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Let me begin this morning by expressing my grastéa the study month | just experienced. When |
went to St. Louis in 1984 one of the really attnaetarrots the leaders there enticed me with wés a
month sabbatical every five years. | suspect th@king was that within five years the church glan
would either succeed to the point they could aftortet me have the sabbatical or it would fail and
they wouldn’t have to give it to me after all.

Well, in God’s grace the church grew and | thordygimjoyed those major breaks at the end of 5
years and then again at the end of ten years.Butwas approaching my T5ear the church had
grown to the point that it did not seem wise for tmée gone for three months at a time. Furthermore
| was in my mid-fifties and found myself tiring neoeasily; in fact, the time between sabbaticalabeg
to seem like an eternity. So | traded in my 3-ma#hbatical every five years (which had no
requirements attached) for a month every year whadreed to use as a study month. It turnedaut t
be a life-saver for me and, | think, profitable fbe congregation as well. When the Search Comenitte
and Elder Board here asked me to serve as your Rasibr again, | asked for the same arrangement,
and they kindly granted it..

| want you to know that | don't take this privilegghtly. During August | worked on a number of
projects, including preparing for the two Lay Bilbhstitute classes | will be teaching; studying dor
regional retreat for World Impact staff at the egng of next month; | got caught up on some regdin
and correspondence; and | worked on some busioe3sihity International University, where | serve
on the Board of Regents. But the bulk of my times wpent studying and meditating on the book of 2
Corinthians. Second Corinthians is one of only foooks in the New Testament that | have never
preached and the only one | have never taughoftiers being Mark and 1 and 2 Thessalonians).

| can’t tell you why | have neglected it excepttthalways seemed difficult and intimidating to me
You know me well enough to know that | am a verglgtical thinker. | have to outline something in
order to feel like | really have a handle on itféct, my wife has been known to complain thatddis
to outline my love letters to her:
l. You're the one for me.

A. Because God intended it.

B. Because | need you.

C. Etc.
Well, 2 Corinthians in places is virtually impodsilto outline (although you can be sure | will gitva
noble try).

Instead of being primarily doctrinal and theolodjiea most of Paul’s other letters are, this one
is very personal and emotional. Someone has callédrinthians “theology wrapped in
autobiography.” There are powerful truths in thi®k that are encased in powerful emotions
that you and | need to wrestle with, because everyd us will eventually face the kinds of



situations that produced those emotions in Pauérlthis morning | will share some very
specific reasons why we need what 2 Corinthianddnaffer. | want you to know that I am
downright excited about the coming six months thaill take us to do justice to this amazing
treatise.

What isthe background and context of Second Corinthians?

Who wasthe writer ? He identifies himself as “Paul, an apostle of Ghiesus by the
will of God.” The term “apostle” means “a sent drem) ambassador, a representative. An
ambassador has no inherent authority of his owmfdlis authority is delegated. He can speak
only what the one who sent him decides he showddlspAnd lest anyone think Paul appointed
himself to this office, he specifically claims thas was a divine appointment; he was called by
the will of God. This point is critical throughotite book because Paul is consistently being
challenged and criticized by some of the membetkethurch for real or imagined short-
comings. He wants to establish right from the beigig that he does not ultimately answer to
them but to God!

In case there are some here who have not beenezkpmthe New Testament a lot, let me
identify Paul further by saying that he was theatgst theologian and evangelist the church has
ever had. But he did not readily become a folloafetesus. In fact, he was a Jewish intellectual,
an activist who hated Christ and all Christiandighvéng they were a dangerous cult. He
persecuted them in Palestine and even pursuedithfareign countries so as to extradite them
back to Jerusalem so they could be executed.

But one day the risen Christ confronted Paul imséow while he was on the way to Damascus
pursuing his vendetta against the followers of deshe vision was so powerful that it blinded
Paul, but in a more profound way it opened hisitsgl eyes to see that Jesus was exactly who
He always claimed to be—the Son of God and theoBavithe World. From that point on Paul
became a great defender of the Christian faithtréleeled nearly the entire then-known world
planting churches among Jewish people and amoranpagntiles. He also wrote great
theological treatises like Romans and Galatians;hwsystematized and clarified the great truths
of justification by grace alone through faith aloneChrist alone. This is the Apostle who wrote
the letter we will be studying.

