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John MacArthur has said, “The call to the ministry is an invitation to 

unparalleled blessing and unequaled privilege. But at the same time is an 

invitation to discouragement, difficulty, sorrow, pain, and despair. Every 

pastor, no matter how richly blessed his ministry may be, knows those dark 

times when he is disheartened and downcast.”1 The apostle Paul described 

his ministry as “sorrowful yet always rejoicing” (2Cor 6:10). Why is this? 

Because while we rejoice in the sin-crucifying, death-defying, live-giving 

power of the gospel that turns enemies of God into children of God and 

sinners into saints, we are still on the battlefield where sin wages war 

against the soul and where Satan steals, kills, and destroys. So we minister 

out of broken-hearted joy. We live by faith, yes, expecting answered prayer! 

But we also carry the grief of seeing sin’s deadly affect eating people alive, 

like spiritual leprosy.  

 

But of course, this sorrow-laden rejoicing is not isolated to the pastor’s life. 

If you are a genuine Christian, compassionately engaged in peoples’ lives for 

the sake of the gospel, you too are walking by faith and singing for joy in a 

river of sorrow. Sometimes the water in the river of sorrow is knee deep 

and sometimes it is deep enough that you can’t touch the bottom and you 

are forced to swim. But as long as you walk or swim by faith, you have a 

song of joy to sing.  

 

What I have discovered is that I can get momentarily disillusioned when I 

expect to walk on a dry river bottom without the resistance of sorrow in life 

and ministry. I forget that Jesus, who never had a lapse of joyful 

confidence/faith in His Father, was also a man of sorrow acquainted with 

grief. If ever we see a true pastor’s heart, a true shepherd’s heart, its Jesus 

who wept over Jerusalem, sweat drops of blood, and for the joy set before 

Him, endured the cross.2   

 
1 John MacArthur. The MacArthur New Testament Commentary: 2 Corinthians, pg. 

63.  

 

As we come to the end of 2 Corinthians 2, Paul is expressing both His 

concern and his consolation regarding his ministry to the Corinthians. Last 

week we saw how Paul swam in sorrow (sorrow 7 x’s in vs. 1-7) and now in 

vs. 13 he adds to that his anxiety. Yet Paul will proceed to be consoled in the 

ultimate triumph of God in vs. 14-16. And in all of this, Paul is seeking to 

teach the Corinthians, through His life, that in the way of the cross, God 

displays His triumph, power, and grace through servants of weakness, 

dependence, and humility.   

 

As we dive into our passage, it may be beneficial for you to ask yourself 

what your expectations are of the Christian life. Be careful of only wanting 

to be known as a person of strength and competence for whom life is 

working like a well-oiled machine. Not only is that unrealistic, it is naïve to 

the fact that God often purposes to work through you in moments of 

weakness that require dependence on God’s grace, and always through a 

heart of humility. This is where the Corinthians had to adjust their 

expectations. They expected Paul as an apostle, armed with the Spirit’s 

power, to be impressive and eloquent, riding above the trials of life. They 

had forgotten that ours is the way of the cross, following a crucified 

Messiah.  

 

Paul’s Concern (2 Cor 2:12-13) 

 

[12-13] The background to vs. 12-13 is that Paul had had a bitter 

confrontation with a man in the Corinthian church who was slandering Paul, 

undermining his ministry and discrediting his message. The situation was so 

volatile that Paul left Corinth and sent Titus to deliver a severe letter of 

rebuke to the church, hoping to win them to repentance and restore his 

influence for the gospel.  

 

In the meantime, Paul traveled to Troas where he expected to meet up with 

Titus and began preaching the gospel which proved to be fruitful. When vs. 

12 says, “a door was opened for me in the Lord” it means the Spirit of God 

2 Matt 23:37; Luke 22:44; Hebrews 12:2 



was working through the gospel message. Paul was having a fruitful ministry 

of evangelism. Yet vs. 13 goes on to say that Paul “had no rest for [his] spirit. 

In other words, Paul was so distracted and anxious to hear how the 

Corinthians had responded to his letter that he left a fruitful ministry of 

evangelism to go to Macedonia in hope of getting Titus’s report. Paul’s 

whole purpose and passion in life was to preach the gospel and win people 

to Christ. Yet his pastoral heart was so torn by his concern for repentance 

and reconciliation among the Corinthians, that Paul suspended his fruitful 

ministry in Troas to learn of the Corinthians’ response to his letter.  

 

Let me suggest 3 take-aways from vss. 12-13:  

� Love is not content to be estranged from a Christian brother or 

sister (vs. 13). Paul had “no rest for his spirit.” He would not be 

content until he knew that the truth was taking hold and 

reconciliation was in progress.  

