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2 Corinthians

2 Corinthians is not an easy letter. Unlike its predecessor, 
it is quite difficult to take a pen and simply read through. 
It is not easy to analyze the letter or even to jot down the 
topics Paul addresses. This is because it does not move 
discretely and cleanly from one topic to the next and has 
an all together more nebulous feel in terms of its subject 
matter. Paul’s periodic use of irony coupled with a rather 
poor translation in the AV only makes the task more dif-
ficult. We have to try to reconstruct the background to 
the letter in order to try to make sense of it, yet this task 
of reconstruction is always tricky because it is to some 
extent circular: the letter is used in order to make deduc-
tions about what has been going on between Paul and the 
Corinthian ecclesia, and these deductions are then used 
to further interpret other parts of the letter!

Nevertheless, this is not a reason for despair, and a likely series 
of events probably went something like this... After writing 1 
Corinthians Paul is forced to make a personal visit to Corinth in 
order to try to sort things out. The letter has not had the wide-
spread success for which he had hoped, and he is compelled to 
take them to task. We do not know which issues in particular he 
had to deal with, though it is likely that sexual immorality and 
the case of incest were among them, coupled with factionalism 
and the continued questioning of his own apostolic authority. 

Yet still the problems lingered. Paul ended up having to write 
another letter to them - a ‘severe’ letter, by which he ‘makes 
them sorry’ (7:8), since he does not want to have to make an-
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other painful visit. This is 
now at least the third letter 
Paul writes to them (recall 
that there was an initial letter 
before our ‘1 Corinthians’, 
and that this third letter oc-
curs between the 1 and 2 
Corinthians in our Bibles). 

Finally, it seems, Paul has 
gotten through. The let-
ter has the desired effect of 
bringing about repentance 
and a change of heart. The 
ecclesia finally takes ac-
tion to disfellowship the one 
living in sexual immorality, 
and changes its course. Paul 
sends Titus to visit them 

(perhaps bearing the severe letter?), and can report back to Paul 
that a corner has been turned. 

It is upon this news that Paul now writes 2 Corinthians (his 
fourth letter). In it he explains that he will be sending Titus 
to them again, and that he too intends to come to visit them, 
hoping that it will indeed be a happy visit in which the many 
problems that Paul has had to address can at last be largely put 
behind them. This chain of events is summarised in the table 
(compare also the table in the 1 Corinthians Bible Toolshed 
pdf). 

What, then, does 2 Corinthians say? What are the topics it ad-
dresses? Perhaps its message can be broken down into four main 
aspects: 

1. It deals with the aftermath of Paul’s ‘painful’ letter and visit. 
Paul rejoices that the brethren have changed their proud 
attitude and taken action where necessary. Now that the 
disfellowshipped believers have repented, Paul urges the 
brethren to restore them to fellowship once more. Paul is 

Paul and his Opponents
The following passages are ones in 
which Paul stresses his God-given role 
of apostleship, and his authority and 
status with respect to them:

• 1:21-22; 3:2,6; 4:1; 5:19-20; 6:4; 
10:1-16; 11:22-23; 12:12,19

In the following passages Paul either 
responds to allegations that have been 
made against him or illustrates the im-
peccable nature of his conduct towards 
them (which implicitly serves the same 
goal). He is not inferior to any alleged 
‘super-apostles’(!) or deceitful false 
apostles who pretend to operate on the 
same terms as he. 

• 1:12-13,17,24; 2:17; 3:1-2; 4:1-5; 
5:11-14; 6:3,11-12; 7:2; 8:20-21; 
10:2,10; 11:5-9,12-15; 12:11-17; 
13:1,3

You and Us
One useful lens through which to look at 2 Corinthians is the interplay between Paul 
and the apostles on the one hand (‘I, me, we, us’), and the Corinthians on the other 
(‘you’). In sentence after sentence Paul meticulously shows how ‘we’ (Paul and the 
apostles) have sacrificed themselves for ‘you’ (the Corinthians), and want nothing but 
the best. He does this to cast aside all aspersion and to illustrate his sincerity and the 
propriety of his emotions and his work on their behalf. In the first seven chapters alone 
there are something like 38 of these sentences; here are ten of them as illustration:

• If we are afflicted/comforted it is for your comfort and salvation; you are comforted 
when you endure our sufferings 1:6

• We behaved with simplicity and sincerity toward you 1:12
• You partially acknowledged us; you will boast of us and we of you 1:14
• We do not lord it over your faith but work with you for your joy 1:24
• I wrote to you to let you know the love I have for you 2:4
• Do we need letters of recommendation to you or from you? You are our letter, 

written on our hearts 3:2
• Death is at work in us but life in you 4:12
• We are not commending ourselves to you again but giving you cause to boast 

about us 5:12
• I rejoice because you were grieved into repenting; you suffered no loss through 

us 7:9



The Second Letter to the Corinthians 3© 2009 www.bibletoolshed.com r1.1

greatly comforted that some measure of a positive relation-
ship has been restored between himself and the ecclesia, and 
is greatly comforted in all his sufferings for them (‘comfort’ 
becomes a watchword for the letter). 

