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The Corinthians have found themselves caught between competing voices. 

Paul’s voice, as he commends the gospel to them, and the voice of self-

appointed false apostles who have discredited Paul with slander by mocking 

his many afflictions and questioning his sincerity.  

The danger, of course, is that while Paul’s message is the true gospel and his 

ministry resembles the suffering and rejection of Jesus Himself, many in the 

Corinthians church had been pulled away by smooth-talking opponents of 

the gospel.  So Paul, seeking to win back the affections of the Corinthians, 

lists 28 characteristics of his ministry that overwhelmingly demonstrate his 

authenticity so that God’s grace through the gospel would not be dismissed 

as mere vanity. 

This begs a question of us this morning. What qualities about a person’s life 

and ministry impress us as genuine? Of the hundreds of voices we have 

access to today, how will you discern which are trustworthy? Those who are 

apparently successful with a significant following who appear to have God’s blessing? Or 

those characterized by perseverance through hardship, sacrifice in service, purity and 

integrity in relating to others; those who rely on the influence of God’s word and refuse to 

forfeit truth to gain a following?  

Scripture Reading: 2Corinthians 6:1-13 

A careful examination of Paul’s example points to 5 characteristics of a 

genuine Christian witness:  

 

1. An authentic Christian witness endures suffering (2Cor 6:4).  

 

Paul begins vs. 4 by saying, “we commend ourselves as servants of God in 

much endurance…” In other words, endurance (perseverance) was 

characteristic of Paul’s life and ministry. What did he endure? Afflictions, 

hardships, and distresses (4). These are the kinds of trouble that are 

common to mankind through one’s lifetime. Yet, Paul’s ministry led him to 

experience more rather than less.  Afflictions (or troubles) have to do with 

 
1 Linda Belleville, IVP NT Commentary: 2 Corinthians, pg. 167.  

the external pressures and internal anxieties of life. Hardships involve 

calamity or pain, whereas distresses refer to those circumstances that make 

you feel like you are being squeezed in a vice with no way of escape.1 

 

These things are not unique to a Christian’s life, but believers can 

demonstrate a commendable witness as they cling to Christ and experience 

God’s grace and faithfulness through them. Endurance is a Christian trait. In 

fact, endurance is the very quality God is seeking to develop in the believer 

through life’s troubles. James 1:3 says, “the testing of your faith produces 

endurance” and this endurance, James goes on to say, leads to maturity (cf. 

Heb 10:36; 12:1). Ben recently ran a half-marathon. That’s an impressive 

accomplishment. But in order to get there he had to build up his endurance. 

He had to be able to endure 7 miles before he could endure 9, then 11 and 

finally 13 miles. In a similar way, God is using life’s troubles to strengthen 

our endurance of faith.  

 

In Paul’s life afflictions, hardships, and distresses were not only a means to 

personal spiritual growth, however, they were also a way of authenticating 

his witness. The same is true for us. Your hardships are not just about you or 

even about your relationship with God. They are also an opportunity for 

others to see the integrity of your witness when you are put to the test, an 

opportunity for others to see God’s grace actively working in your life.   

 

We must undergo a change of perspective from viewing our problems with 

a mere survival mentality to viewing them as opportunities for growth and 

witness. We tend to think that general suffering gives us an excuse to 

respond to our circumstances with a negative attitude or to pepper people 

with negative words. But in reality, God entrusts difficult circumstances as a 

sort of stewardship so that we can experience and display His grace in our 

lives. What affliction or hardship or distress are you currently facing? Don’t 

respond as though God’s grace is vain. Its so easy to be passive when life 

hurts. But don’t be. Pray! Press into the Lord! Seek the perspective of His 

Word.   

 



When trouble comes: 1) Ask, “What would a faith-response to this look like? 

2) Pray, disciplining yourself to trust God as a steward of the situation that 

has been entrusted to you (“God entrusted this to me to trust Him with.”). 3) 

When you experience God’s grace and faithfulness, tell your story (tell your 

neighbors and co-workers the same way you tell me).  

 

2. An authentic Christian witness endures persecution (2Cor 6:5a).  

 

In vs. 5, Paul’s endurance goes beyond the normal troubles of life to include 

beatings, imprisonments, and tumults (riots). We know from chapter 11 

that Paul was beaten innumerable times by those who were hostile to his 

faith. He was flogged 5 times, beaten with rods 3 times, and even stoned 

(11:23-25). The book of Philippians was written from a prison cell, and the 

book of Acts records at least 9 cities where Paul experienced riots because 

he preached the gospel of grace.2  

 

Persecution is painful. It strikes fear in the hearts of those who face it. Yet 

faithfulness in the face of fire is the most potent expression we can give of 

the worth of Christ. When a person insults or threatens you for your faith, 

the very next thing you do is the most important. Pray, remember the cross, 

and ask God how you can practically love the person in return (Mt 5:44: 

“love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you”). The world may 

need to prick you to see the genuineness of grace come out of you. And the best training 

ground is your home, your marriage, your siblings—“Lord, help me bleed grace today when I 

get pricked.”  