� We should do everything we can to appropriate the reconciling 

peace of the gospel in our relationships (vs. 13). Paul not only 

confronted their sin in person and with a letter written from 

“anguish of heart” with “many tears” (vs. 4), he even suspended his 

ministry out of deep care and love for the Corinthians. Paul is 

modeling what he wrote in Romans 12:18: “If possible, so far as it 

depends on you, be at peace with all men.” “As far as it depends on 

you” means speaking the truth in love, praying for repentance, 

being motivated by restoration, and being ready to forgive.  

� We cannot hurt one another without also hindering the 

advancement of God’s kingdom (vs 13). Paul took a leave from 

Troas. Whenever we must put our energy into resolving conflict in 

the church (and we must!), we are being detracted from our 

primary mission of the reaching the lost. On the other hand, true 

gospel-spirited reconciliation between believers demonstrates the 

power of God’s grace to a watching world.  

 

Paul’s Consolation (2 Cor 2:14-17) 

 

In vs. 14 Paul abruptly turns from his broken-hearted anxiety over the 

Corinthians to joyful praise to God. So here’s Paul standing chest-deep in 

the river of sorrow with his hands raised, singing joyful praise to God.  

 

Where does the joy come from? Some suggest his joy is the result of Titus’s 

report of the Corinthians. And while his report is a great source of relief, 

Paul doesn’t specifically mention it until chapter [7:4-7]. When we carefully 

examine Paul’s praise in chapter 2, it seems that Paul’s praise is not merely 

based on circumstances with the Corinthians but on the God who reigns 

over the river of circumstances.  

 

In vs. 14-16, Paul uses two metaphors to paint a picture for the Corinthians. 

The first is in [vs. 14]. The imagery used here is of a great Roman general 

coming back from battle and leading an elaborate victory procession 

through the streets of Rome in which he paraded his death-bound captives 

in chains, humiliated by the on-looking crowds.  

 

What’s so striking about this picture is that Paul sees himself not as a 

victorious soldier in the parade but as one conquered and captured by God. 

In fact, the only other time the NT uses the word translated “to lead in 

triumph” (or “triumphal procession”—ESV) is in Col 2:15 in which the cross 

disarmed the Satanic rulers and authorities and Christ made a public display 

of them, having triumphed over them. Shockingly, Paul is using the word to 

refer to himself in the same sense.  

 

In what sense could Paul see himself as captured or conquered by God? 

Remember, that Paul (like all believers) was once a hostile enemy of God. 

Paul was not a seeker; he was a persecutor of the church. But God abruptly 

and miraculously snatched Paul from the kingdom of darkness and brought 

him into the kingdom of light (Col 1:13-14). Paul’s most common way to 

refer to himself now, is a bondslave of Jesus Christ who is on a road of dying 

to self (Gal 2:20). In 1 Corinthians 4:9 Paul said, “It seems to me that God 

has put us apostles on display at the end of the procession, like men 

condemned to die in the arena. We have been made a spectacle to the 

whole universe, to angels as well as to men.” Yet Paul rejoices not only 

because God is the sovereign, triumphal leader, but because He is a just, 

righteous, benevolent King who leads them in His life-giving reign.  

 

What’s unique about God’s triumphal procession is that the conquered 

slaves are rescued from a malevolent kingdom and taken captive by the love 



and mercy of a benevolent King who rescues them unto life. The world 

distains them with humiliation, but God works through our humiliation and 

suffering in the world to demonstrate the magnificence of His grace and 

power.  

 

Believers, our identity is that of a bondservant of Christ who has gladly 

surrendered to His benevolent life-giving reign. As His servants, we will 

suffer hostility from the world as Satan wars against us, but God intends to 

showcase His grace and power through our humility and suffering as 

portraits of the cross of Christ. We have been conquered by God to triumph 

in Christ! The way of victory is through self-surrender. God’s love reveals 

that “deliverance can only come from the defeat of the old life. God rescues 

us by shattering the fortified walls of our own strength, wisdom, and [self-

righteousness] and making us [mercy-owned] slaves of Christ.”3 

 

Paul concludes vs. 14 by rejoicing that wherever he goes and whatever 

suffering he endures, God is faithful through his suffering to manifest the 

sweet aroma of the knowledge of God, where in Corinth or Macedonia or 

Troas. Do you see here that the most important thing is not where we go or 

what we do or what we experience. The most important thing is how God’s 

grace and presence is manifested through our lives wherever we are and in 

whatever we endure.  

 

Let me summarize some take-aways from vs. 14:  

� Our encouragement must be sustained by looking to God 

regardless of our circumstances (14). The discouraged pastor and 

the discouraged Christian are ones who behold their circumstances 

at the expense of beholding the God of all comfort. Living by faith 

means standing in the river of sorrow and singing, “Thanks be to 

God…” Do you see Paul preaching to himself here?  

� God is sovereign over the ‘success’ and suffering of His children 

(14). “Thanks be to God who always leads us.” He reigns over the 

river of blessing and the river of sorrow simultaneously.  