2. It makes arrangements for the future. Paul is sending Titus 
and another brother to collect money for the poor saints in 
Jerusalem, as he had originally outlined in 1 Corinthians. 
The long-winded way in which he prepares them for this 
collection (both encouraging them to give and setting out 
the protocol for the collection itself) suggests some degree 
of anxiety that it might not happen or might be sabotaged 
in some way (by criticisms of dishonesty or ulterior motive 
on Paul’s part?). Paul also wants to prepare them for Ti-
tus’ visit, and to prepare them for his own visit beyond that 
(12:20,21; 13:1,2,10). 

3. It issues reminders of the need to avoid false doctrine (11:4) 
and sexual immorality (12:21), and to prepare for the com-
ing day of judgment. These are relatively minor references 
– almost in passing - but each recalls 1 Corinthians. 

4. It tackles the question of Paul’s authority and the nature 
of the relationship between Paul and the ecclesia. This is a 
major, major theme in the letter and one which Paul takes in 
two directions: 

Negatively, or defensively, Paul asserts his right to be heard, 
respected, imitated and obeyed as an apostle. In contrast he 
attacks or rebuts those who would discredit him, reject him, or 
question his sincerity - and threatens to set them straight. As an 
apostle he has every right to make demands of believers and to 
command respect. 

Positively, he describes how he has not used those ‘rights’, but 
longs only to serve them as his brothers and sisters, spending 
himself and being spent for their comfort and glorification. He 
stresses that all he does in his apostolic mission is for them and 
for the other believers, suffering persecution and trial for the 
benefit of their faith and edification. This, he argues, is what 
apostleship is about. It is about submitting oneself and giving 

Some Key Vocabulary
• Weak(ness), Strong/strength
• Confidence, boast(ing), glory(ing), 

rejoicing
• Commend
• Comfort, affliction, suffering
• Fool, wise

Catchwords
Sometimes Paul appears to quote say-
ings that were being used as catch-
words and rallying cries by his audience 
(in particular by his opponents). Some of 
these include the phrases: 

• All things are lawful – 6:12; 10:23
• It is good for a man not to ‘touch’ 

(= have sexual relations with) a 
woman – 7:1

• We all have knowledge – 8:1 (cf 
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oneself wholeheartedly for the work and for the needs of others. 
Implicitly, he encourages them to enter into the apostles’ exam-
ple of suffering, service and self-sacrifice. 

Of these four points, 1 and 2 are relatively straightforward and 
evident from the text (Paul devotes plenty of space to them), 
whereas item 3 is more ‘in passing’. Item 4 is, I think, the most 
significant, for it is complex, pervades the whole letter, and un-
derpins virtually everything Paul says. It also overlaps consider-
ably with items 1 and 2. 

Suffering and comfort 
We can begin to explore some of these themes in more detail by 
looking at Paul’s opening passage (after the salutation, that is):

“Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, the 
Father of mercies and God of all comfort, who comforts us in 
all our affliction, so that we may be able to comfort those who 
are in any affliction, with the comfort with which we ourselves 
are comforted by God. For as we share abundantly in Christ’s 
sufferings, so through Christ we share abundantly in comfort 

too. If we are afflicted, it is for your 
comfort and salvation, and if we are 
comforted, it is for your comfort, 
which you experience when you 
patiently endure the same sufferings 
that we suffer. Our hope for you is 
unshaken, for we know that as you 
share in our sufferings, you will also 
share in our comfort.” (1:3-7 ESV)

The opening emphasis, then, is clearly one of comfort in afflic-
tion. Paul is used to affliction as an apostle (it comes with the 
territory – see panel), but through it he comes, paradoxically, to 
experience the comfort of God and to rejoice in His salvation. 
This was exactly the same process that Jesus went through, so 
Paul is ‘glad’ to experience it himself. 