 

3. An authentic Christian witness serves sacrificially (2Cor 6:5b).  

 

There is an element of endurance in the Christian life that is self-induced as 

the result of self-discipline and sacrificial service. We see this in verse 5 

where Paul endures “labors, sleeplessness, and hunger.” Paul not only 

worked hard at ministry itself (including strenuous and dangerous travel), 

he also referred to working night and day to support himself (1Thess 2:9). In 

1Cor 9, Paul clarified that it was appropriate for the church to support him, 

 
2 Pisidian, Antioch, Iconium, Lystra, Philippi, Thessalonica, Corinth, Ephesus, and 

Jerusalem (Acts 13:50; 14:5, 19; 16:22; 18:12; 19:23; 21:27) [see Kent Hughes, 

2Corinthians: Power in Weakness (Preaching the Word Series), pg. 133.  

but he didn’t want money to hinder his offer of the gospel. Later, in 2Cor 

11:27, Paul said, “I have been in labor and hardship, through many sleepless 

nights, in hunger and thirst, often without food, in cold and exposure.” Paul 

experienced hunger because he sometimes lacked food but here in 6:5 Paul 

uses a word that specifically refers to fasting. Paul’s devotion to ministry 

involved devotion to prayer and fasting along with hard work and at times 

being sleep deprived.  

 

I’m so thankful for so many who not only serve in our body but serve 

sacrificially. We encourage every believer to serve where they can joyfully 

and even sacrificially—not to merely keep our little ministry going, but 

ultimately because service is an integral means by which God’s grace flows 

through our lives (and leaves a ‘residue’ of grace on our lives). To those who have 

served sacrificially to the point of weariness, you have probably discovered 

that if you merely do it in the flesh, it will result in resentment. But when 

you give of yourself sacrificially as a response to God’s grace, it results in an 

imitation of Jesus’s ministry and gives off the aroma of life that comes from 

the cross.  

 

We need to serve others to serve Christ. And we need to serve Christ to 

cease serving ourselves. Don’t merely look for a place to serve so that you 

can check the box. Pray for God to give you a servant’s heart so that you 

serve in all you do.  

 

4. An authentic Christian witness models spiritual maturity and 

divine enabling (2Cor 6:6-7).  

 

Paul goes on in vs. 6 to describe how his ministry is commendable “in purity, 

in knowledge, in patience, in kindness, in the Holy Spirit, in genuine love, in 

the word of truth, in the power of God, by weapons of righteousness for the 

right and the left.”  

 



Our witness is not only the content of what we say—the gospel. It is also the 

character of our life that is being shaped by the gospel. Obviously, a life of 

impurity, being impatient or being unkind is a hindrance to effectively 

communicating the love of Christ.  

 

Our aim is to have a pure heart. A heart that has been shaped by the 

knowledge and insight that comes from diligently meditating on Scripture. A 

heart that relates to others with patience and kindness. In other words, a 

commendable or mature heart in ministry has a blameless aura about it 

because it is informed by God’s word and relates to people in selfless, 

serving manner. Or to use Paul’s language here, genuine love.  

 

It’s important to point out that genuine love, like patience and kindness, is a 

fruit of the Spirit. We will not exhibit the godly spirit of these relational 

qualities without the Holy Spirit’s active presence. That’s why I chose the 

phrase divine enabling to describe the believer’s ministry.  

 

Furthermore, the word of truth (7) is not our own ideas or opinions, but 

God’s Word. This coupled with “the power of God” in vs. 7 leads us to the 

conclusion that ministry is not about having personal influence on someone 

but rather about being a conduit through which God influences people’s 

lives as we depend on the Spirit’s power, communicate God’s word, and 

model Spirit-shaped character. By the way, when it came to dealing with the wayward 

Corinthians, “Paul’s frank but gentle criticism [was] one of the surest signs of his genuine love 

for them.”3 

 

Finally, Paul says in vs. 7 that his ministry is characterized by the weapons of 

righteousness in the right hand and left. Keep in mind that in combat, the 

right hand was used offensively with a weapon while the left was used 

defensively with a shield. Its hard not to think of Ephesians 6 where Paul 

exhorted us to take the sword of the Spirit which is the word of God along 

with the shield of faith. The point here in 2 Cor 6 is that Paul’s spiritual 

‘weapons’ were characterized by righteousness unlike his rival false apostles 

who relied on “domination, exploitation, and humiliation” (see 11:20).4 

 

 
3 David Garland, The New American Commentary: 2 Corinthians, pg. 309. 
4 Linda Belleville, IVP NT Commentary: 2 Corinthians, pg. 171.  