 
3 David Garland, The New American Commentary: 2 Corinthians, pg. 146.  

� For the believer, defeat is the pathway to victory when the self-life 

is conquered through the cross (14). Surrender is the key to a 

victorious life. Anything less, is cosmic rebellion.  

� The believer’s self-surrendered life and sufferings for Christ are the 

means by which the world is attracted to the knowledge of God 

(14). You may not be able to choose your suffering, but you can 

choose a surrendered life through which Christ can been seen.  

 

Now Paul uses a second metaphor in [vss. 15-16]. The imagery here is one 

of Old Testament sacrifice which finds its climactic fulfillment in the self-

sacrifice of Christ. Like the soothing aroma of incense or meat on the grill, so 

our lives are to give off the sweet fragrance of Christ that pleases God so 

that the people around us can be drawn to the presence of Christ in our 

lives. In a word, we are to carry the attractiveness of Christ in our lives.  

 

Yet Paul reminds us that not everyone will be attracted to the fragrance of 

Jesus in us and this will be heart-breaking. To some we will be the aroma of 

death to death while to others an aroma of life to life. In other words, some 

will hear the gospel of God’s mercy and forgiveness in Christ, and they will 

sense the aroma of life in the death of Christ and accept Him. But when 

others see and hear the gospel, they will only sense death in the aroma of 

the cross because they do not want to yield their independent lives to 

Christ. They do not want to die to sin and self and so they only smell death. 

They fail to sense the aroma of life and joy and mercy and forgiveness. The 

sobering reality is that while our ministry of the Gospel will draw some to 

life in Jesus, it will repel others to reject Him resulting in death for them and 

heartbreak for us.  

 

Here’s our take-away from vss. 15-16:  

� The believer’s life and message will both entice and repel others in 

the way of the cross (15-16). Remain faithful when faithfulness is 

heart-breaking.  

 

So Paul asks, who is adequate for these things (16)? In other words, who is 

adequate to bear Christ-like afflictions and weakness with faith, knowing 



that our gospel will result in either life or death for those who hear? On the 

one hand, no one is adequate for that weighty ministry apart from the grace 

of God. Yet on the other hand, Paul is making another point. Those least 

qualified for the ministry of the gospel are those in vs. 17 who peddle the 

word of God. That is, they use it for personal gain like a street hawker selling 

an imitation product, much like the false apostles in Corinth who reshaped 

the gospel to appeal more readily to desires of the flesh.  

 

Paul’s ministry, however, is characterized by human weakness in need of 

the power of God. His ministry is characterized by suffering and humiliation 

which more closely emulates the life and death of Christ. Paul says in vs. 17, 

he speaks from “sincerity.” Not using the gospel for personal gain but 

sincerely motivated by love for God and compassion for sinners. Paul 

preached the gospel at the expense of personal suffering—that’s sincerity.  

 

He also preached as “from God” (17). Not self-directed, but in obedience to 

God as His bondservant. Furthermore, Paul says he preached “in Christ” 

(17), meaning his ministry was in the power, strength, and authority of 

Christ. Earlier in 1Cor 2:2-5, Paul testified, “I determined to know nothing 

among you except Jesus Christ and Him crucified. I was with you in weakness 

and in fear and in much trembling, and my message and my preaching were 

not in persuasive words of human wisdom but in demonstration of the 

Spirit’s power so that your faith would not rest on the wisdom of men but on 

the power of God.”  

 

Finally, Paul says in vs. 17 that his preaching was in the sight of God. Paul 

was aware that He was accountable to God as His judge.  

 

Here’s our take-aways from vs. 17: 

� All ministry is to be done not for selfish gain, but with sincerity as 

stewards of God’s message, by the authority of Christ (not 

ourselves), and with accountability to God as our Judge (17).  

 

Perhaps we could summarize today’s message this way: As stewards of the 

gospel, we must not be deterred by sorrow from rejoicing in God’s grace to 

manifest the fragrance of Christ through our lives wherever we are and in 

whatever we endure.  

 

Let me ask you this morning, when you hear the gospel (good news) that 

Jesus, the Son of God, died in your place, bearing the death sentence of 

your sin, so that you could have the shackles of sin cut off, be forgiven by 

God’s mercy, and reconciled to God for eternal life, do you sense the aroma 

of life or of death? If surrendering your life to Christ smells like death to you, 

then know for certain that you are on the road to death. But the love of God 

provides an exit ramp to the cross where death becomes the doorway to 

abundant life.  

 

Let me leave you with the words of A.W. Tozer: “The cross will cut into our 

lives where it hurts worst, sparing neither us nor our carefully cultivated 

reputations. It will defeat us and bring our selfish lives to an end….The cross 

is rough, and it is deadly, but it is effective. It does not leave its victim 

hanging there forever. There comes a moment when its work is finished and 

its suffering victim dies. After that is resurrection joy and power, and the 

pain is forgotten for joy that the veil is taken away and we have entered in 

actual spiritual experience the presence of the living God.”  

 


