Of Ministry and Ministers #7

“How to be Confident, Not Conceited”

2 Corinthians 3:1-6

Confidence is one of the most appealing character traits a person can possess. Conceit is one of the worst. Few things are more unattractive than conceit, whereas few things are more attractive than confidence. And yet a fine line divides these two.

Ministry is one area where both of these traits can be found. I’m sure we can all think of ministers who are confident and we can all think of ministers who are conceited. Sometimes it can be the same person who moves from one characteristic to the other. 

As we continue our study of 2 Corinthians we discover that Paul deals with these two issues at the beginning of the third chapter. Turn with me to the first six verses where the apostle shows us how to be confident, not conceited.

The Boasting of One’s Conceit

Paul first addresses the boasting of one’s conceit in verses 1-3,

Are we beginning to commend ourselves again? Or do we need, like some people, letters of recommendation to you or from you? You yourselves are our letter, written on our hearts, known and read by everybody. You show that you are a letter from Christ, the result of our ministry, written not with ink but with the Spirit of the living God, not on tablets of stone but on tablets of human hearts.
This may seem odd to us. But in the first century, itinerant evangelists would often travel with letters of endorsements and recommendation, which functioned as authentication. Even before Jesus and the disciples, traveling wonder-working wannabes journeyed from city to city, trying to drum up excitement and reap a harvest of cash and commitment from unsuspecting crowds. When the gospel began to spread from Jerusalem to Judea and Samaria and then to the Gentile nations, this cadre of quacks didn’t let up. In fact, Satan used the spread of the church to mobilize his own army of charlatans. These people went out of their way to distinguish themselves from Christ’s authentic ambassadors of the new covenant by pointing out the apostles’ apparent flaws and promoting their own accomplishments.

It is unthinkable in our society to present yourself to a prospective employer without a résumé in hand and a list of references at your fingertips. It was much the same in Paul’s day. He lived in an equally mobile society that placed similar value on personal achievements and introductory letters. Itinerant speakers, in particular, were expected to carry letters of reference with them as they traveled from place to place. It was often the only means by which they received hospitality and provisions for the journey ahead.

Paul’s opponents boasted that they carried “letters of recommendation” from the “important people” in the Jerusalem church, and they pointed out that Paul had no such credentials. It is a sad thing when a person measures his worth by what people say about him instead of by what God knows about him. Paul needed no credentials from church leaders: his life and ministry were the only recommendations needed.
 How absurd that anyone should require Paul to bring such letters to the Corinthian church when he was its founding pastor! Thus Paul’s question (introduced by the Greek negative particle, mē) expects an emphatic “No!” as an answer.

It wasn’t that Paul believed that using letters of recommendation was wrong; in fact, it was just the opposite, because the slow and unreliable communications of the ancient world necessitated letters of introduction and commendation. Paul often wrote recommendations himself on separate occasions commending Timothy to others (cf. 1 Corinthians 16:10, 11), and then Titus (cf. 2 Corinthians 8:22ff.), and then Phoebe (cf. Romans 16:1, 2), and even Timothy and Epaphroditus together (cf. Philippians 2:19–30). The book of Philemon is, in effect, a letter of recommendation. Nonetheless, such letters could easily be exaggerated or misleading—possibilities that Paul alludes to with the use of the anonymous designation “some” in his second question, “Or do we need, as some do, letters of recommendation to you, or from you?” The “many” who are “peddlers of God’s word” in 2 Corinthians 2:17 and the “some” here are the same people—shady characters who use and abuse these written recommendations.

This should warn us of the temptation especially for ministers to project and to commend themselves on the basis of image. Folks don't need to be constantly reminded of what you have accomplished, either academically or in ministry. As one commentator writes, “While the minister needs gifts appropriate to his calling, let him come not in the strength of those gifts but in the power of the word of God.”

In light of these opponents, Paul presents his own “letter” of commendation—the Corinthian Christians themselves. Paul did not need a letter of approval from someone else. If anyone wanted to see whether he was a valid minister of the gospel, there was no need to look any farther than the members of the churches Paul had planted across Asia Minor and Achaia—including the church in Corinth. Their changed hearts were all the commendation he needed. Their authentic conversion demonstrated Paul’s work as an authentic apostle.
 The very existence of the church testified to the effectiveness and authenticity of Paul’s ministry. They were his letter of recommendation.

This reminds us that the test of ministry is changed lives, not press releases or statistics. It is much easier for the legalist to boast, because he can “measure” his ministry by external standards. The believer who patiently ministers by the Spirit of God must leave the results with the Lord.
 Don’t judge your success by the numeric results!

