Of Ministry and Ministers #21

“On The Defensive” (part 2)

2 Corinthians 10:7-18

Last week we began to look at 2 Corinthians 10, where we find Paul on the defensive. False teachers were openly critical of the apostle, questioning his credentials, his character, and the content of his preaching. 

In the first six verses Paul speaks of the proper armament, since this is a spiritual battle. Instead of “fighting fire with fire,” Paul recognizes that the people making the noise were not the real enemies. Armed with spiritual weapons with divine power, he is now ready to take on the dragons confronting him. 

The Proper Approach

Verses 7-11 give the proper approach to criticism, 

You are looking only on the surface of things. If anyone is confident that he belongs to Christ, he should consider again that we belong to Christ just as much as he. For even if I boast somewhat freely about the authority the Lord gave us for building you up rather than pulling you down, I will not be ashamed of it. I do not want to seem to be trying to frighten you with my letters. For some say, “His letters are weighty and forceful, but in person he is unimpressive and his speaking amounts to nothing.” Such people should realize that what we are in our letters when we are absent, we will be in our actions when we are present.

Verse seven has two possible readings: as a description, “You are looking at things in a thoroughly superficial manner,”
 or as a directive, “Look facts in the face.” Paul’s critics may trash him, but if the Corinthians would reflect on what they know of him, they must conclude that his credentials are as valid as any that his critics can claim.
 While either could be correct, I think the first reading is preferred. Paul charges his critics with focusing on the external rather than the internal. They revealed their shallowness with this criticism.
 

Verse ten alludes to Paul’s physical appearance. Apparently, the apostle was not particularly handsome. A book from the second century called The Acts of Paul and Thecla described Paul as “a man small of stature, with a bald head and crooked legs, in a good state of body, with eyebrows meeting and nose somewhat hooked (like an eagle), full of friendliness.”
 Movie star material he was not.

Furthermore, Paul was not the most eloquent speaker around. His critics said of him at the end of verse 10, “his speaking amounts to nothing.” To be fair, Paul described his own preaching in 1 Corinthians 2:3-4, “I came to you in weakness and fear, and with much trembling. My message and my preaching were not with wise and persuasive words…” He was known to be long-winded and, dare I say, boring. In Acts 20:7-12, Paul was in Troas, where he talked late into the night. A young man named Eutychus fell asleep as he sat in an open window, then fell out from the third story to his death. Paul was able to revive him, but Eutychus was the first documented case of someone being bored to death by a preacher!

I wonder how Paul would have fared as a preacher today? He didn’t have the look or the sound most people expect in a preacher. While his academic credentials were solid, he did not try to wow audiences with his intellect. How unlike many preachers today!

Warren Wiersbe shares an experience he had:

Some friends and I once listened to a man preach whose entire sermon was made up of impressive “big words,” an occasional quotation from the Bible (usually taken out of context), and many references to world events and “the signs of the times.” As we left the meeting, one of my friends said, “First Kings 19:11 describes that performance perfectly: ‘The Lord was not in the wind.’ ” Yet people around us were saying that it was “the most wonderful sermon” they had ever heard. I seriously doubt that ten minutes later, they were able to recall one concrete thing that the preacher had said.

Are we looking for an emotional experience or an enlightening exposition from the pulpit? 

The last part of verse 7 reads, “If anyone is confident that he belongs to Christ, he should consider again that we belong to Christ just as much as he.” These critics were questioning Paul’s salvation! How ludicrous! Yet I find many people today questioning the salvation of any who may not agree on every tenet of doctrine with them. As Romans 14:4 puts it, “Who are you to judge someone else’s servant? To his own master he stands or falls.” Leave those judgments to God.

In verses 8-9 Paul clarifies the motives in his ministry. His goal was to always build up, not tear down. Even though he may have had authority as an apostle to rebuke and correct the Corinthians for their sins, he wanted to edify, not terrify. Here Paul is completely transparent about his motives in ministry. In contrast to his power-hungry opponents who constantly tore Paul down in order to extend their own authority over the Corinthians, Paul assured them that he had a positive ministry of construction, not a negative ministry of destruction.
 If you are being consistently torn down by your pastor, there’s something wrong with the authority over you. If you are consistently tearing someone down, your authority has gone bad. Yes, there are times for reproof, but it should always be given in order to restore and not to condemn people.

