are they 
Hebrews? So am I. Are they 
Israelites? So am I. Are they 
offspring of Abraham? So am I.  
(23)  Are they servants of Christ? I 
am a better one--I am talking like a 
madman--with far greater labors, 
far more imprisonments, with 

countless beatings, and often near 
death. 
 
Like Paul these men are ‘Hebrews’ 
and ‘Israelites,’ …they are Jews….We 
conclude that these newly arrived 
ministers are Jews, Greek-speaking 
Jews, Jews from Judaea who also 
recognized Jesus to be the Christ. If 
these men are ‘ministers of Christ’ 
(11:23a), what then was their 
‘ministry’? A few verses earlier Paul 
called them ‘ministers of 
righteousness,’ which, when read with 
the contrast between the ‘ministries’ of 
the old covenant (the law of Moses) 
and the new covenant, suggests that 
their purpose in coming to Corinth as 
to “minister the righteousness” 
associated with Moses and the law (on 
tablets of stone…the letter – 3:3,6), as 
opposed to the righteousness issuing in 
reconciliation with God based on 
Christ’s death, which was the ministry 
of Paul…. They reject Paul’s inference 
of the supersession of the old covenant 
(by Christ) and claimed that old 
covenant was still operative.”  (end 
quote) 
 
It was these false apostles then who 
worked to not only present a false 
gospel, adding Moses to Christ, but 
who maligned Paul’s character and 
motives in order to lead the 
Corinthians astray from Paul and the 
truth of God’s Word.  Their 
accusations against Paul included: 
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•   If Paul had truly seen the 

glorious and risen Lord on the 
Damascus Road, then Paul’s face 
should be shining with that glory 
just as Moses’ face was. Instead, 
Paul was physically weak and 
suffering. He lacked glory, they 
said.  

•   These false apostles apparently 
claimed that Moses’ shining 
glory at Mt. Sinai had NOT 
diminished and thus the Mosaic 
covenant had not ceased.  

•   They accepted financial support 
for their ministry and criticized 
Paul as being inferior because he 
did not. 

•   They boast about their oratory 
abilities and saying Paul’s speech 
was inferior, thus, so was his 
message. 

 
Barnett summarizes: 
 
“One thing is clear. For their part, 
these newcomers legitimized their 
‘ministry’ in Corinth – over against 
Paul – by commending themselves, by 
boasting of their achievements, and by 
classifying and contrasting their 
strengths with Paul’s perceived 
weaknesses.  They have ‘letters of 
commendation’; Paul has none (3:1-3). 
They are self-sufficient, triumphant 
figures; Paul is inadequate, a sorry 
figure as he limps from place to place 
in defeat (2:14-3:5; 4:1, 16).  They are 

men of ‘divine power’ whereas Paul is 
mundane, a minister without power, 
worldly and weak (10:3-6; cf 1:12, 17; 
5:12-13). They are powerful in speech 
and wisdom whereas he is unskilled in 
speech and in general, ‘a fool. (11:1-
12:13).  In all things he is inferior 
whereas they are superior. 
 
To all of this boasting Paul responds 
with his ‘Fool’s Speech’ (11:1-12:13), 
in which he daringly accepts their 
characterization as ‘weak’ and 
‘inferior’ and in which he calls them 
‘superlative’ apostles in their pride. In 
all of this, the Crucified One is in his 
mind. In his utter powerlessness in the 
face of his ‘thorn,’ reminiscent of the 
powerlessness of Jesus on the cross, 
Paul learns of the prevailing grace and 
power of Christ (12:7-9). He willingly 
accepts ‘weaknesses’ such as the 
thorn, because he does so on behalf of 
Christ and “for your sakes.”  (end 
quote). 
 
Comfort My People 
 
With all of that background then, 
follow along as we read Paul’s 
opening words: 
 
2 Corinthians 1:1-10  Paul, an 
apostle of Christ Jesus by the will 
of God, and Timothy our brother, 
To the church of God that is at 
Corinth, with all the saints who are 
in the whole of Achaia:  (2)  Grace 
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to you and peace from God our 
Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.   
 
