2 Corinthians 6:1-10
2015


As God’s fellow workers we urge you not to receive God’s grace in vain. 
For He says, “In the time of My favor I heard you, and in the day of salvation I helped you.” I tell you, now is the time of God’s favor, now is the day of salvation.



We put no stumbling block in anyone’s path, so that our ministry will not be discredited. 
Rather, as servants of God we commend ourselves in every way: in great endurance; in troubles, hardships and distresses; 
in beatings, imprisonments and riots; in hard work, sleepless nights and hunger; 
in purity, understanding, patience and kindness; in the Holy Spirit and in sincere love; 
in truthful speech and in the power of God; with weapons of righ​teousness in the right hand and in the left; 
through glory and dishonor, bad report and good report; genuine, yet regarded as im​postors; 
known, yet regarded as unknown; dying, and yet we live on; beaten, and yet not killed; 
sorrowful, yet always rejoicing; poor, yet making many rich; having nothing, and yet possessing every​thing.


The main question with this text is how are we supposed to under​stand this?  It sounds like the apostle Paul is praising himself.  Look at all I’ve done for Jesus!  If that is so, then we want nothing to do with it, be​cause our Savior is the Lord Jesus, not the apostle Paul, because our Savior died on the cross for us, and wasn’t just imprisoned.  We need to understand that the very same thing was true of the apostle Paul as it is of us, namely, that his Savior was the Lord Jesus, not himself.


To understand this section, we need to understand the context of Paul’s life in which he wrote these words.  This is his second letter to the believers in Corinth.  Paul had spent a year and a half among them on his second missionary journey.  Then he returned to Palestine, and began his third missionary journey, which he spent mostly in the city of Ephesus, right across the Aegean Sea from Corinth.  Toward the end of Paul’s stay in Ephesus, he received a communication from the believers in Corinth, and he wrote a reply, which we call First Corinthians.


They had all kinds of problems over there.  There was bickering in the church.  They were playing favorites with their pastors, both those they knew and those they had only heard about.  They had a case of excommu​nication which they hadn’t done anything about.  They had troubles with marriage, with paying their pastors, with the Lord’s Supper, with the kind of meat they bought at the market, with spiritual gifts, with the role of man and woman, with the resurrection.  Paul wrote them a long letter, dealing with all their problems, and sent it off to them.


There was no post office then.  Letters were a rare and expensive thing.  To send a letter, you had to arrange for your own messenger.  Occa​sionally, you could persuade someone going in the same direction to drop off your letter.  In this case, Paul sent one of his coworkers, Titus, to deliver the letter and then to return to Paul with their answer.


But Paul did not sit still in Ephesus waiting for that answer.  Events were moving, things he hadn’t expected.  There was a riot in Ephesus, caused in large part by Paul’s preaching about Jesus.  Because of Paul’s preaching about the true God, sales of statues of the local goddess had fallen off, and the workmen were becoming unemployed.  They rioted, asking the people and the authorities to create some jobs for them.  The end result was that Paul’s stay in Ephesus came to an end.


Paul headed out to revisit the churches he had established on his second missionary journey.  He traveled north and made it to Philippi in Macedonia.  From there he would head south to Thessalonica and Berea, perhaps to Athens and then especially to Corinth.  But all along the way, Paul is concerned with one thing: Where is Titus?  Titus was sent with his letter to the Corinthians, and he is very anxious to find out what the result of his letter would be.  Paul had told Titus something about his travel plans, and so Titus, after sailing across the Aegean Sea to Corinth, was to travel by land the reverse of Paul’s route, in order to meet up with him.  I would wonder about the possibility that they had missed each other along the way.


But no, Paul and Titus met up in Philippi, and there Titus brought his report.  It was a good report, for the most part.  They had agreed to most of the points Paul made in his letter.  They had accepted his testimony from God’s Word in solution to their problems.  So Paul sat down and wrote a response to them, which we call Second Corinthians.  He needed to address just a few issues.  For example, the man he had told them to excommunicate had repented, so they needed to welcome him back with forgiveness.


But there were still some problems remaining.  The main problem was the group that didn’t accept what Paul said, perhaps not on any point.  They didn’t quibble on any of the individual points, but turned their attack on the apostle Paul himself.  What right did he have to tell them what to do?  They attacked Paul, his ministry, and his person.  Paul, they said, writes a very impressive letter, but we remember when he was here, and he was not very impressive in person.  Our ministry, they said, is just as important as his.  We have just as much right to tell ourselves what to do as he does, and even more.