How a Christian uses authority is an evidence of his spiritual maturity and character. An immature person swells as he uses his authority, but a mature person grows in the use of authority, and others grow with him. A mature person does not use authority to demand respect, but to command respect. Mature leaders suffer while they wait to act, while immature leaders act impetuously and make others suffer.

Verse 9 is intended ironically: assertively though he may speak about his apostolic authority (given him, however, as he has just reminded his readers, for building them up), yet he has no intention of terrifying them out of their wits by the letters he writes, as though putting on a show of authority from a safe distance.

Then in verses 10-12 Paul confessed his authenticity. In technological lingo, we used see the term WYSIWYG—an acronym for “what you see is what you get.” This is particularly important in desktop publishing with the desire for the layout on the computer screen to look exactly the same as what the printer spits out. As far as Paul’s ministry was concerned, it was WYSIWYG. Paul was Paul—whether in their midst or through his letters. Now, his particular tone might change depending on the situation, but that’s to be expected. Paul himself didn’t change his views on Christ, his attitudes toward holiness and sin, or his methods of preaching the gospel and calling believers to a committed Christian life.

The proper approach to criticism is not to focus on the outside, nor to judge others regarding their relationship with God (that’s between them). Paul defended his motives in ministry and his consistency in character without stooping to the slander of his critics.

The Proper Assessment

Finally, Paul reveals the proper assessment in verses 12-18,

We do not dare to classify or compare ourselves with some who commend themselves. When they measure themselves by themselves and compare themselves with themselves, they are not wise. 13 We, however, will not boast beyond proper limits, but will confine our boasting to the field God has assigned to us, a field that reaches even to you. 14 We are not going too far in our boasting, as would be the case if we had not come to you, for we did get as far as you with the gospel of Christ. 15 Neither do we go beyond our limits by boasting of work done by others.b Our hope is that, as your faith continues to grow, our area of activity among you will greatly expand, 16 so that we can preach the gospel in the regions beyond you. For we do not want to boast about work already done in another man’s territory. 17 But, “Let him who boasts boast in the Lord.”c 18 For it is not the one who commends himself who is approved, but the one whom the Lord commends.
I suppose more problems have been caused by people “measuring the ministry” than by any other activity in the church. If the work of the church is the work of God, and if the work of God is a miracle, how do we go about measuring a miracle? In His personal examination of the seven churches in Revelation 2–3, Jesus measured them far differently than they measured themselves. The church that thought it was poor, He considered to be rich; and the church that boasted of its wealth, He declared to be poor.

Some people measure ministry only by statistics. While it is true that the early church did take note of numbers, is that the best way to measure spiritual health? The book of Acts indicates that as the church grew, so did the problems within the church! Many years ago, one of America’s large denominations had as its theme, “A Million More in ’64, and Every One a Tither!” One of their leading preachers commented, “If we get a million more like the last million, God help us!” Quantity is no guarantee of quality.

Yet that is a trap many preachers fall into, myself included. In my first ministry, a church plant in Winchester, Virginia, the average Sunday morning worship attendance for the first year was five. You heard that right—five. I didn’t even need to take off my shoes to count the folks on Sunday morning! At the end of three years, there were about fifteen total. Not very impressive! I struggled at times with feelings of failure.

But while I was there, I attended a retreat with fellow church planters where we heard the testimony of Kent Hughes, a pastor who had just published a book entitled, Liberating Ministry from the Success Syndrome.
 He had gone through the same struggles of feeling like a failure when the statistics don’t add up to the standard of success he (or others) put in place. Instead he shared with us the true measure of success in ministry—faithfulness, not figures.
Paul’s opponents were all caught up in competition, though. Like the disciples before Christ’s death, they were trying to determine who was the greatest. (And, like the disciples, each one thought that he was!) So Paul writes in verse 12, “We do not dare to classify or compare ourselves with some who commend themselves.” Notice the sarcasm here. Paul would not dare to compare himself with those who commend themselves.
 Those who promote themselves often do so because no one else does! And they look around to compare themselves with others like them…or maybe just a little less then them, so that they look better by comparison!