(3)  Blessed be the God and Father 
of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father 
of mercies and God of all 
comfort,  (4)  who comforts us 
in all our affliction, so that we 
may be able to comfort those who 
are in any affliction, with the 
comfort with which we ourselves 
are comforted by God.  (5)  For as 
we share abundantly in Christ's 
sufferings, so through Christ we 
share abundantly in comfort too.  
(6)  If we are afflicted, it is for 
your comfort and salvation; and if 
we are comforted, it is for your 
comfort, which you experience 
when you patiently endure the 
same sufferings that we suffer.  
(7)  Our hope for you is unshaken, 
for we know that as you share in 
our sufferings, you will also share 
in our comfort.   
 
(8)  For we do not want you to be 
ignorant, brothers, of the 
affliction we experienced in Asia. 
For we were so utterly burdened 
beyond our strength that we 
despaired of life itself.  (9)  Indeed, 
we felt that we had received the 
sentence of death. But that was 
to make us rely not on 
ourselves but on God who 
raises the dead.  (10)  He 
delivered us from such a deadly 

peril, and he will deliver us. On him 
we have set our hope that he will 
deliver us again. 
 
You begin to see then why Paul has 
opened this letter with this issue of 
suffering and affliction and the Lord’s 
comfort? He has identified himself as 
an apostle of Christ Jesus, and that by 
God’s will, not his own or by the doing 
of any human being (see his similar 
argument in Galatians 1).  And THIS 
is the experience of a true apostle of 
Jesus Christ! Suffering. Weakness. 
Afflictions. Here is where the 
Corinthians (and Christians today) 
were going wrong: 
 
2 Corinthians 11:19-20  For you 
gladly bear with fools, being wise 
yourselves!  (20)  For you bear it if 
someone makes slaves of you, or 
devours you, or takes advantage of 
you, or puts on airs, or strikes you 
in the face. 
 
2 Corinthians 11:1-4  I wish you 
would bear with me in a little 
foolishness. Do bear with me!  (2)  
For I feel a divine jealousy for you, 
since I betrothed you to one 
husband, to present you as a pure 
virgin to Christ.  (3)  But I am 
afraid that as the serpent deceived 
Eve by his cunning, your thoughts 
will be led astray from a sincere 
and pure devotion to Christ.  (4)  
For if someone comes and 
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proclaims another Jesus than the 
one we proclaimed, or if you 
receive a different spirit from the 
one you received, or if you accept a 
different gospel from the one you 
accepted, you put up with it readily 
enough. 
 
See it? A worldly mindset about – 
 
•   The nature of ‘greatness’ 
•   What a true minister of Christ 

looks like 
•   What a true church will look like 
•   How a real Christian is regarded 

by the world. The Corinthians 
thought Paul and the gospel 
should be a “fragrant aroma” but 
in fact he was a stench to 
unbelievers. 

 
These false teachers capitalized then 
on the Corinthians worldly thinking, 
and on their prideful arrogance, using 
these things to alienate them from the 
gospel and from Paul.  
 
Application for Us 
 
This is Paul Barnett once more: 
 
“Given the triumphalism of the 
‘superlative’ apostles and, indeed, the 
spiritual pride of the Corinthians, it is 
likely that Paul has in mind those 
passages about himself in which the 
non-triumphalist, slave-like character 

of his ministry has been set forth (ie, 
2:14-16; 4:1-15; 6:3-13).” 
 
“Thus the greater part of Paul’s 
teachings about ministry stand as a 
model and an inspiration to subsequent 
generations of missionaries and 
pastors. His comments about ministry- 
that at its heart lie endurance and 
patience, sacrifice and service, love of 
the churches, fidelity to the gospel, 
sincerity before God, and, above all, a 
rejection of triumphalism with its 
accompanying pride – remain 
throughout the aeon to shape and 
direct the lives of the Lord’s servants. 
Paul’s ministry as sufferer and servant 
is precisely modeled on that of Jesus, 
and finds in it legitimacy in the face of 
detraction and opposition for just that 
reason, as also must ours, if that is our 
calling. Thus 2 Corinthians may be 
bracketed with the Pastoral Letters (ie, 
1 & 2 Timothy, Titus) in its 
applicability to the work of those 
whose vocation it is to serve God as 
his ministers.” 
 