The Afflictions of an Apostle
1:8-10  Afflictions in Asia
4:7-12  Always being given over to death for Jesus’ sake
4:5,12,15 Sacrificing self for other believers
4:16-17; 5:2,4 Weaknesses of human nature
6:4-10  Beatings, imprisonments, riots, labours, etc
7:4-6  Fighting, affliction, fear
11:23-33  Labours, imprisonments, 40 stripes save 1
12:10  Weaknesses, insults, hardships
12:15  Spending and being spent for others
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Just as Jesus’ sufferings were in significant sense on behalf of 
others, so it is with Paul. He is glad to suffer for them (1:6; 
4:5,12,15; 11:7; 13:9); he is happy to be humiliated so that they 
might be exalted. This is all part of the self-sacrifice that lies at 
the heart of the gospel message, and why it is both ironic and 
painful that Paul should have to ‘boast’ about himself and his 
sufferings/achievements in order to justify and legitimize him-
self before them!

But although Paul may wish the Corinthians to rejoice and be 
exalted, they too have had to walk in the path of suffering, fol-
lowing the apostle, and following Christ. Paul’s taking them 
to task and bringing them to their senses regarding the many 
areas of their doctrinal and practical misconduct in his previous 
letters and visits has caused them sorrow, suffering and pain. 
Having to deal with the case of incest – such pain and trauma at 
the very heart of ecclesial and family life! – has humbled them 
and brought them sorrow. Paul explains this process in detail in 
7:6-16. 

But this sorrow has actually been good for them. In 1 Corinthi-
ans there was clearly a problem of over-confidence, pride, self-
reliance; the godly sorrow that these painful circumstances have 

Links to 1 Corinthians
Given that 1 and 2 Corinthians were written in a pretty short space of time to the same ecclesia, which has had such big doc-
trinal and practical issues to deal with, it is not surprising that there are close links between the two letters. Some of these are 
as follows (there are probably many more):
       1 Cor   2 Cor
 Collection for the saints    ch. 16   chs. 8-9
 The case of incest    5:1-7   2:5-10; 7:12
 Coming judgment     eg 3:13-15  5:10
 Body as temple; Christ is in you   3:16; 6:19  6:16
 Paul’s authority questioned and defended  4:1,3,8,15,21; ch. 9 eg 3:1-6; 7:1
 Role of apostles     3:9,10; 4:9-13  4:7-12; 6:4-10
 Boasting and humility    eg ch. 2; 3:21; 5:6 eg chs 9-11
 In vain      eg ch 15 (6x)  6:1; 9:3
 Strength and weakness     1:25; 2:3; 15:43  12:9; 13:4
 Paul’s unpaid ministry     ch. 9 (esp 9:1-15)  eg 11:7,8
 Wisdom / the wise     eg ch. 1, 2  1:12; 11:19; 13:9
 Unity       1:10,13; 3:3,4  13:11
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brought about is altogether more Christlike, and looks, at last, as 
though it might repair the breaches in the relationship between 
Paul and the Corinthians. There is considerable emphasis on 
this relationship throughout the letter (see the PANEL), and in 
a staggering verse (7:12) Paul claims that the whole episode 
has been primarily about resolving this. The sorrow, then, has 
brought a wonderful comfort in its wake, for both the Corin-
thians and Paul, and he now anticipates and prays that in his 
forthcoming visit they may all be able to bask in the fellowship 
of this comfort. Paul begins his letter with comfort, as we have 
seen, and he ends it there too (13:11). 

Danger!
But there are still huge risks of it all going wrong. Though it 
seems that much has been resolved, Paul is evidently walking 
on eggshells (8:8,10, for example). Although the majority of 
the ecclesia has accepted the wisdom of Paul’s advice and even 
his anger, there is a risk that the battle is not completely won. 
In some quarters animosity towards Paul is still strong. Hence, 
although the letter begins with comfort (1:3) and ends with it 
(13:11), most of chapter 13 consists of warning and threat. Paul 
doesn’t want to have to make another ‘painful’ visit in which he 
must set them straight, which is why there is still a good amount 
of warning and plain-speaking in this letter (13:10 – he writes 
severely so he will not have to be that way in person and so 
that they can focus on positive fellowship at that time; cf 2:3; 
10:9-11; 11:5-7). In 13:2-4 he shows he is quite prepared to deal 
severely with those who reject his authority; they may claim that 
he is powerful in letter but weak when present (10:1-2, but he is 
prepared to be stern in presence if they force him to it. 

Paul returns again and again, therefore, to his authority from 
God as an apostle. He is the one who taught them the gospel 
and officiated at the betrothal (as it were) between themselves 
and Christ (this is the startling figure of 11:2). The attempts of 
some of them to assassinate his character and dispute his author-
ity force him to justify himself in this way, and to illustrate the 
extent of his sacrifice on their behalf. This is the reason for his 
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‘foolish boasting’. 

It is apparent that there are some very particular allegations 
which have been leveled against Paul. The PANEL highlights 
the passages from which a comprehensive picture of these ac-
cusations can be assembled. Paul not only responds to these but 
also goes to great lengths to illustrate the scrupulously upright 
and unimpeachable nature of his conduct towards them at all 
stages of their relationship. 