Paul has a word for such assessment, and it is quite blunt. Verse 12 ends, “When they measure themselves by themselves and compare themselves with themselves, they are not wise.” That is literally, stupid. It is stupid to compare yourself with yourself and with those like yourself. They compared themselves with inadequate people—carnal saints—so that they would look adequate. You can always do that if you want to look good; compare yourselves with those who aren’t doing well. But, what you really need to do is compare yourself with those who are walking with God. Or better yet, stand before a holy God and watch your pride disintegrate.

Paul didn’t compare, didn’t compete. He had a specific group of people in mind who felt the need to “commend themselves”—that is, compare themselves by their own standards, trying to demonstrate their superiority over other ministers. Sadly not much has changed over the centuries, as Chuck Swindoll observes, 

I have never seen such vicious and ambitious competition in ministry as I see today in North American Christianity. So many pastors—especially younger ones—compete for the limelight, trying to grow bigger, look better, come across as edgier, cooler, more relevant. Ultimately, they won’t be able to keep up the charade. It takes an incredible amount of energy to pretend to be something that you are not. People need to be who they are. They need to get out of the way and turn the spotlights back onto Jesus. I would say to any and all in ministry, point your fans in His direction, and model authenticity, even if it means people will no longer embrace you as some sort of semi-divine superstar. After all, you’re not!

Paul’s opponents belonged to a “mutual admiration society” that set up its own standards and measured everybody by them. Of course, those inside the group were successful; those outside were failures. Paul was one of the outsiders, so he was considered a failure. Unfortunately, they did not measure themselves by Jesus Christ. If they had, it would have made a difference.

The proper assessment, as seen in verses 13-15, is to consider what God has called each one to do. Every Christian has a calling by God to a unique service for the Kingdom. No one has exactly the same call. That’s why comparing ourselves to others is foolish—it is comparing apples to oranges. 

Paul wasn’t concerned with that Peter or John or Andrew was doing for the Lord. He had his commission and they had theirs. While they were all serving the same Master, they each had a unique responsibility. Paul was called to be a pioneer preacher—we would call him a missionary or church planter today. He wrote in Romans 15:20, “It has always been my ambition to preach the gospel where Christ was not known, so that I would not be building on someone else’s foundation.” He had the heart of a church planter, reaching the unreached for Jesus.

Some are called to such pioneer ministries today. My brother Bob is a church planter, having planted churches in two different continents and now is equipping church leaders in multiple nations. That is where his heart is, and God has blessed his faithful service.

My ministry is very different. I found out in my first pastorate that church planting is not for me! I am not gifted for it, nor do I have the temperament for it. But that does not mean that I am a failure, or less of a minister than my brother. As Paul wrote in 1 Corinthians 3:6, “I planted the seed, Apollos watered it, but God made it grow.” Some are church planters, others come along after and water that seed, but in the end it is God who makes a church grow. He gets all the credit and the glory, as Paul concludes in 2 Corinthians 10:17-18, "But, ‘Let him who boasts boast in the Lord.’ For it is not the one who commends himself who is approved, but the one whom the Lord commends.” Leave the assessment to God and stay faithful in your service to Him.

In the final analysis, every Christian is called to serve Christ. Some are called to minister within the church in a variety of ways. Criticism is inescapable for those who minister for Christ in any capacity. No one is immune to it.
 No matter what you do in certain situations, you will be criticized.

· The church is too hot or it is too cold.

· The music is too slow or too fast.

· The preaching is too long or too short. (I’ve rarely heard complaints on short sermons, though!)

· You’re in the office too much or not enough.

· You visit too much or not enough.

· Your efforts to protect others go too far or not far enough.

The list is endless!

When you find yourself on the defensive (and if you serve Jesus, you will!) learn some lessons from the apostle Paul here in 2 Corinthians 10. Equip yourself with the proper armament, knowing that the battle is spiritual, not physical. Remind yourself about your critics that, if you can see them, they’re not the enemy. Take the proper approach to your critics, not fighting fire with fire but focusing on what is truly important. And always look to the proper assessment of your service. God looks for faithfulness, not numeric success in the eyes of the world. And quit trying to please everyone, which is absolutely impossible. Not even God pleases everyone! So make it your aim to please the only One who matters—your Master who will ultimately assess your service for Him.
It won’t make the criticism stop, but it will help you endure it.
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