Who weretherecipients? This letter is addressed “To the church of God ani@h.”
The church belongs to God and is therefore answetalim, just as His apostles are. This
establishes the fact that any disputes betweendpauhe believers in Corinth should be settled
on God’s terms.

The term “church” is used in several different waysa the one hand, it sometimes speaks of the
universal church, meaning “the whole family of Gothe Apostle's creed uses this sense when
it says, “I believe in the holy, catholic churcfihe term “catholic” there has a small “c” and
means “universal.” That's a very legitimate wagpéaking of the church-all true believers
everywhere.



The other, more common New Testament meaning afrttti is the local church, meaning all
the Christians who gather together in a singleetat a regular basis for teaching, fellowship,
the breaking of bread, and prayer. That's cleaslyse here in 2 Corinthians 1:1. Interestingly,
the NT never uses the term “church” of a denomomatir a building. That is why the sign on
our church in St. Louis reads, “Thi®omeof First Evangelical Free Church.” The church is
people; the building merely houses them.

Paul is writing to the local church at Corinth, etspecifically states that he is also addressing
“all the saints throughout Achaia,” that is, thdideers in the whole southern half of Greece. |
take it from that this is something of a circulettér that was intended to give advice and
encouragement to the larger church. In fact, hmsments have relevance falt local churches

of all ages, including ours, for he speaks with apostlitiority to the people of God.

When Paul addresses “the saints” in the churcloaht and elsewhere, henst speaking to
those pious departed souls who have been beadifiecdanonized through a long, arduous
process by the church hierarchy. Sainthood is mwkething achieved by a few of the spiritually
elite and only years after their death. In the N&rg true believer is a saint, someone “set apart”
by God to experience His saving grace through €htlis or she may not always act very

saintly, but sainthood isn’t just about behavits about one’s position in Christ. If you know
anything about the book of 1 Corinthians, you kribat the members there were anything but a
paragon of virtue, yet Paul calls them saints.

How does he greet them? In verse 2 we find the salutation of the Epistirdce and
peace to you from God our Father and the Lord Jéhust.” Salutations should not be
overanalyzed, but they do tell us something. | malmer when | was a young teen | attended
Bible Camp in the Ozarks, and every year | woulbifidlove with a new girlfriend.

Unfortunately she always seemed to live in DecatuZairo or some other place a hundred
miles away, so the blazing courtships had to beexhon by mail. | remember the first thing |
would look for when | would receive one of thesefp@ed epistles was the salutation. If it said,
“Dear Mike,” | knew things were cool. If it saidDearest Mike,” | was ready to go back to
camp. But if later on a letter came which just s&ttl Mike,” | knew | was in trouble. The one |
really dreaded was the one that read, “Dear John.”

Paul's salutation to his friends in Corinth is, &G and Peace.” Those are the Greek and Hebrew
words for “Hello.” Charisandshalom “Hello and Hello.” But he is really saying motean that,

for to Paul these words had profound spiritual nregarGrace is the unmerited goodness of God
to those who have forfeited it and are by natudenm sentence of condemnation. Peace
describes the rest, safety and harmony which gestien a man's life is right with God. The fact
that he almost always mentions grace before pealeates that God's grace is necessary before
God's peace can be experienced. And because thly sifigisod’s grace is inexhaustible, peace
with God and with one another in the church is fbss

What kind of place was Corinth? Corinth was one of the great cities of ancient Geee



in Paul's day. If Athens was the intellectual anttwral capital of the ancient world, it's
neighboring city of Corinth, fifty miles to the wiesvas the commercial and sin capital. Corinth
stood on a little neck of land between the Aegesan &hd the Adriatic Sea in southern Greece.
Since the route around the islands to the southvemstreacherous, almost all ships from the
east or west stopped at one of Corinth's two @ortstransported their goods overland, and
sometimes even the ships themselves. Eventuablyreazing canal was dug through five miles
of solid rock, 500 feet deep in places, but it wasthere in Paul’'s day.