Interestingly, by stating his case this way, Paul shifts the proof of his apostleship from himself onto the shoulders of the Corinthians. If Paul is not genuine, then they are bogus. Paul is no longer on the defensive but is now on the offensive.
 Since they were the results of his ministry, if they take him down, they take themselves down, too!

Notice that Paul describes the Corinthians in verse two as “You yourselves are our letter, written on our hearts…” For all of the pain and trouble the Corinthian church has caused him, Paul still speaks lovingly of them. True ministry is rooted in love—love for Christ and love for His people. Without it, ministry won’t last.
Verse three states, “You show that you are a letter from Christ, the result of our ministry, written not with ink but with the Spirit of the living God, not on tablets of stone but on tablets of human hearts.” Notice they are a letter from Christ, not Paul. Jesus is the Author and He writes with the Holy Spirit. The fundamental humility of Paul shines through these words: “not I, but Christ” is the keynote of all he says and does.
 Not that Paul is unimportant or unnecessary. He sees the Corinthians as a “living letter” dictated by Christ and inscribed by himself through the ministry of gospel proclamation.

Paul’s words stand in sharp contrast to a worldview that glorifies rags-to-riches stories of people pulling themselves up by their own bootstraps, taking extreme measures to be “discovered,” or expending large amounts of time, money, and energy to toot their own horns. From Paul’s perspective, it was not important that anybody see us, but that they see Jesus. The more we promote ourselves, the more we obscure the person and work of Christ.

The Basis of Our Competence

I’d like to save verse four for the end of the message, and consider the basis of our competence in verses 5-6,

Not that we are competent in ourselves to claim anything for ourselves, but our competence comes from God. He has made us competent as ministers of a new covenant—not of the letter but of the Spirit; for the letter kills, but the Spirit gives life.

The three occurrences of competence refer back to his question in 2 Corinthians 2:16, “Who is equal to such a task?”
 In fact, the Greek term for “competent” is the same as in that earlier verse. That verse implied, “No one,” yet now Paul claims that he is.

Paul’s confidence in the matter of ministerial competence is not self-confidence, rather he insists “our competence is from God.” This does not reflect an exaggerated humility on the part of the apostle, but rather a sober recognition of the facts of the matter. Spiritual work can be accomplished only by the power of God released through the preaching of the gospel.

Specifically, Paul states in verse six that God made him competent as a minister of a new covenant, which he describes as “not of the letter but of the Spirit.” We will consider this more fully in our next study.

The Balance of Our Confidence

Let’s return to verse four, where Paul speaks of the balance of our confidence. He writes, “Such confidence as this is ours through Christ before God.” The confidence with which he speaks is not arrogance; it is entirely compatible with genuine humility. Paul claims nothing for himself: his confidence is through Christ, directed not to self but to God.
 One author puts it this way: “Humility is confidence properly placed.”

Paul was quick to give the glory to God and not to himself. His confidence was in God, and his sufficiency came from God. Paul was a brilliant and well-educated man; yet he did not depend on his own adequacy. He depended on the Lord.
 Paul was supremely God-confident, not self-confident.

Paul’s confidence was not brash, conceited trust in his own abilities. In Romans 15:18 he wrote, “For I will not presume to speak of anything except what Christ has accomplished through me, resulting in the obedience of the Gentiles by word and deed.” In 1 Corinthians 15:19 he acknowledged, “By the grace of God I am what I am, and His grace toward me did not prove vain; but I labored even more than all of them, yet not I, but the grace of God with me.” In Ephesians 3:7 he affirmed, “I was made a minister, according to the gift of God’s grace which was given to me according to the working of His power.” Paul accomplished his ministry not by his own abilities or talents, but through the power of Christ working in him.

The false apostles, in contrast, were self-confident and arrogant, trusting fully in their own cleverness. But they were in reality man-pleasing, insincere corrupters of the Word of God. On the other hand, the goal of Paul’s ministry was, through the power of Christ, to please God. His Lord was both the source of the apostle’s ministry and its ultimate goal.

God is not looking for gifted people or people who are self-sufficient. He is looking for inadequate people who will give their weakness to him and open themselves to the ministry of the Holy Spirit and the transforming grace of the new covenant.

If God is calling you, don’t hide behind your weakness. I don’t know what he may be calling you to do, but if he’s calling you, don’t hide behind your weakness—your weakness is the ground for his calling. Follow God, and he will use your weakness as an occasion for his power.

And if you are feeling terrifying stirrings within your soul as he nudges you outside your comfort zone, where you will be out of your depth (but you know that he is calling you), give your weakness to him and accept his sufficiency. God uses people who are weak because of their unique ability to depend upon Him.
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