Of Ministry and Ministers #16

“Doing a Pastor’s Heart Good”

2 Corinthians 7:2-16

Doctors and nurses are not immune from illness. Chefs are not immune from food poisoning. Pastors are not immune from depression.

C. H. Spurgeon, the “Prince of Preachers” who regularly preached to over five thousand listeners at London’s Metropolitan Tabernacle, admitted, “I am the subject of depressions of spirit so fearful that I hope none of you ever gets to such extremes of wretchedness as I go to.”

John Henry Jowett, the renowned pastor of Fifth Avenue Presbyterian in New York City, and later Westminster Chapel in London, wrote to a friend, “You seem to imagine I have no ups and downs but just a level and lofty stretch of spiritual attainment with unbroken joy and equanimity. By no means! I am often perfectly wretched and everything appears most murky.”

Alexander Whyte, one of Scotland’s greatest preachers, was described as, “He had seasons of deep depression regarding the results of his work in the pulpit or among his people.”

Martin Luther was subject to such fits of darkness that he would hide himself away for days, and his family would remove all dangerous implements from the house for fear he would harm himself.

D. Martyn Lloyd-Jones, who was both a physician and an acclaimed preacher a century ago, calls this “spiritual depression,” and notes, “It is interesting to notice the frequency with which this particular theme is dealt with in the Scriptures, and the only conclusion to be drawn from that is that it is a very common condition. It seems to be a condition which has afflicted God’s people right from the beginning, for you find it described and dealt with in the Old Testament and in the New.”

The reality is that godly believers sometimes get depressed. Spiritual depression has been called the common cold of the soul, for sooner or later most people catch it. And God’s servants are not immune. Depression actually has biblical precedent—we see it in the experiences of the prophet Elijah in the Old Testament and the apostle Paul in the New, just to name two. The Bible usually uses the word “downcast” because the term “depression” was not used in the ancient world.
 Yet the original terms speak of one’s psychological or spiritual state rather than an ethical condition.

In our text for this evening, 2 Corinthians 7:2-16, Paul speaks of this depressed state that he experienced, but the emphasis here is not on the depression but on his delight brought about by the Corinthians. We see here what does a pastor’s heart good.

Delight in Their Concern

In verses 2-7, we see Paul’s delight in their concern.

Make room for us in your hearts. We have wronged no one, we have corrupted no one, we have exploited no one. I do not say this to condemn you; I have said before that you have such a place in our hearts that we would live or die with you. I have great confidence in you; I take great pride in you. I am greatly encouraged; in all our troubles my joy knows no bounds. 

For when we came into Macedonia, this body of ours had no rest, but we were harassed at every turn—conflicts on the outside, fears within. But God, who comforts the downcast, comforted us by the coming of Titus, and not only by his coming but also by the comfort you had given him. He told us about your longing for me, your deep sorrow, your ardent concern for me, so that my joy was greater than ever. 

Verse two sounds a lot like where Paul had left off in 2 Corinthians 6:11-13,

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.
It is worth noticing that the words, “I have said before,” may be taken to imply that Paul is deliberately making a reference back to 2 Corinthians 6:11-13 after what he is conscious has been an abrupt diversion. If this is legitimate, it is an argument against the view that 2 Corinthians 6:14-7:1 is an insertion from another letter.

We may be surprised that Paul speaks so positively about the Corinthian Christians, especially after all the headaches and heartaches they have caused the apostle. Is he just blowing smoke? Is he playing a psychological game with them? I think not.

I believe Paul is sincere in his praise, not for what they had done, but for what they could do; not for what they were, but for what they could become. Paul believed in them, even when they failed. He stuck with them, encouraging them and spurring them toward greatness. He poured his life into them even when he saw no return on his investment, knowing that they were worth every moment of time and every ounce of energy he spent on them. Thankfully, by the time he wrote 2 Corinthians, he had begun to see signs of renewal and repentance. His confidence had begun to pay off; he could even boast on their behalf.

The pride, however, which Paul takes in his converts is not self-congratulation, but that of joy and gratitude before God because of the manifestation of His saving and transforming grace, even through such an unworthy an instrument as himself, in the lives of men and women who previously were in bondage to Satan.

