Of Ministry and Ministers #22

“The Cost of Ministry”

2 Corinthians 11:1-15

“What’s it cost?”

That question is often asked at yard sales or flea markets. It may also be asked about a larger purchase, such as a car, house, or boat. We want to know what something costs before we buy it. 

For some things, though, the cost cannot be counted in dollars and sense. The cost of serving one’s country in the military is enormous, and can lead to the ultimate cost of laying down one’s life. The same can be said for those who serve communities in law enforcement or the fire service. This also applies to serving Christ full time. In our text this evening, 2 Corinthians 11, the apostle Paul reveals the cost of ministry.

Admittedly, this is not the primary focus of the passage. Paul is still on the defensive against false teachers at the church in Corinth who were questioning his credentials and motives. Yet within these verses we see what it costs to be in the ministry, and like the examples above, this cannot be measured in dollars and sense.

Paul’s Passion for Souls

First we see Paul’s passion for souls in verses 1-6,

I hope you will put up with a little of my foolishness; but you are already doing that. I am jealous for you with a godly jealousy. I promised you to one husband, to Christ, so that I might present you as a pure virgin to him. But I am afraid that just as Eve was deceived by the serpent’s cunning, your minds may somehow be led astray from your sincere and pure devotion to Christ. For if someone comes to you and preaches a Jesus other than the Jesus we preached, or if you receive a different spirit from the one you received, or a different gospel from the one you accepted, you put up with it easily enough. But I do not think I am in the least inferior to those “super-apostles.” I may not be a trained speaker, but I do have knowledge. We have made this perfectly clear to you in every way. 

Paul first expresses his distaste for what he has to do—” I hope you will put up with a little of my foolishness.” By foolishness he means having to talk about himself, which would appear like boasting about his role as an apostle.
 Sometimes extraordinary circumstances push us to abandon scruples that we otherwise cling to tenaciously. In Paul’s case, news of a worsening situation at Corinth leads him to abandon his normal aversion toward self-praise. His willingness to lay down his scruples indicates how desperate the situation at Corinth had become.

Some have suggested that Paul is motivated by wounded pride, but this shows a complete misconception of the situation.
 Such boasting is utterly repugnant to Paul. He is forced in part to imitate his opponents’ methods, even if he distances himself entirely from their motives.

We might be surprised at verse 2: “I am jealous for you with a godly jealousy.” Jealousy is condemned in the Bible as a horrible sin. We know from literature and from experience how it warps human personality and disrupts communities. The apostle Paul specifies it as one of “the works of the flesh,” a product of our sin nature. Yet we read in Exodus 34:14, “Do not worship any other god, for the Lord, whose name is Jealous, is a jealous God.” How then can it possibly be attributed to the holy God? How can His name be both “holy” and “jealous”? Must we write this off as a biblical discrepancy, or is there an alternative explanation? John Stott writes in his excellent book, Our Guilty Silence,
Whether it is good or evil is determined by the situation which arouses it. In essence jealousy is an intolerance of rivals; it is a virtue or a sin according to whether the rival’s presence is legitimate or not. Thus, competition in business or in sport is perfectly legitimate. A shop-keeper has no right to resent the success of another retailer who threatens his business, because he cannot claim a monopoly of the local trade. 

Jealousy is not evil in and of itself. There are instances, even for humans, when jealousy is legitimate. The most obvious example of this is found in the marriage relationship. Marriage is a permanently exclusive relationship. Both husband and wife have solemnly vowed that, “forsaking all others,” they will keep only unto their partner, so long as they both shall live. In their married life therefore each should allow no rival. If a third party intrudes into the marriage, the offended person, whether husband or wife, is right to be jealous. In such a case it is tolerance of the rival, not intolerance, which is sin. 

So does God have the right to be jealous of His position? Walter Kaiser answers,

Yahweh alone was Lord, and in no way was his lordship to be usurped by any idol, man, idea, institution, or competing loyalty. In fact, such competition and replacement of what was real and right with what was false excited the zeal and jealousy of God. All denials of Yahweh’s claim for exclusive service and loyalty aroused his zeal.

Unlike our jealousy, which is often the petty envy we feel toward another over something over which we have no exclusive claim, God’s jealousy is validated because of who He is. Thus His jealous is legitimate, and Paul uses the phrase “godly jealousy” to describe it.
Paul had not brought them into such a relationship with himself that they could say they belonged to him. Everything he had done had been with the sole object of enabling them to say that they belonged to Christ.
 As Paul thinks of the church in Corinth that he serves, he sees the congregation as the future bride of Christ. To describe his feelings toward them, he uses the analogy of a father jealously guarding his daughter’s purity.

