Of Ministry and Ministers #20

“On The Defensive” (part 1)

2 Corinthians 10:1-6

Tonight I want to talk about dragons.

Not dragons that are fictional beasts—monstrous reptiles with lion’s claws, a serpent’s tail, bat wings, and scaly skin—they exist only in the imagination.

No, I refer to dragons of a different sort, decidedly real. In most cases, though not always, they do not intend to be sinister; in fact, they’re usually quite friendly. But their charm belies their power to destroy. Within the church, they are often sincere, well-meaning saints, but they leave ulcers, strained relationships, and hard feelings in their wake. They don’t consider themselves difficult people or sit up nights thinking of ways to be nasty. Often they are pillars of the community—talented, strong personalities, deservingly respected—but for some reason, they undermine the ministry of the church. They are not naturally rebellious or pathological; they are loyal church members, convinced they’re serving God, but they wind up doing more harm than good.

They can drive pastors crazy…or out of the church.

Some dragons are openly critical. They are the ones who accuse you of being (pick one) too spiritual, not spiritual enough, too dominant, too laid back, too narrow, too loose, too structured, too disorganized, or ulterior in your motives.

Sightings of these dragons are all too common. As one veteran pastor says, “Anyone who’s been in ministry more than an hour and a half knows the wrath of a dragon.” Or, as Harry Ironside described it, “Wherever there’s light, there’s bugs.”

So begins a book I purchased at the beginning of my ministry entitled, Well-Intentioned Dragons: Ministering to Problem People in the Church. I recall reading this volume in those early days, but there’s nothing to prepare you for such people except real life experience. There’s not a course in Bible college or seminary on handling criticsm. It’s something you learn either by watching your mentors deal with it, or by enduring it yourself, “on the job.” This explains why 2 Corinthians 10 is so vital for those involved in ministry. As we work through this chapter, we will see Paul dive headfirst into the subject of ministry-related criticism. A close look at his words reveals several slanderous criticisms that had been hurled Paul’s way, and how he dealt with them.

Whether the dragons we face are well-intentioned or ill-intentioned, criticism is hard to handle. It is a challenge not to take it personally. In these final four chapters of 2 Corinthians, Paul gives us a model when we find ourselves on the defensive. We learn that his approach was that of confidence coupled with humility; his confidence is no more self-sufficiency in these final chapters than it is in the earlier ones. It is founded solely upon the grace of God who saved him and commissioned him to be His apostle.

The Proper Armament

In 2 Corinthians 10:1-6 we see that Paul has the proper armament,

By the meekness and gentleness of Christ, I appeal to you—I, Paul, who am “timid” when face to face with you, but “bold” when away! I beg you that when I come I may not have to be as bold as I expect to be toward some people who think that we live by the standards of this world. For though we live in the world, we do not wage war as the world does. The weapons we fight with are not the weapons of the world. On the contrary, they have divine power to demolish strongholds. We demolish arguments and every pretension that sets itself up against the knowledge of God, and we take captive every thought to make it obedient to Christ. And we will be ready to punish every act of disobedience, once your obedience is complete.
He begins, “I, Paul, myself appeal to you.” Great emphasis is placed upon the fact that it is Paul himself who makes the plea—Paul, the founding apostle of the Corinthian church, and his readers’ spiritual father.
 

His attitude is not marked by anger and vindictiveness, but rather “the meekness and gentleness of Christ.” If those terms sound familiar, it may be the echoes of Matthew 11:28-30, “Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened, and I will give you rest. Take my yoke upon you and learn from me, for I am gentle and humble in heart, and you will find rest for your souls. For my yoke is easy and my burden is light.” (The kjv uses the term “meek” here.) Meekness is not weakness, but rather power under control. Jesus, having all power and authority, ministered to needs with restraint and gentleness. Following His ways, the only correct ministry is through meekness and humility.

This opening verse reveals one criticism Paul faced by the false teachers in Corinth: the accusation of two-faced hypocrisy. They criticized Paul for being bold with his letters but lacking courage in person. Paul’s language needs to be read with a tone of sarcasm, as he virtually quotes the crowd of critics in Corinth. They were saying, essentially, “You’re meek when you are with us, but you write bold letters when you’re away from us. You’re two-faced! When you actually have to face people, you’re Mr. Nice Guy, but when it’s just a pen and a piece of paper, you boldly unleash! Would the real Paul please stand up?” 

