Of Ministry and Ministers #14

“Why Not To Go Into Ministry”

2 Corinthians 6:1-13

Recruiters have the task of actively seeking out, finding and hiring candidates for a specific position or job. Usually they develop a pitch, highlighting all of the positive aspects of the role while minimizing the negatives. Thus you may be surprised to hear these words from one of the prominent ministers of our time, Chuck Swindoll,

For those of you thinking about full-time ministry, think again. I talk people out of the ministry if I possibly can. If I can’t succeed in dissuading them, then I know they ought to be in it. Second Corinthians has a number of passages that ought to be required reading for people with stars in their eyes about ministry. In addition to the difficulties Paul mentions in 2 Corinthians 6:4-5, take note of the contrasts he presents in 2 Corinthians 6:8-10. There will be honor one moment and spite the next. You may be well known but not well liked. In so many ways, God’s servant lives on a tightrope, never knowing which way the wind will blow. That’s the ministry.

John MacArthur adds, “It is an ironic truth that the preacher is often one of the most loved and respected of men, yet at the same time one of the most hated and despised in his community.”
 Unfortunately this can happen within the church, as the apostle Paul experienced in Corinth. In the sixth chapter of 2 Corinthians, Paul shares some of the harsh realities of ministry. We might think he is telling us why not to go into ministry.

The Urgent Appeal

The first challenging aspect of ministry is the urgent appeal involved. Paul writes in 2 Corinthians 6:1-2,

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.

Paul introduces an element of urgency that accompanies the gospel ministry.
 The Greek word he uses can be translated “plead” or “beg,” and the present tense reflects his constant, passionate concern for the Corinthians.
 Later in the same letter he writes in 2 Corinthians 11:28, “Besides everything else, I face daily the pressure of my concern for all the churches.”
Perhaps the deepest expression of his concern is seen in Romans 9:1-4,

I speak the truth in Christ—I am not lying, my conscience confirms it in the Holy Spirit—I have great sorrow and unceasing anguish in my heart. For I could wish that I myself were cursed and cut off from Christ for the sake of my brothers, those of my own race, the people of Israel.
Paul was so burdened for his fellow Jews that he would have been willing to give up his place with Christ in order for them to be saved. In that same vein he “urges” the Corinthians “not to receive God’s grace in vain.” What does he mean by that?

The “grace of God” could refer to the saving work of Christ—the reconciliation that occurs through the Savior’s substitutionary death for us. It could also refer to the ministry of reconciliation granted not only to the apostles, but to all believers in Christ. This does not have to be an either/or interpretation. Paul mentions both in 2 Cor. 5:18:

Now all these things are from God [that’s grace in general],
who reconciled us to Himself through Christ [that’s saving grace]
and gave us the ministry of reconciliation [that’s the grace of ministry].

The phrase in vain means “without effect or result.” Paul’s concern is that God’s grace will not have any meaningful impact on their lives. It could refer to God’s undeserved favor extended to us through Jesus Christ—or, simply put, salvation,
 or it could be addressed to those already saved, pleading with them to live in God’s grace to avoid the tragedy of a fruitless ministry.
 I like how William Brownson puts it,
To receive the grace of God in vain means to believe the gospel without allowing it to master you and govern all your conduct, without letting the love of Christ constrain you so that you live no longer for yourself, but for the One who died for you and rose again.

The apostle may well be thinking here of the Judgment Seat of Christ, where all believers will have their lives evaluated from the point of salvation onward. For them to receive the grace of God in vain meant that their practice did not measure up to their profession as Christians, that their lives were so inconsistent as to constitute a denial of the logical implications of the gospel, namely, and in particular, that Christ died for them so that they might no longer live to themselves but to His glory. They were in danger of building on that foundation with wood, hay, and stubble—a structure which would be made manifest and destroyed in the day of the Lord, though they themselves will be saved (1 Cor. 3:10–15). It is in this sense that the grace of God may be received in vain.
 

Paul mentions two in particular in 1 Timothy 1:19-20 who seem to have gone that route: “Some have rejected these and so have shipwrecked their faith. Among them are Hymenaeus and Alexander, whom I have handed over to Satan to be taught not to blaspheme.” He urges the Corinthians not to fall into this category.

In verse two he underscores the urgency of his appeal in words taken from Isaiah 64:8. Even the way he writes the sentence reflects this. The adverb now is placed first for emphasis. The particle idou is intended to arouse the attention of the listener: “Look! [niv I tell you] Now is the time.” The sense of urgency is unmistakable.
 "Don’t receive the grace of God in vain!" he pleads. “Don’t put it off!”
 Few verses in the New Testament remind us more forcibly than this that the gospel must always be proclaimed as a matter of urgency, for the accepted time will not always be with us.
 There is no guarantee that any sinner will have the opportunity to be saved tomorrow. As Isaiah 55:6 says, “Seek the Lord while he may be found; call on him while he is near.”