In verse 3 Paul expresses his concern: “But I am afraid that just as Eve was deceived by the serpent’s cunning, your minds may somehow be led astray from your sincere and pure devotion to Christ.” Paul knew that many in the Corinthian church had been “two-timing” the truth with falsehood, the true Christ with a stand-in, the authentic apostles with apostolic wannabes.
 Their affections were being divided, and a divided heart leads to a defiled life and a destroyed relationship.

To portray the danger he sees Paul compares it with the deception of Eve in the garden. It is significant that the serpent’s “seduction” of Eve was not sexual, as some rabbinic texts suggest, but rather a beguiling of her mind by denying the truth of what God had said (Gen. 3:1–7). Thus the story of Eve aptly depicts the sort of danger the Corinthians faced, that their thoughts will be led astray. The term translated thoughts (noēmata) is found only six times in the New Testament, every time in Paul’s writings, and five out of the six times in 2 Corinthians.

The focus here is on the mind, for Satan is a liar and tries to get us to listen to his lies, ponder them, and then believe them. This is what he did with Eve. First, he questioned God’s word (“Did God really say…?”), then he denied God’s word (“You will not surely die!”), and then he substituted his own lie (“You will be like God”). Satan, of course, is crafty. He knows that believers will not immediately accept a lie, so the enemy has to “bait the hook” and make it easy for us to accept what he has to offer. Basically, Satan is an imitator: he copies what God does and then tries to convince us that his offer is better than God’s.
 The word “deceived” translates a compound verb that has the intensified meaning “thoroughly” or “utterly deceived.”

Verse 4 shows how Satan was working in Corinth—preaching a different Jesus, a different Spirit, and a different gospel. Paul expressed his feelings about those who preach another gospel in Galatians 1:8, “But even if we or an angel from heaven should preach a gospel other than the one we preached to you, let him be eternally condemned!” So much for tolerance, right? Tolerance when it comes to truth is no virtue.

Yet the Corinthians were ready to “put up with it easily enough.” In fact, they were more apt to put up with the false teachers that with the true! How frustrating this is for Paul…and for other ministers who work so hard to present the truth, only to find their people rushing off to listen to every flashy fake peddling a false gospel that sounds so good yet is nothing but Satan’s slick lies.

“Super-apostles” on Paul’s lips drips with sarcasm. His opponents called themselves “apostles,” but Paul contemptuously called them “super-apostles” because they arrogated themselves over him, the Apostle to the Gentiles.
 Think translates a term that means, “to draw a logical conclusion” from a given set of facts (logizomai) from which we get the word “logic.” A candid appraisal of Paul’s credentials shows that he measures up at least as well as his rivals.
 In verse 6 he admits that he is not the greatest of speakers, but the content of his message makes up for any shortcoming in skill. 
Throughout these six verses we see Paul’s passion for the souls of his church. In all his letters Paul demonstrates a depth of care and concern for his congregations that can only be compared to that of a loving parent. All the pains and sleepless nights and anxiety accompanying parenthood also accompanies the pastorate. Christian ministry can never be merely professional.
 It is intensely personal. And as such ministry comes at a great emotional and spiritual cost to those who truly minister.
Paul’s Practice of Sacrifice

Secondly we see Paul’s practice of sacrifice in verses 7-12,

Was it a sin for me to lower myself in order to elevate you by preaching the gospel of God to you free of charge? I robbed other churches by receiving support from them so as to serve you. And when I was with you and needed something, I was not a burden to anyone, for the brothers who came from Macedonia supplied what I needed. I have kept myself from being a burden to you in any way, and will continue to do so. As surely as the truth of Christ is in me, nobody in the regions of Achaia will stop this boasting of mine. Why? Because I do not love you? God knows I do! And I will keep on doing what I am doing in order to cut the ground from under those who want an opportunity to be considered equal with us in the things they boast about.
A loving father does not lay his burdens on his children. Instead, he sacrifices so that the children might have what they need.
 That’s what Paul did in Corinth. During his stay there he had earned his living as a tentmaker, but the false apostles who had followed him charged money for their “services.” Paul, however, “lowered” himself by forgoing what was a legitimate privilege. Working night and day with his hands might seem an undignified occupation for an apostle.
 This is especially true because among the Greeks, where a trained speaker was a “professional” who charged for his services. For one to refuse to be paid would at once cause his listeners to suspect him of being a mere poser, and his teaching as worthless.
 Since Paul didn’t charge the Corinthians for his ministry to them, the false teachers concluded he was an amateur compared to them.

The truth was that Paul intentionally did not charge the church so that no one could say he was in it for the money. He, along with new friends Aquila and Priscilla, worked to support themselves as tentmakers and ministered when not working. That term “tentmaker” is used today referring to ministers and missionaries who work full-time to support themselves while serving the Lord. 