In verse 5, Paul returns to the narrative he began in 2 Corinthians 2:12-13, “Now when I went to Troas to preach the gospel of Christ and found that the Lord had opened a door for me, I still had no peace of mind, because I did not find my brother Titus there. So I said good-by to them and went on to Macedonia.”
Paul had been in Ephesus for two-and-a-half to three years, enjoying the longest ministry in one place. He then left Ephesus and traveled north to Troas, where apparently he encountered “an open door for ministry.” Yet he was so concerned about meeting up with Titus and hearing news from the Corinthian church that he gave up a promising evangelistic opportunity in Troas and went on to Macedonia.
 Since sea travel had to be suspended for the winter months, we infer that Titus’ non-arrival in Troas by late autumn left Paul with no alternative but to sail (perhaps on the last ship?) for Macedonia. Of the three known churches in Macedonia—Berea, Thessalonica, Philippi—the latter is the most likely alternative rendezvous to have been previously agreed on by Paul and Titus. Paul may indeed have spent some time there awaiting the arrival of Titus and then writing this lengthy letter.

When he arrived in Macedonia, not surprisingly, Paul suffered from severe exhaustion. Not only did he suffer “fightings without,” but also “fears within.” (If those phrases sound familiar, it is from the hymn, “Just As I Am.”) The word “fightings” (machai), where found elsewhere in the New Testament (2 Tim. 2:23; Titus 3:9; Jas 4:1), applies only to quarrels and disputes, so Paul’s “fightings” may have been heated disputations with either unbelievers or Christian opponents in Macedonia.
 The word “fears” comes from the Greek word phobos, from which we get our English word “phobia.” It carries the idea of dread and panic, a shrinking from courage, and the desire to run for cover. Paul and his fellow workers struggled against distressing fears.

These ministerial fears weighed heavily on Paul. He was always fearful for some troubled soul in one of the churches who was falling away. There was never a time when someone was not unhappy with him and maligning him. Church conflicts were his daily fare, and he was constantly writing to calm the waters and set things straight. Such depressing fears were recurrent for Paul, and the combination sometimes got him down.

At this point, in the midst of such emotional turmoil, God provided relief. How? “But God, who comforts the downcast, comforted us by the coming of Titus, and not only by his coming but also by the comfort you had given him.” Let me emphasize that the ultimate source of relief from distress is God: “But God…comforted us.” In this world, however, God usually uses natural means to accomplish His purposes, so He ministers to us through people—in Paul’s case, through Titus.
 Titus then comforted Paul by the Corinthians’ longing, sorrow and ardent concern for Paul.
 Paul took delight in their concern for him.
Delight in Their Contrition

Second, Paul took delight in their contrition, as seen in verses 8-13

Even if I caused you sorrow by my letter, I do not regret it. Though I did regret it—I see that my letter hurt you, but only for a little while— yet now I am happy, not because you were made sorry, but because your sorrow led you to repentance. For you became sorrowful as God intended and so were not harmed in any way by us. Godly sorrow brings repentance that leads to salvation and leaves no regret, but worldly sorrow brings death. See what this godly sorrow has produced in you: what earnestness, what eagerness to clear yourselves, what indignation, what alarm, what longing, what concern, what readiness to see justice done. At every point you have proved yourselves to be innocent in this matter. So even though I wrote to you, it was not on account of the one who did the wrong or of the injured party, but rather that before God you could see for yourselves how devoted to us you are. By all this we are encouraged.
In verse 8 Paul refers to an earlier letter he had written to the Corinthians. Some scholars believe this is what we have as 1 Corinthians,
 but most agree that it is a letter not included in the New Testament.
 This missing letter is sometimes referred to as the “severe letter” or the “tearful letter,” referred to in 2 Corinthians 2:1–5, because in that letter he rebuked the Corinthians for tolerating a sinning member in their congregation, who I think was the same man mentioned in 1 Corinthians 5:1–13 because of his shameful and ongoing immorality.

It is unfortunate that the King James Version translates two different Greek words as “repent,” for they have different meanings. The word “repent” in 2 Corinthians 7:8 means “regret,” and repented in 2 Corinthians 7:10 means “to be regretted.”
 R. A. Knox brings out the sense that the adoption of the present participle enables us to find in the passage. “Yes, even if I caused you pain by my letter, I am not sorry for it. Perhaps I was tempted to feel sorry, when I saw how my letter had caused you even momentary pain, but now I am glad; not glad of the pain, but glad of the repentance the pain brought with it.”

Confrontation is not easy for any of us. We tend to shrink from it or rationalize away its necessity. Paul, however, confronted the Corinthians directly, despite how much he stood to lose. He did it because he valued his relationship with the church more than his own reputation.
 At times a parent has to deal severely with his or her children, disciplining them for their own good. A good parent never enjoys this, but does it. In the same way Paul’s writing the severe letter to the Corinthians was a distasteful but necessary task.
 Maybe this was his way of saying to the church, “This hurts me more than it hurts you,” but hopefully they believed him more than we believed our parents!
Paul had written them a stern letter, and then had regretted it. But the letter achieved its purpose and the Corinthians repented, and this made Paul rejoice. Their repentance was not merely a passing “regret”; it was a true godly sorrow for sin. “Godly sorrow brings repentance that leads to salvation and leaves no regret, but worldly sorrow brings death.” The difference is seen in Judas and Peter. Their reactions may appear to be similar, but in reality they are different. Judas as “full of regret” and went and committed suicide, while Peter wept and repented of his fall (Matt. 26:75–27:5).