This urgency is spiritually and emotionally draining to those in ministry. Parents and grandparents, you know the concern you have for your children and grandchildren, and the toll that can take on you at times—sleepless nights, distracting fear and anxiety, wanting the best but being helpless to bring it about. Now multiply that by the number of people in a church and you get a sense of what this does to a minister.

The Uncomfortable Afflictions

Secondly Paul mentions the uncomfortable afflictions that ministry can include in verses 3-10,

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 righteousness in the right hand and in the left; through glory and dishonor, bad report and good report; genuine, yet regarded as impostors; 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 everything.
Paul knew that nothing is more likely to cause the name of God to be ridiculed and mocked by unbelievers than a minister whose daily living is a contradiction of the transforming power of God in Christ he preaches. The verb translated “discredited” here conveys the idea of mocking and ridicule.
 He did not want anything to do with that.

Unsaved people like to use the inconsistencies of the saints—especially those in ministry—as an excuse for rejecting Jesus Christ. So Paul was careful not to do anything that would put a stumbling block in the way of either sinners or saints. He did not want the ministry to be discredited in any way because of his life.

The story is told of a small boy who closely watched a neighboring pastor build a wooden trellis to support a climbing vine. The youngster did not say a word the entire time that he watched. Pleased at the thought that his work was being admired, the pastor finally said to the boy, “Well, son, trying to pick up some pointers on gardening?”

“No,” replied the boy, “I’m just waiting to hear what a preacher says when he hits his thumb with a hammer.”
This story points out how crucial it is that our practice match our teaching and preaching. There will always be those who will judge the claims of Christ by we who claim to be his followers.

Instead, Paul sees himself as a “servant” of Christ—not a superstar celebrity, but one who serves Christ by serving others. Since the false teachers in Corinth loved to commend themselves, Paul uses the same term here…though what follows is hardly a rosy picture of ministry.

His service did not come with competitive compensation, a great benefits package, or a comfortable retirement plan. Paul’s description demolishes every false image of Christian ministry. Under its weight, the ivory-tower image collapses, the perfect-saint portrayal fades, and the in-it-for-the-money idea loses credibility. Look at how Paul describes the brutal reality of Christian ministry: He served the Lord “in great endurance; in troubles, hardships and distresses; in beatings, imprisonments and riots; in hard work, sleepless nights and hunger…”
That’s not exactly the description you would expect to find in a seminary brochure, hear from those recruiting volunteers for ministry, or read in a missionary’s quarterly report. Granted, not all ministers encounter extreme hardships like those Paul described. But ministers must prepare themselves for both pleasant and unpleasant times. In a word, they must “endure.”
 The Greek word for endurance is hypomone. William Barclay explains its meaning:

It does not describe the frame of mind which can sit down with folded hands and bowed head and let a torrent of troubles sweep over it in passive resignation. It describes the ability to bear things in such a triumphant way that it transfigures them. It is the courageous and triumphant ability to pass the breaking-point and not to break and always to greet the unseen with a cheer.

If anyone ever endured hardships for the sake of ministry, it was Paul. But because he set up his life as a model for others, we can learn from the various trials he endured as well as the vital attitudes he exhibited in the midst of those trials.

Paul lists twenty-eight reasons why the Corinthians should consider his ministry deserving of confidence. Some, like troubles, hardships and distresses, are not the kind of things that the Corinthians—or a lot of churches today, for that matter—would naturally appreciate. Yet they are the telltale signs of a successful ministry in God’s eyes and for this reason alone should commend themselves to the church. But the Corinthians, like many of us, were so used to judging success by society’s standards that it is a hard sell for Paul.

The first group of difficulties that require a firm stance includes internal pressures of one sort or another: troubles, hardships and distresses. The next group list external difficulties inflicted by others: beatings, imprisonments and riots. The final three are self-imposed: hard work, sleepless nights and hunger.
 “Hunger” here is voluntary, not involuntary; we would call this “fasting.”

All the terms in these verses are not negative, however. In verses 6-7 Paul fills in the dark tones of his painting with nine beams of light, reminding us that even in the midst of the gloom, God is present to see us through. Paul served the gospel ministry “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 righteousness in the right hand and in the left.” Four of these attributes are external attitudes visible to other people: purity, knowledge, patience, and kindness. The remaining five wield their power in the hidden places of the heart: the Holy Spirit, a genuine love for others, the word of truth, the power of God, and the weapons of righteousness.
 When we mentions the weapons of righteousness, he says they are “in the right hand and the left,” meaning weapons for both attack and defense. On the right hand the sword of the Spirit lies ready for his use, and on the left the shield of faith gives him complete protection.