Corinth was swarming with sailors far from homeeytad no better reputation then than they
have in major ports today, so it’s not surprisimgifth was known as a city of vice and
corruption. In fact, the term “to Corinthianize”ma to be synonymous with “go to the Devil.”
Religiously Corinth was a hodgepodge, with pagamples dotting the landscape. But all this
didn’t discourage Paul; rather it caused him toGegnth as a city with a great need for the
Gospel.

But perhaps the most important thing for us toresyout Corinth is the attitudes and world
view that were common there, for these form the&kteap for most of the issues Paul addresses.
| read a book on my study month entitleower Through Weaknebg Timothy Savage, the
long-time pastor of Camelback Bible Church in Plwehim got a Ph.D. from Cambridge
University and the University Press published gsertation. The whole book is full of amazing
research about the culture of Corinth, how the chunembers had adopted that culture, and
how the Apostle Paul stood up against it, goingresjahe grain. Perhaps the best way for me to
present some of his conclusions is to read a cafgdaragraphs from Tim’s book. I think this
will be very helpful, so please follow with me:

To sum up, first-century Corinth differed greatigrh other Mediterranean cities.
Little in the city was more than a century old:dittons were few, the aristocracy fluid,
the society open. This suited the populace, masilyitious people of ultimately servile
descent [former slaves] eager to win respectabditgl power. In their hands the
economy exploded ... . Corinth had become the @nhye Empire—a city of pleasure, a
tribute to human-made splendor, a place where dissgress and pride reaped great
reward... It was a city “inferior in celebrity toawregion of the earth” (Pliny HN 4.9).

How did first-century Corinthians appraise fellowthans and religion? ... Since
the Corinthians were largely [former slaves] theyspessed, on the whole, greater thrust
and vigor than people living where freedmen wess lBominant. Consequently, they
placed a higher premium on social prominence ariddgplay, on personal power and
boasting. Likewise, they were more inclined to h@uzcess and reward primacy and
more prone to ridicule the poor and humble. Whenr@loians evaluated each other they
looked for the same symbols of worth which thezegrifor themselves—wealth, assertive
speech, abusive behavior, a head carried high—amgtiwhich might elevate them above
their neighbors.

The same values influenced their perspective @iogl. It mattered little who the
gods were or what the cults taught. What was ingminivas whether one’s needs were
being met—whether everyday desires for health, tweeald safety and, more importantly,
power and esteem were being fulfilled. In Coripiashaps more than elsewhere, people
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looked to the cults for satisfaction, and satisfacts they defined it—personal exaltation
and glory. They wanted religion to confirm and sBtitheir yearnings, not challenge and
transform theni

I’m going to continually come back to these isslessting, pride, prosperity, health-wealth,
self-promotion, arrogance, competition, sophisigtpower—because the church at Corinth had
bought into the culture in these areas, and thestha issues that created major conflict between
them and Paul. But there’s another reason for fogusn these issues—these are clearly
characteristics of our own culture. | wonder whetaul with his attitudes and viewpoint would
be any more welcome in our churches than he wa&simth.

Why did the Apostle Paul write thisletter? Our book known as 2 Corinthians is
probably actually the fourth letter Paul wrotehie thurch there, the first and third having not
survived. It might be helpful for us to go backhe founding of the church, as recorded in Acts
18, and briefly trace the history of the relatiapdhetween Paul and this church. Paul planted
the church while on his second missionary jouriégystayed there 18 months, an eternity for a
traveling evangelist. He had just come from Athevisere he experienced a rather disappointing
reception to the Gospel message. The philosopheesdebated him on Mars Hill, just below
the Acropolis, ridiculed his witness to the resatien of the dead, though a few believed and
became disciples.