And so Paul had to write back to them about Jesus.  But in order to write to them about Jesus, he had also to defend himself.  For that reason alone, Paul writes here about some of the things he has undergone because of the Gospel of Jesus.  He will write much more about this later in his letter.  When he defends himself against attack, he is doing so only in order to defend Jesus and His Gospel against attack.  Paul is nothing; Jesus is everything.


A second point we need to keep in mind in order to understand these words is the immediate context of the words.  These words come at the beginning of chapter six of the letter, but Paul did not write his letter to them in chapters.  The chapter and verse divisions were added later.  Some​times those divisions can obscure the connections.  Listen to the last words of chapter five, followed immediately by the first words of chapter six:


Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation; the old has gone, the new has come! All this is from God, who reconciled us to Himself through Christ and gave us the mini​stry of reconciliation: that God was reconciling the world to Himself in Christ, not counting men’s sins against them. And He has committed to us the message of reconciliation. We are therefore Christ’s ambassadors, as though God were making His appeal through us. We implore you on Christ’s behalf: Be reconciled to God. God made Him who had no sin to be sin for us, so that in Him we might become the righteousness of God. 2Cor5v17-21.

As God’s fellow workers we urge you not to receive God’s grace in vain. For He says, “In the time of My favor I heard you, and in the day of salvation I helped you.” I tell you, now is the time of God’s favor, now is the day of salvation. 2Cor6v1,2.
Do you see the connection?  Paul writes beautiful words about what Jesus has done for us.  He has made peace between us and God.  He took our place and was punished for our sins.  Now, receive that gift!  Accept what Jesus has done for you!  Make it your own!  And do it today!


That is Paul’s goal with his preaching and with his letters.  But since there were those who attacked Paul, and thus frustrated his goal of pro​claiming Jesus, he had also to defend himself.  His defense of himself brings out an interesting question with immediate application for our lives.  Here was the great apostle Paul, called directly by Jesus, sent out as Jesus’ own apostle to the Gentiles.  Wouldn’t everything go right in Paul’s life?  Shouldn’t it?  How come he had all these problems?


He writes that he had carried out his work “in great endurance; in troubles, hardships and distresses; in beatings, imprisonments and riots; in hard work, sleepless nights and hunger.”  He had been beaten more than once, imprisoned more than once.  He certainly had in mind the riot he had escaped in Ephesus, caused by his own preaching.  Why did the great apostle Paul have such troubles?  Why wasn’t everything perfect in his life?


And notice the contrast he provides between what we might think should be and what actually was: “through glory and dishonor, bad report and good report; genuine, yet regarded as im​postors; known, yet regarded as unknown; dying, and yet we live on; beaten, and yet not killed; sorrowful, yet always rejoicing; poor, yet making many rich; having nothing, and yet possessing every​thing.”  Paul should have glory as Jesus’ apostle, but he is often dishonored.  He is a genuine apostle, but he is regarded as an impostor.  Why this contrast?  And is there the same con​trast in our lives?


Jesus said, “A student is not above his teacher, nor a servant above his master. It is enough for the student to be like his teacher, and the servant like his master. If the head of the house has been called Beelzebub, how much more the members of his household!” Mt10v24,25.  Jesus is God, but He certainly was not honored as God throughout His life and ministry.  He promises us the same treatment.  We are children of the heavenly Father, but we will not always be treated that way.  In fact, we should expect to receive much the same treatment in our lives that the apostle Paul did in his.


Paul’s words can teach us the right attitude to have toward the trou​bles we face in our lives.  Many of them can be tied directly to the Gospel of Jesus.  If people are not specifically persecuting us because of our faith in Jesus, then Satan will be.  There is no escape from those kind of troubles; they come because of our faith in Jesus.  This is not the kind of thing we want to happen in our lives, but it does happen, just as it happened to Jesus.  In fact, if everything is going well in our lives, if there is no trouble, we ought then to be concerned about why there isn’t any trouble.  After all, if we give up the fight and abandon Jesus, persecution will cease.


The apostle Paul’s concern was Jesus.  Paul gave all glory to Jesus.  Just as Jesus had trouble from many enemies, so did the apostle Paul and so do we.  But the center of attention is always Jesus, for He has removed our sins and given us peace with God now and forever.  And it is with that peace in our hearts that we face the many problems we have in life.  Amen.
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