Triumphalism. Are we plagued by this 
thinking today in the church? Does it 
plant doubts in our minds about our 
faith, about our church, about our 
ministers? Yes! I can tell you without 
doubt that if myself, our elders, and all 
of you as members of this church were 
to put together a “resume” to 
commend the ministry here to another 
church or to a denomination or some 
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other group, we would probably be 
laughed at. Because consider our 
experience: 
 
•   We are very small in numbers 
•   We do not have baptisms of new 

Christians every month 
•   We don’t have a program for 

every age group 
•   We have plenty of enemies – we 

stink in the estimation of some 
•   We are “narrow” in the 

confession of what we believe 
the Bible teaches 

•   We are not given to novelty in 
our worship 

 
As a result, triumphalism gives us low 
marks and dismisses us as irrelevant. 
But you see, that is the very thing that 
happened to Paul. It was the 
experience of Christ, and it is the 
experience of every genuine Christian. 
We must not yield to the world’s 
foolishness in regard to these things or 
we will find ourselves doing the same 
things the foolish Corinthians were – 
following a false gospel and false 
apostles. We must know what Christ 
looks like and we must recognize His 
voice. 
 
Conclusion 
 
Wherever God’s truth is announced, 
be sure that the enemy will soon follow 
it with his lies.  Where there is a true 

ministry of Christ, be sure that a false 
ministry will threaten it. 
 
This has been the experience of this 
church, hasn’t it? We have been 
threatened many times by both 
libertines and legalists. By men and 
women like Diotrephes who “love to 
be first.” We have had people creep in 
with a false gospel and try to introduce 
it. And, as in Corinth, many, many 
times we have had these enemies work 
to alienate us from one another. They 
have worked through accusation and 
winks and shuffling of their feet to 
destroy the credibility of the pastors 
and elders and teachers of this church. 
Because they want people to follow 
them, not Christ.  
 
By the Lord’s grace and protection, 
those culprits are no longer here. And 
now, we all have the opportunity to 
being to really love and trust one 
another, just as Paul exhorted the 
Corinthians to do in regard to him and 
his gospel- 
 
2 Corinthians 6:11-13  We have 
spoken freely to you, Corinthians; 
our heart is wide open.  (12)  You 
are not restricted by us, but you are 
restricted in your own affections.  
(13)  In return (I speak as to 
children) widen your hearts also. 
 
2 Corinthians 7:2  Make room in 
your hearts for us. We have 
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wronged no one, we have corrupted 
no one, we have taken advantage of 
no one. 
 
I need to do this just as well as you do. 
Because the soil in which the Lord has 
determined in which to grow is the 
fellowship of His people in a local 
church where His Word and truth is 
preached and practiced.  This 
necessarily means that we be a church 
in which we as members love one 
another and give ourselves to one 
another, always on guard for enemies 
who would separate us. 
 
In years past our ability to do this has 
been hindered by enemies. Our growth 
has been hindered and our joy has been 
dampened. The very same things as 
Paul had to deal with at Corinth.  
 
But now, it seems to me that the 
atmosphere here is changing. For the 
better, so that this church is very much 
becoming a place where we can “open 
our hearts wide” to one another. Will 
there be more enemy assaults on us? 
Of course. We remain watchful as 
always. But by the Lord’s teaching and 
His Spirit directing us, we are wiser 
and better equipped than we used to 
be. 
 
Let’s close with Paul’s closing words – 
 
2 Corinthians 13:11-14  Finally, 
brothers, rejoice. Aim for 

restoration, comfort one another, 
agree with one another, live in 
peace; and the God of love and 
peace will be with you.  (12)  Greet 
one another with a holy kiss.  (13)  
All the saints greet you.  (14)  The 
grace of the Lord Jesus Christ and 
the love of God and the fellowship 
of the Holy Spirit be with you all. 
 
 
 
 
 