I’ve been there. When I began in 2001, the church was small and could only afford to pay $100 per week. Thankfully at the time I was employed full-time at Prairie Farms Ice Cream, so I could support my family while ministering here. But that was a sacrifice. I was limited in what I could do with my family and even for the church. I was happy to provide the ministry I could in that situation, but I was even happier when I could devote myself full-time to ministry.

There are pros and cons to what is commonly called “bivocational” ministry. I don't believe either is more spiritual or more preferable than the other. I respect those who work full-time outside the church while ministering and I respect those who devote themselves full-time to ministry. Choosing between the two depends upon the minister, the ministry, and the circumstances surrounding the church and the minister’s family.

In Paul’s case, he also received support from the churches in Macedonia (meaning Philippi, Thessalonica, and Berea). The irony of the situation was that the Corinthian Christians were considerably better off financially than the Macedonians, though the Macedonians were very generous despite their poverty. This is why Paul spoke of “robbing” the other churches by receiving support from them. Yet the false teachers had twisted this, making Paul’s “freebie” message inferior to their “pay per view” approach to ministry, likely arguing along the lines of “you get what you pay for.”
 Paul was not about to change his practice, though, despite their criticism. Why? He answers in verse 12, “I will keep on doing what I am doing in order to cut the ground from under those who want an opportunity to be considered equal with us in the things they boast about.”
Paul’s Portrayal of Satan

Finally we see Paul’s portrayal of Satan in verses 13-15,

For such men are false apostles, deceitful workmen, masquerading as apostles of Christ. 14 And no wonder, for Satan himself masquerades as an angel of light. 15 It is not surprising, then, if his servants masquerade as servants of righteousness. Their end will be what their actions deserve. 
The moment has come for Paul to drop the irony and to speak in the plainest possible terms in denouncing these would-be “super-apostles” who have invaded his territory in Achaia. Men of this sort are in fact false apostles, impostors whose aim is to usurp the apostolic authority. So now, using some of his strongest language ever, he further explains why his opponents do not measure up: “For such men are false apostles, deceitful workmen, masquerading as apostles of Christ.” The wolves in the church that devour sheep do not howl and bare their teeth. They come in sheep’s clothing, smiling, reciting Scripture, full of understanding, promising something more than Christ.

The popularity of those false preachers didn’t surprise Paul. He recognized Satan—the archenemy of the church—behind it all. Just as Satan himself deceives the world by masquerading as an “angel of light,” so his devilish servants also disguise themselves as “servants of righteousness.” The word “disguise,” used three times in these three verses, is the Greek term metaschematizo, meaning, “to change in appearance.”
 There is a change on the outside, but there is no change on the inside. Satan’s workers, like Satan himself, never appear in their true character; they always wear a disguise and hide behind a mask.

You see, Satan isn’t an originator; he’s a clever imitator who disguises his true character. When he came into the garden, Satan used the body of a serpent, one of God’s creatures He had pronounced “good.” Satan still works today as the great impersonator. He has produced a counterfeit righteousness apart from the righteousness that comes only by faith in the Savior. Satan has false ministers who preach a false gospel.

These servants of Satan may appear right and good at first. But “their end will be what their actions deserve.” They will fall victim to their own lies and ultimately will perish without Christ. Peter echoes the same warning several years later in 2 Peter 2:1, “But there were also false prophets among the people, just as there will be false teachers among you. They will secretly introduce destructive heresies, even denying the sovereign Lord who bought them—bringing swift destruction on themselves.”

Don’t assume that Satan’s temptations and tactics will always be obvious. He’s a liar and deceiver, and he’s been plying his trade for centuries. He’s familiar with your weaknesses, just like a coach who studies the game films of his opponents in order to exploit theirs. The enemy knows how to make succumbing to his temptations appear like good and right things to do. So, what can you do? “Put on the full armor of God so that you can stand against the schemes of the devil” (Eph 6:11), and “resist him, firm in the faith” (1 Pet 5:9).

How does this refer to the cost of ministry? Ministers like Paul are on the front lines in the battle against Satan and his minions. Not only are they looking out for their own spiritual welfare, they look out for the spiritual welfare of their congregations. The spiritual battles can be exhausting.

I don’t say any of this to elicit pity or elevate pastors. I say this to let you know there is more to true ministry than standing in front of a congregation an hour or two a week. Yes, there are false prophets out there who make a fortune peddling their fake gospel, and they give a bad name to those true servants who are trying to do it right. Whether a pastor or missionary is a bivocational tentmaker or receives a full-time salary from those he or she serves, there is a definite cost of ministry.

Pray for them—for us—that the Lord will sustain us in the midst of the battle. Casualties are high as many are quitting and even taking their own lives at an alarming rate. The battle is fierce. The cost is high. But the rewards are out of this world.
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