Worldly sorrow is not repentance; in fact, it is a reflection of the very essence of sin. It is not sorry because of the heinousness of sin as rebellion against God, but sorry because of the painful and unwelcome consequences of sin. Self is its central point; and self is also the central point of sin. Thus worldly sorrow manifests itself in self-pity rather than in contrition and turning to God for mercy. Worldly sorrow may be very bitter and intense, like that of Esau who wept with many tears over his lost birthright but found no place for repentance.

The kind of sorrow that God intends results in a change of heart. The Corinthians did not merely regret what they had done but repented of it. The Greek term metanoia denotes not just a change of mind about something but a reorientation of the whole person. Remorse involves a recognition that a wrong has been committed. But repentance goes further. It not only recognizes the wrong committed but also seeks to rectify it. This the Corinthians did by admitting their blame and by punishing the offender.

From a spiritual perspective, the feelings of guilt, shame, and sadness that accompany a stern rebuke are not meant as a punishment, but as a call to repentance. By receiving the reproof, one opens the inner door of the soul to wisdom. By contrast, an angry reaction of resentment will bolt the door against an opportunity to learn from the experience.

Therefore, “worldly grief” is a grief for oneself, centered on self, not grief for sin against God. It grieves over consequences. It aches with embarrassment. It focuses on its own hurt. It is self-pitying. On the other hand, “godly grief” is a grief that comes from knowing that your actions are unpleasing to God. This is what Jesus refers to in the second beatitude: “Blessed are those who mourn”; that is, they mourn over their sins before God. And such grief is “blessed” because it drives us to God and to repentance.

Constructive sorrow is the kind of sorrow that “leads to salvation and leaves no regret.” Paul might not be thinking of salvation in the theological sense (that is, eternal life). The term sōtēria can also mean “self-preservation” or “well-being.” Sorrow that turns outward to right the wrong leads to personal wholeness. Worldly sorrow, on the other hand, “brings death.” Worldly sorrow turns on itself and feeds off its ever deepening self-pity. It brings death because it breeds self-destructive resentment and bitterness that eat away at the person. This is a sorrow that will overwhelm and consume us in the end.

The Corinthians had godly sorrow, and it brought delight to Paul’s heart.

Delight in Their Conduct

Finally, Paul found delight in their conduct in verses 13-16,

In addition to our own encouragement, we were especially delighted to see how happy Titus was, because his spirit has been refreshed by all of you. I had boasted to him about you, and you have not embarrassed me. But just as everything we said to you was true, so our boasting about you to Titus has proved to be true as well. And his affection for you is all the greater when he remembers that you were all obedient, receiving him with fear and trembling. I am glad I can have complete confidence in you.
Paul expresses a kind of “I knew you had it in you!” in these verses. Like a coach who pushes his team to the limits to gain that extra inch, so he inspired the Corinthians to realize what was in them: earnest desire before God.
 Paul was encouraged when Titus told him of the way they repented and showed concern and zeal to do what was right.
 The reception the Corinthians had given to Titus and their response of obedience to his letter confirmed Paul’s attitude of confidence in respect of them.

There is nothing that means more to a pastor than to see the people of the church obeying the Lord and doing their ministries. The apostle John wrote to his friend Gaius in 3 John 4, “I have no greater joy than to hear that my children are walking in the truth.” I can attest to this myself. There is nothing better than to hear that my church family is serving Jesus and others.

I began this message referring to depression among ministers. Several years ago a study among clergy found the rate of depression was 11.1 percent—double the national rate of 5.5 percent.
 They found many predictors of these mental health conditions including job stress like grief counseling, navigating competing demands of congregants, delivering a weekly sermon that opens clergy up to criticism, needing to switch roles rapidly, sense of guilt about not doing enough, and doubting one’s call to ministry. A Barna study found that nearly half of U.S. pastors struggle with depression. Another study found that Protestant clergy had the highest overall work-related stress and were next to the lowest in personal resources to cope with the occupational strain.

Depression sometimes visits the godliest believers—even pastors—and often it is because they have willingly followed God into the fray so that their bodies have had no rest, and pressures have squeezed them as they are surrounded by “fightings without and fears within.”
 Want to do a pastor’s heart good? Follow the lead of the Corinthians (how often have you heard that phrase?) in showing concern for your pastor, contrition for your sin, and conduct yourselves in such a way that pleases God and your pastor.
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