Paul completes this section with a number of paradoxes that accompany ministry: “through glory and dishonor, bad report and good report; genuine, yet regarded as impostors; 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 everything.” Ministry, like life, has its ups and downs, its good days and bad days. Those who devote their lives to ministry are both loved and despised. The faithful preacher experiences both glory and dishonor; he is praised and despised, exalted and maligned, flattered and criticized, cherished and vilified. Consequently, some will give an evil report about him, and others a good report.
The most painful experience for a faithful minister is to be misrepresented, to be falsely accused, to have one’s integrity unfairly attacked. Such assaults have the potential  of devastating his ministry. Such slanderous attacks are hard to retrieve and correct, because those who make them are not interested in the truth.

What a price Paul paid to be faithful in his ministry! And yet how little the Corinthians really appreciated all he did for them.

The Unreturned Affection

This leads us to the unreturned affection seen in verses 11-13,

We have spoken freely to you, Corinthians, and opened wide our hearts to you. We are not withholding our affection from you, but you are withholding yours from us. As a fair exchange—I speak as to my children—open wide your hearts also.
Paul’s original appeal not to receive God’s grace in vain takes a personal turn at verse 11. Having demonstrated the blameless and sacrificial character of his record as a minister of the gospel, he now makes a personal plea for the church’s affection.
 This shows Paul’s original train of thought and the purpose of his letter—the restoration of the relationship between Paul and the Corinthian Christians, which will allow him to continue ministering to them effectively.
 

The fact that Paul calls them by name (“you, Corinthians") shows the intensity of his feelings. He also addresses them as his children ("I speak as to my children"). Through his preaching of the gospel they had become family; and like any father, Paul desires a place in their heart.
 He twice employs the perfect tense to convey that, as he first loved them, so he still loves them and he will continue to love them.
 Yet as you read 2 Corinthians, you get the strong impression that the church did not really appreciate Paul and the work he had done among them. They should have been defending Paul and not forcing him to defend himself.

Yet this generous love of Paul has not been fully reciprocated by the Corinthians. While there is no lack of room for them in his heart, they do not always find room for him in theirs.
 Have you ever tried to hug a child who did not hug back? Or converse with a moody teenager who grunts single-syllable answers in return? It is impossible to establish or build a healthy relationship like that, isn’t it? In order for relationships to work, both parties have to freely share their feelings and open up in conversation. Yet the Corinthians had refused to make an emotional connection with the apostle.

Few things in life are more painful then unreturned affection, because love longs for a response. Paul’s words express the penetrating sadness he felt over the Corinthians’ failure to return his love. Though they broke his heart, Paul’s love for the Corinthians would not allow him to abandon them.
 Clearly Paul thinks that a warm and affectionate relationship should exist between minister and congregation. This is something that both ministers and people should seek to achieve.
 I can testify personally that I have found this kind of relationship with the churches I serve, but sadly not all pastors can say that.
People burn out in ministry not merely because of overwork, but because of the disappointment of unmet expectations. But those who do not have unrealistic expectations will not become frustrated when they are not met. To have proper expectations in the ministry, one must view it from the proper perspective.

Christian ministry includes the urgent appeal for people to come to Christ and live for Christ. This is not a simple take-it-or-leave-it proposition. The heart of a minister longs for folks to do the right thing, even though often they do not.
Christian ministry includes uncomfortable afflictions at every level—physical, emotional, mental, and spiritual. It is certainly not a one-hour-a-week job; ministers are always on call, and the work of ministry is never done. One must develop a thick skin if you are going to last.
Christian ministry includes unreturned affection at times, too. You pour your heart and life into the people, and sometimes they do not appreciate all you do. You may be treated unfairly, accused falsely, or just taken for granted. Something I recall when that happens are the words of God to Samuel in 1 Samuel 8:7, “And the Lord told him: ‘Listen to all that the people are saying to you; it is not you they have rejected, but they have rejected me as their king.” In other words, quit taking it personally! But it’s not always that easy at the moment.
Paul did not write this to elicit sympathy—and neither do I. He wants the Corinthians to know what ministry is really like. I entitled this message, “Why Not to Go into Ministry,” not as a complaint or to dissuade people from serving God, but to show that such a decision should not be made lightly. You must be called by God to make ministry your livelihood. If not, don’t even bother. If you are, it’s the toughest job you’ll ever love!
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