In Corinth he found a more fertile field in whiab plant the church. Paul’'s philosophy of
ministry was always one of identification with teemmunity, so he found a couple of the same
trade as himself, tent makers, obtained room aaddoio their home, and used his Sabbath days
to preach in the synagogue. Not only did that ceuywhose names were Aquila and Priscilla,
come to faith in Christ, but so did the presidefithe synagogue. That raised the ire of the other
Jews significantly, and they took the opportunitgypded by the arrival of a new Roman
governor to take Paul to court. But their complaiats dismissed as without merit, and Paul was
able to continue his ministry in the city. The npresident of the synagogue, interestingly, also
converted to faith in Christ, and by the time Paolved on, there was a viable church
established in Corinth.

After Paul left, however, spiritual termites gotdrthe church and began to undermine the
foundation he had laid. Disunity developed, belisweere filing lawsuits against one another,
people were getting drunk on communion wine, soragewgoing haywire with the charismatic
gifts, and doctrinal confusion over the resurrattias rampant. In fact, things had deteriorated
so much, that a man who was openly engaged incstimous relationship was being tolerated
as a member. Deeply disturbed, Paul sent the clauletter of rebuke, a letter which has not
been preserved for us but is mentioned in 1 C8r."bhave written you in my letter not to
associate with sexually immoral people.” The chdeaders responded with a letter of their
own to Paul while he was ministering across thee&egSea in Ephesus (Turkey), and the letter
we know as First Corinthians was Paul's answengod.

While First Corinthians apparently resolved a nundiehe issues in the church, a new and
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potentially more dangerous threat soon raisedgig lbead. It came in the form of new leaders
who drew the congregation away from their perstmallty to Paul and to the truth he so
faithfully proclaimed. When Paul heard about thiseat, he left Ephesus and made an
emergency visit to Corinth, referred to in 2 Cad as a “painful visit.” Things did not go well,

for it seems that some of the leaders defied Rahilstface and the congregation refused to stand
up for him. He returned to Ephesus and wrote amdgiieer, his third (also not preserved for us),
to which he refers in 2 Cor. 2:4: “| wrote you aifitgreat distress and anguish of heart and with
many tears.”

Leaving Ephesus Paul went north to Troas and eaintoack across the Aegean to Macedonia
(northern Greece), where he received the news Trituns that the Corinthians, at least in part,
had repented and reaffirmed their loyalty to Paak(7:6, 7). This news obviously encouraged
Paul, but he was also discerning enough to knowtiigachurch was not yet out of danger, and
so he wrote 2 Corinthians, actually his fourthdetb them that we know of, to announce his
intention of making a third visit to Corinth (12:1%Now | am ready to visit you for the third
time, and | will not be a burden to you, becausatwhvant is not your possessions but you.”).
In this letter he vigorously defends his apostlesind his pastoral care for the congregation
against the attacks of his detractors. At the saame he provides profound insight for all of us
as to how to go against the grain instead of jdepting the culture around us.

Now with that as introductory information from tealutation of the letter, | want us to spend the
remainder of our time this morning asking the goest

Why should we study 2 Corinthians? What should we expect to learn? What does God teant
do for us over these next six months?

1. Itisaletter for Christianswho are willing to be counter-cultural. | have already
noted that we live in a day and time when the dhinas largely bought into the culture. Survey
after survey demonstrates that born-again Chrisizaia hardly distinguishable from the rest of
society when it comes to world views, attitude®-$tyle standards, behavior, divorce,
materialism, etc. (See GeorgeBarna.zom

Not only has the average person in the pew addptedulture; that is also true of their leaders,
including well-known pastors. Health/wealth theglag rampant—sometimes lightly disguised
but often blatant in its appeal to our society’demalistic instincts. The seeker church
movement is urging us to remove all the barriethéounchurched. (1) Since unchurched Harry
never sees pews anywhere else in the culture eutsedchurch, therefore the church should get
rid of pews in favor of theater seats, which pagaesused to. (2) Since unchurched Mary never
hears sacred music with choirs and organs, we dlgasilrid of those as well and use the musical
mediums of the culture—pop music, jazz, or eveR.r@®) Since the average worker never sees
anyone in authority wearing a robe, and perhapyr&ven a suit, so preachers should shed
these symbols of authority and dress in dockeis, glaurts, and sandals.