5. An authentic Christian witness embraces paradoxical living (2Cor 

6:8-10).  

 

Paradox was the best word I could come up with to describe Paul’s life. A 

paradox is something appears contradictory. [8-10] The point that Paul is 

making is that what is true of his life (from God’s perspective) is in conflict 

with how people often interpret his life (from a human perspective). To 

have a faithful witness, you must be willing to live with that fact that people 

will have conflicting interpretations of your life. This requires humility! 

 

For Paul this meant fully participating in the glory of Christ and the gospel 

yet suffering dishonor from the world. It meant being the subject of evil 

report from those who slandered him as a deceiver, while those who knew 

his true heart and character gave him a good report as truthful.  

 

When Paul says he was unknown, yet well-know in vs. 9, the idea is that 

while the world failed to truly recognize who he was (and regarded him as a 

nobody), Paul was well-known (truly known) by God which was all that 

mattered to him.5  

 

Furthermore, Paul says he is “regarded as dying,” yet alive; “punished, yet 

not put to death.” Remember in chapter 4 Paul said he was always caring 

about in his body the death of Jesus. He was “afflicted in every way, but not 

crushed…struck down but not destroyed.” All that Paul suffered and 

endured for the gospel had taken a sharp toll on his physical body, yet God 

had sustained Him, and no blow of man or Satan could destroy the true life 

of the Spirit within. So, Paul lives a seemingly defeated yet truly victorious 

life!  

 

Perhaps this is why Paul goes on in vs 10 to say he is “sorrowful yet always 

rejoicing.” This perfectly describes the Christian life on earth—at least it 

should. If we are not sorrowful, we are too adapted to the world. If we are 

not rejoicing, we are not yet adapted to the eternal. We are sorrowful 

because we grieve the rot and destruction that sin has born in our world. 

 
5 Ibid., pg. 172. 



Yet we rejoice persistently because the eternal, redemptive, joy-erupting, 

hope of Christ can not be extinguished from our hearts.  

 

Finally, Paul embraced the paradoxical life of being “poor yet making many 

rich, as having nothing yet possessing all things” (10). Paul was willing to 

embrace earthly poverty to spread the spiritual wealth of the gospel. He 

needed nothing in terms of earth’s possessions, yet he possessed all that he 

needed because his true wealth was found in Christ who reconciled Him to 

God, the source of provision for every present need and eternal blessing.  

 

As we take in vss. 8-10, we have to ask ourselves the question, “Am I willing 

to be unpopular, misunderstood, misrepresented, and ill-treated by the 

world to faithfully represent Christ to the world with my words and 

character? Am I willing to forego the pursuit of luxury to give others the true 

wealth of knowing Christ? Am I willing to not be a man-pleaser so I can 

serve men and women in truth? Am I willing to forego the applause of men, 

to have the applause of God? Am I willing to forego the fear of man to have 

the fear of God? Jesus said, “woe to you when all men speak well of you, for 

in the same way their fathers used to treat the false prophets” (Luke 6:26). 

An authentic witness for Christ will lead to a paradoxical life.  

 

Kent Hughes has pointed out that from a musical perspective, if you take all 

the negative halves of the paradoxes in vs. 8-10 and put them together, you 

end up with a dirge6: dishonor, evil report, deceivers, unknown, dying, 

punished, sorrowful, poor, having nothing. It sounds like a depressing 

funeral dirge in a minor key! But if you take all the positive halves of the 

paradoxes and put them together is sounds like a dance: glory, good report, 

true, well-known, alive, rejoicing, rich, possessing all things. So often a 

Christian’s life is like having two different music boxes playing at the same 

time (in different keys!). The question is, which one will dominate your 

perspective and your attitude? The present dirge of sorrow or the 

everlasting dance of rejoicing?  

 

 
6 Kent Hughes, 2 Corinthians: Power in Weakness (Preaching the Word series), pg. 

135.  

Now, having laid out all of these qualities of a commendable ministry and 

authentic witness which Paul himself has modeled, he urges the Corinthians 

to open wide their hearts to him as he as done for them. [11-13] 

 

Can you sense behind Paul’s words in vss. 1-13 some implied questions?   

� Can you fault us for stopping short of bringing the gospel to you at 

all cost?” Of course not. We went through all kinds of dangers and 

difficulties to bring the gospel to you.  

� Can you fault us for being deterred by the personal cost of 

persecution? No! We endured it.  

� Can you fault us for lacking Christ-like character or Divine enabling 

and influence in our ministry? No! We modeled it to you.  

� Can you fault us for being false prophets who only seek man’s 

approval? No! We spoke the truth in love.  

Beloved, this is our goal as well: “To give no cause for offense in anything so 

that our ministry will not be discredited, but in everything commending 

ourselves as servants of God” (vs. 3-4).  

 

 

  

 

 