Paul explains that he is bold in writing his letters in the hope that he won’t have to be so harsh in person when he arrives. This is reflected in something he writes near the end of this letter, in 2 Corinthians 13:10, Paul reveals the reason for the difference in tone: “This is why I write these things when I am absent, that when I come I may not have to be harsh in my use of authority—the authority the Lord gave me for building you up, not for tearing you down.”
 Like any loving parent who does not want to discipline his or her children, Paul uses a stern voice in hopes of keeping the Corinthians from acting in a way that will bring unpleasant consequences later on.

Verses 2 and 3 both use the word “live,” which literally translates, “walk.” The Greek term for “walk” (peripateō) is one of Paul’s favorite expressions to describe the Christian life—it occurs thirty-one times)—denoting a pattern of behavior.
 In verse 3 Paul admits that he lives (or walks) “in the world,” meaning to participate in normal human existence with all its limitations. To “wage war as the world does” means to carry out ministry with mere human resources without any divine power.
 That he does not do.
As such, Paul goes on in verse 4, the weapons of such warfare are not the world’s. In other words, we don’t fight fire with fire when we’re on the defensive. We don’t meet criticism with counter-criticism, slinging mud back at those who sling mud at us. We don’t resort to name-calling or slandering one’s character because they have done so to us. No, Paul pulls back the curtain of the physical world to persuade them that the battle against the criticism of the false teachers is a spiritual one. It therefore requires methods of spiritual warfare rather than a worldly approach to handling criticism. Paul knew he couldn’t just show up in Corinth and start knocking heads together. Nor could he simply pull rank like a general and give them all a tongue-lashing.
 Most importantly, Paul realized the truth of Ephesians 6:12, “For our struggle is not against flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the powers of this dark world and against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly realms.” 

I cannot emphasize this point strongly enough. Our enemies are not people. If you can see them, they are not the enemy! No, our enemies are spiritual ones, the forces of Satan, who are out to destroy. One of Satan’s favorite tricks is to get us to believe that the person criticizing us is the enemy, whereas he is simply using them to do his dirty deeds. 
Many believers today do not realize that the church is involved in warfare, and those who do understand the seriousness of the Christian battle do not always know how to fight the battle. They try to use human methods to defeat demonic forces, and these methods are doomed to fail. When Joshua and his army marched around Jericho for a week, the spectators thought they were nuts. When the Israelites trusted God and obeyed orders, they brought down the high walls and conquered the enemy.

Unfortunately many Christians and churches today rely on worldly weapons, such as human cleverness or ingenuity, organizing ability, eloquent speaking, powerful propaganda, or reliance on charm or forcefulness of personality, yet these will not get the job done. Such worldly weapons may win superficial or temporary victories, but it soon becomes evident that evil has not been driven from its fortress. The only weapons adequate for the struggle come from God, and He alone enables them to be effective. The Christian will always be fighting a losing battle against temptation if he tries to fight against evil in his own strength. As Zechariah 4:6 states, “‘Not by might nor by power, but by my Spirit,’ says the Lord Almighty.” 
 This is the key to the spiritual weapons needed for spiritual warfare: power. Paul says they have power to demolish strongholds. This term for power (dynatos) is the word from which we get “dynamite.”

The word stronghold (ochurōma) is found only here in the New Testament. It is used in a literal sense in Proverbs 21:22 (lxx), while Philo uses it figuratively of a stronghold prepared by persuasive words against the honor of God (Confusion of Tongues, 129). But more important is the fact that the military practice of building strongholds (there was a large one on Acrocorinth) provided the imagery used in Cynic and Stoic philosophers, and in particular by Seneca, a contemporary of Paul, to describe the fortification of the soul by reasonable arguments to render it impregnable under the attack of adverse fortune. It is significant that in the next verse Paul speaks of destroying arguments that stand against the inroads of the knowledge of God.

These strongholds belong to the realm of will and intellect, that is, to the very soul of a person. A person’s inner thoughts and motives are the source of one’s actions; mind and will determine one’s conduct; and attitudes spring from one’s thoughts.
 Proverbs 23:7 states, “For as a man thinks in his heart, so is he” (nkjv). The human mind and will are the strongholds Paul talks about here.