But it’s not just in respect to atmosphere thatrttoelern church is adopting the culture. The
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same is true in respect to the message. Two ygarkwent to a three-hour seminar at our own
Free Church national conference and heard somethmeger thought | would hear at oneanir
conferences—a cynical critique of expository praaghThe speaker, one of our young mega-
church pastors, advocated short topical sermonbkefelt needs of the congregation, with lots
of humor, stories, illustrations and applicatiomc® the attention span of our modern audience
today is short and geared toward fast-moving visuabes, he advocated the use of Hollywood
video clips to introduce or drive home ideas. Pheagthrough books of the Bible, he
maintained, was boring and irrelevant to the ave@mngregational member. Sadly, his
viewpoint is widespread and growing.

Now let me say that this question of how the chusdio engage the culture is not a simple, cut-
and-dried issue. There are some legitimate questiere that we need to examine and wrestle
with. Several key passages in the NT encourage bis sensitive to the culture in which we live
so that we might communicate the Gospel more afiegt For example, in 1 Corinthians 9:19ff
Paul says,

“Though | am free and belong to no man, | make ffigsslave to everyone, to
win as many as possible. To the Jews | becama lilev, to win the Jews... . To those
not having the law | became like one not havingldae(though I am not free from God’s
law but am under Christ’s law), so as to win thasé having the law... . | have become
all things to all men so that by all possible meanmgght save some. | do all this for the
sake of the Gospel.”.).

| think Paul is suggesting here that we must nlotnabur own personal customs and traditions to
prevent the Gospel from being accessible to ouieagd. This happened a lot in missions fifty
years ago, as missionaries would sometimes expéwes of third-world countries to adopt
American customs, dress, and even musical stylesdier to be deemed legitimate followers of
Jesus. The fact is Africans don’t have to be Anagrized in order to be Christianized, any more
than ancient Gentiles had to become Jewish in aodeecome Christians (that was the big issue
decided at the first Jerusalem Council in Acts 15).

But we can make this same mistake in our efforteéeh Gen-X or Gen-Y young people. We
can unintentionally send the message, “Unless dopteour baby boomer or even builder
customs and dress and musical styles, you're nimowe here.” You know something? Every
culture has good and bad in it, including the oregnew up in and identify with, and we
desperately need to be discerning about what waldheject and what we can accept as we
seek to share the timeless message of Christ viatst and dying world.

| do not think the Amish way of life, which is defiely antagonistic to culture, is an effective
barrier against the encroachments of sin. But smdaptation to the culture is not healthy either.
On the one hand people shouldn't feel like theywéered a time warp when they go to church.
On the other hand, the experience should be digghgble from a rock concert or a therapy
session with Dr. Phif.

And how does the book of 2 Corinthians speak t®iggue? Well, as we work our way through
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this book, we are going to discover that the AoBtul, the founder of the church, has been
marginalized by the leaders who succeeded him. Tihgg attacked him for his appearance (he
was not impressive in appearance—in fact, perhapsidght ugly—and he probably didn’'t have
the slick, wavy hair of a typical evangelist), fos poor communication skills (he didn’t scratch
their itching ears with slick oratory that rolletf bis tongue; in fact, he was known to put his
listeners to sleep [one fell out of a window durantpng sermon and had to be resuscitated)]), for
his lack of credentials (he didn’t have a doctofeden the right seminary, nor did he have
reference letters from all the muckety-mucks ondbwers of his latest books), for the fact that
he didn’t charge for his services (implying thagyttweren’'t worth much), and even for his
suffering (implying that he must have deserved iGod wouldn’t have allowed it, the old
health/wealth lie).

In defending himself Paul argues strongly agairailaure that saw wealth and power and
influence and oratory and good looks as the eviel@fgodly success. Instead, he chooses
humility and weakness and suffering and integrityhee true signs of successful ministry.

2. It isaletter for Christians who want to reach alost generation with the truth of
the Gospel. In much of the western world the church has katier static or in retreat for many
decades. | read recently that in spite of the estptoof mega-churches in the United States,
there is not a single county where there the bgairapopulation is larger today than ten years
ago—not even the counties where the largest megaiods reside. The church is losing the fight
for our nation’s soul.