2 Corinthians Today
In short, Paul has to walk a fine line in 2 Corinthians between 
celebrating what appears to be the resolving of so many issues 
on the one hand – rejoicing in the comfort of their restored rela-
tionship and the healing process, in other words – and between 
threatening and re-emphasising his authority and preparedness 
to exercise it if necessary on the other. Paul alludes to past, cur-
rent and future plans and visits in this letter perhaps more than 
in any other, and he is very concerned to hit the right tone in 
this letter so that the visit of Titus and, later, his own visit, can 
be visits of fellowship, edification and joy. His goal in this is the 
very highest, and is a tremendous example in the conducting of 
ecclesial affairs. 

More widely, though, Paul wants to teach the Corinthians that 
the principle of suffering or humiliation followed by comfort 
and joy is woven into the fabric of the gospel message – and it is 
a thoroughly good thing when this is lived out and experienced 
in the life of a believer. As an apostle (with all the hardships that 
entails – laid out more forcefully here than anywhere else in the 
New Testament), he has experienced it at every turn and with 
every imaginable persecution. He has experienced it, in particu-
lar, in his relationship with the Corinthians, from the anguish 
he endured and the comfort he now feels. And they have expe-
rienced it too! The last few years (their first years as believers!) 
have been turbulent with such difficult moral and spiritual chal-
lenges to face. But if they can learn and grow from this, then 
they too will have entered into the sufferings of the gospel for 
Christ’s sake. And that is something to boast about. 
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Appendix: Additional Material
Us (I / they) / you

• If we are afflicted/comforted it is for your comfort and salvation  1:6
• You are comforted when you endure our sufferings 1:6
• You share in our sufferings and our comfort 1:7
• We do not want you to be ignorant 1:8 
• You must help us by prayer 1:11
• We behaved with simplicity and sincerity toward you 1:12
• I hope you will acknowledge what we write to you 1:13
• You partially acknowledged us 1:14
• You will boast of us and we of you 1:14
• Our word to you has not been yes and no 1:18
• We proclaim Jesus Christ among you 1:19
• God establishes us with you 1:21
• We do not lord it over your faith but work with you for your joy 1:24
• I felt sure of all of you, that my joy would be the joy of you all 2:3
• I wrote to you to let you know the love I have for you 2:4
• I beg you to reaffirm your love 2:8
• I wrote to test you to know if you are obedient 2:9
• Whom you forgive I also forgive 2:10
• Do we need letters of recommendation to you or from you? 3:1
• You are our letter, written on our hearts 3:2
• You are a letter from Christ delivered by us 3:3
• We proclaim Jesus, with ourselves as your servants for Jesus sake 4:5
• Death is at work in us but life in you 4:12
• He will bring us with you into his presence 4:14
• What we are is known to God and I hope also to your conscience 5:11
• We are not commending ourselves to you again but giving you cause to 

boast about us 5:12
• If we are in our right mind it is for you 5:13
• We implore you on behalf of Christ, be reconciled to God 5:20
• Working together with him, we appeal to you 6:1
• We have spoken freely to you, Corinithians; our heart is wide open 6:11
• You are not restricted by us 6:12
• Make room in your hearts for us 7:2
• I do not say this to condemn you; you are in our hearts, to die together 

and to live together 7:3
• I am acting with great boldness toward you, I have great pride in you 7:4
• God comforted our hearts………….by you, your longing, mourning, and 

zeal for me 7:7
• Even if I made you grieve with my letter, I do not regret it 7:8
• I rejoice because you were grieved into repenting; you suffered no loss 

through us 7:9
• I wrote in order that your earnestness for us might be revealed to you 
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7:12
• We rejoiced because Titus spirit has been refreshed by you all 7:13
• My boasts to Titus about you (were true) just as everything we said to 

you was true 7:14
• Titus affection for you is greater as he remembers your obedience 7:15
• We want you to know brothers…………8:1

Other ideas from the letter for possible development

Comfort /oppression

Letters / repentance

Giving self now; sacrifice
Minister / serve vocab
Role of apostles

Commendation / self-justification
Beyond reproach / accusation
FOC preaching (itself attacked 12:16)
They seek proof of Paul 13:3

Sending of Titus
Prepare for Paul’s visit
When I come 12:20,21; 13:1,10
Second visit 13:2

Collection (v long-winded; anxious it might not happen)

Bold in letter / absence; humble in presence
Threat of being otherwise

Threat of another Jesus 11:4
11:12-13 attack on false apostles

Super-apostles

Still sex / immorality ongoing 12:21
Will deal with 13:2