Verse 5 says, “We demolish arguments.” The word translated “argument” (logismous)
 comes from the same root word as “logic” and can mean speculations or reasonings that seem to make sense; those ideas marshaled together to build a case. These are set against the knowledge of God and the truth of God. Proverbs 14:12 and 16:25 both read, “There is a way that seems right to a man, but in the end it leads to death.” It is the battle that goes on in the mind of the believer who fights all the philosophies all the reasons and positions that are a challenge to the truth of God.

There’s another word in the text that gives us a clue: “pretension,” the idea of being inflated or puffed up; pride. There is something about the intellectual mind that puffs itself up.
 Paul warned against this in 1 Corinthians 8:1, “Knowledge puffs up, but love builds up.” We use the word “pretentious,” meaning, “pompous,” “showy,” or “conceited.” I remember hearing a pretentious person described as “educated far beyond his intelligence.” You know the kind of person I’m talking about!
The “dragons” Paul is dealing with in these verses are those who think they more know than they really do and are very arrogant in that knowledge. Such people can often run logical circles around other folks, leaving them flustered and confused. Trying to take on such intellects can be difficult and draining. If we try to “fight fire with fire,” trying to answer their logic with our own logic, we are doomed to fail. If we copy their arrogant attitude, we may win an argument but still lose the war. 

That is why we need to rely on spiritual weapons with divine power to pull down such strongholds. What weapons are these? There are many possibilities, but I believe Paul is referring to the truth of God’s Word presented in the power of the Holy Spirit with the meekness and gentleness of Jesus. The way to disarm an arrogant intellectual is not by being more intellectual or arrogant! When we speak the truth of Scripture in the power of the Spirit with the character of Christ, we will be more appealing and less abrasive. Instead of adding fuel to a fire we will defuse a potentially explosive situation.

Continuing in a military theme, Paul writes in verse five that not only are mental strongholds cast down, but prisoners are taken captive in the Christian warfare. These prisoners are the thoughts of the human mind, and they are led captive, every one of them, into the obedience of Christ.

Paul is not talking about taking the person captive, but the person’s thoughts captive. Again, our visible opponent is not an enemy to be defeated but an eternal soul to be won for Christ. As we deal with critical and contentious individuals, we must separate their thoughts and words from themselves. And this is no easy task. This is where I have to return to my refrigerator magnet from years ago with a Q-Tip swab taped to it that says “Quit Taking It Personally.” As much as I might feel like punching someone in the mouth I must focus on the person as one created in God’s image for whom Christ died. That one is not the enemy, but the true enemy may have infiltrated his or her mind and filled it with arguments and pretensions that set themselves up against the knowledge of God. That is the battleground.
When I am criticized, I must analyze the criticism through the realm of the truth of God’s Word. When I deal with critical people, I must always come back to the Scriptures as the final basis of knowledge. This is a spiritual battle, so we must enter it equipped with spiritual weapons. Don’t bring a knife to a gunfight. It won’t work. Ever. And know that these weapons are divinely powerful for the destruction of these spiritual strongholds. When engaging the enemy with these weapons we are assured of victory.

Verse 6 continues the military metaphors of the preceding verses. One scholar translates as follows: “I am prepared to court-martial anyone who remains insubordinate, once your submission is complete.” As apostolic commander of the Christian forces at Corinth, Paul is now holding himself in readiness to arraign and punish every case of disobedience and treachery within the church.

But what does Paul mean when he says he will be able to carry it out once the Corinthians’ “obedience is complete”? I have struggled with that statement. I believe Paul is saying that only with the church as a whole behind him can he operate from a position of strength against his critics. But once he has their support, his troops stand at the ready to be deployed.

This reminds me of a passage we studied last Thursday in our Bible study in the book of Revelation. In Revelation 2:12-17, Jesus dictates through John a letter to the church at Pergamum. He begins by commending the church for staying faithful to His name under persecution, but then he criticizes them for allowing the Nicolaitans (about whom we know very little) to have a stronghold in the church. In verse 16 Jesus warns, “Repent therefore! Otherwise, I will soon come to you and will fight against them with the sword of my mouth.” Jesus doesn’t threaten to fight the church, but if the church does not rid herself of their heresy, He will come to her in order to fight them. And they could get caught in the crossfire. Paul warns the Corinthians of the same thing. Get on the right side so you won’t get swept away with the bad.
We will return to this chapter next week and continue our study. 
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