In this letter of 2 Corinthians Paul reminds ug tha key to reaching a lost world is not found in
methods or techniques, however valuable these rhmgint their proper place, but with godly
motivation and truth. If we were more like Paulr perceptions would be increasingly shaped
by two factors found in chapter five: the feartod Lord (5:11) and the love of Christ (5:14):
“Since, then, we know what it is to fear the Lone try to persuade men... . For Christ’s love
compels us, because we are convinced that ondatied.”

3. Itisaletter for Christianswho care about holiness. The Apostle Paul was not
merely an outstanding evangelist, a superb misgfpaad a theologian without peer; he was
also a man of great godliness and holiness. Helgassionately about the inner life. The
unique contribution of 2 Corinthians is that hepasded to the challenges that faced him in
Corinth by baring his soul and becoming vulnerdblbis readers.

What made Paul tick? What were the motives antlidés that molded his life of service for
Christ? This letter provides us with a compelliragtpait of Paul as he really was, with all his
intense, passionate longing for the glory of Chh&t sacrificial love for others, and his
phenomenal discipline and courage in the face®fitbst ssevere persecution and suffeting.

4. It isaletter for Christianswho care about spiritual leader ship. This to me may be
the most important contribution of all made by Zi@thians. In their pathetic, anemic condition
many evangelical churches are looking for solutiorall the wrong places. They are looking for
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dynamic young leaders, gifted communicators, visrgrentrepreneurs, men with charisma,
management ability, marketing savvy, and motivatiakills. What 2 Corinthians tells us is that
the church needs shepherds, men and women whaeatddy who know how to handle
suffering, who know how to love God’s people, wtavé confidence in the Word of God, who
are patient yet strong, courageous yet gentle.

In conclusion, let me say that God cares abouthinech. He has taken great care in establishing
it, and Jesus said that the gates of Hell willlmotble to prevail against it. Friends, it is not a
exaggeration to say that the local church is thgehaf the world—not as we see it currently
functioning but as God intended for it to functidhay all of us be willing to go against the grain
when integrity and the cause of the Gospel reqitires

i. It is possible to be a member of the universairch but not a member of a local church. We
have families in our church who have attended fialihfor many years, some for a dozen or
more, who give, and serve, and pray for the Bodyley have never joined. | don't know why;
perhaps something happened in the past that madejiitery about joining. | don’t think that’s
particularly healthy, but | am certain they are rbens of the universal church though not of a
local church.

On the other hand, it is possible to be a membarlotal church butot of the universal church.
This is a much more common and a much more senaiter. Many of you were church
members before you became believers. | have evenrkpastors who served in churches for a
number of years before coming to personal faitGhmist. In fact, our denomination, the
Evangelical Free Church, had its origin when a etdih pastor had the courage on Easter
Sunday, 1817, to stand before his congregatioreinea, Switzerland and tell them that he had
just been born again by faith in Christ. He wagyptly defrocked by the bishop for heresy;

after all, he had been baptized as an infant—thanaatically made him a Christian according to
Lutheran doctrine. In order to continue in minidty had to start a Free Church, that is, one free
from the control of the church hierarchy (or thets}. That's where we came from.

ii. Timothy SavagePower Through Weakness: Paul's Understanding ofdhastian Ministry
in 2 Corinthians 52, 53.

iii. When | see what is happening in some of Hrgést churches in our country | am deeply
disturbed by the extent to which cultural adaptadad cultural adoption is taking place. There
are notable exceptions in the mega-churches pasbgrenen like John MacArthur, David
Jeremiah, and John Piper, but there are many gaamtorchurches that have completely caved to
the culture. | mentioned Joel Osteen several magbswho pastors the largest church in the
country—Lakewood Church in Houston. | challenge §mlisten to a whole service of his (you
can’'t avoid him because he’s on TV constantly) askiyourself, “How does this service differ
from an Amway Convention? Am | hearing anythingtth@es against the grain of our
materialistic, narcissistic, culture? Anything tichtllenges sin in my life? Anything that helps
me understand the Bible better?”
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iv. Some of this wording is borrowed from J. PpilArthur, Strength in Weakness: 2
Corinthians Simply Explained5.



