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Showdowns make for great westerns, but among the people of God they 

can not only result in death but also in divine judgment. Unfortunately, even 

the best spiritual leaders may need to face a showdown with rebellious 

individuals among God’s people. For example, in Numbers 16 Moses faced a 

rebellious coup when Korah, Dathan, and Abiram stirred up 250 other 

leaders to defiantly oppose Moses’ God-given leadership. They said, ‘you 

have gone far enough, Moses, we have had enough of your leadership.’ 

 

Moses told the rebel leaders to meet him the next day with fire in their 

censors and God would choose who would lead, adding in no uncertain 

terms, “you have gone far enough!” This is a showdown, and it will be 

settled not by flaming guns, but divine judgment.  

 

The next day as the rebellious company stood before Moses, he charged 

them with rebelling against the Lord, warned the other Israelites to distance 

themselves from the rebels, and as soon as Moses finished speaking, the 

ground opened up like an earthquake and swallowed the rebels and their 

households alive. What a dramatic display of how God vindicates those who 

fear Him, but those who distain the fear of the Lord will not stand.  

 

Well as we come to 2Cor 13, there is a showdown brewing between Paul 

and those who have chosen to follow the rebel, false teachers among the 

Corinthian church. But Paul, knowing the fear of the Lord, understands that 

the church must be purified of rebellion, yet he does everything he can to 

spare them from the judgment of God, even if it requires the painful 

measures of discipline, but not before one final call to repentance.  

 

So Paul concludes his letter to the Corinthians in 3 ways: 1) He assures them 

that he is coming with resolve to purity the church through proper 

discipline, 2) he issues a test of purity to establish the authenticity of his 

apostleship and those saved through his ministry, 3) he prays for a 

restoration of purity in the Corinthian church. Paul opens chapter 13 with a 

clear resolve to purity the church with any necessary discipline.  

 

1. Resolve for Purity (discipline): 2Cor 13:1-2 

 

[vs. 1-2] These are showdown words! Words of warning. When Paul says 

that he “will not spare anyone,” he is demonstrating his resolves to restore 

purity in the church. We know from the last verse of chapter 12, that Paul’s 

message is aimed at those who have repeatedly refused to repent of 

impurity, immorality, and sensuality. Notice, Paul has given them multiple 

opportunities to repent. This will be his 3rd visit. The first to plant the 

church, the second and third to correct problems in the church along with 3 

letters in between.  

 

The purpose of this warning is in hope that they will repent before he 

comes, eliminating the need for severe discipline. But if they persist in their 

rebellious sin, Paul tells them in no uncertain terms that he will act 

judiciously, having every fact confirmed by 2 or 3 witnesses. This encounter 

will not be based on rumors, opinions, emotions, or rhetoric—just 

confirmable facts. Like Jesus, Paul applies the OT rule of witnesses to not 

only verify the guilty but also to protect the innocent.  

 

Perhaps we should take this to heart in a time when the current social trend 

is to judge and condemn people on the basis of association or stereotype 

rather than on the basis of character and verified actions. Church, the Bible 

is our only source for true justice in the eyes of God.  

 

Having issued his resolve to restore purity in the church through any 

necessary discipline, Paul now issues a test—the test of purity or authenticity.  

 

2. Test of Purity (authenticity): 2Cor 13:3-6 

 

[vs. 3-6] Remember, the main topic is 2Cor is Paul’s defense of his 

apostleship in light of those who were injuring the church by slandering and 

undermining his leadership. They have been testing Paul, wanting proof that 

Christ was indeed working through him given all his human weakness and 

afflictions. They reasoned that Paul should demonstrate strength if Christ is 

working through Him, but they failed to recognize that Paul’s weakness was 

in harmony with Christ’s meekness on earth.  



 

So Paul clarifies in verse 4, that Christ was crucified in weakness—meaning 

the weakness of human frailty resulting in death—yet He lives again 

because of God’s resurrection power. In other words, God was working out 

His purposes and power through Jesus’ human weakness. Yet when Jesus 

returns in his second coming, it will be to judge those who have rejected 

Christ. In a similar way, Paul is saying that though he has appeared weak in 

all his sufferings for Christ, when he returns to Corinth he will display the 

strength of Christ in judging those who reject the Savior.  

 

Notice what is happening here. Paul is turning the tables on the Corinthians 

who had been testing him! Vs. 5: “Test yourselves to see if you are in the 

faith; examine yourselves! Or do you not recognize this about yourselves, 

that Jesus Christ is in you—unless indeed you fail the test?” How has Paul 

just turned the tables? Paul is saying, if you are indeed true believers 

indwelt with the Spirit of God, it confirms my apostleship is authentic 

because I first brought the gospel to you. Here’s the logic of the argument: If 

you do not fail the test because Christ is in you, then we too must not fail the 

test having brought Christ to you (6). 

 

There are two things happening here:  

 If they pass the test of true faith, then they themselves affirm the 

authenticity of Paul’s apostleship through the Spirit’s power in the 

gospel. The question of Paul’s authority and genuineness is settled.  

 If they do not pass the test, it’s because Christ is not in them, 

empowering them to bear the fruit of true repentance. Hence, they 

continue in their sin and are not truly a part of the church. 

 

Why does Paul issue this test? Is it to vindicate himself or to prove his critics 

are wrong? No. Paul issues the test because he wants them to pass the test, 

not for his own vindication or reputation, but because he wants them to be 

reconciled to God. And so, Paul goes on to pray that they be restored to 

God.  

 

3. Prayer for Purity (restoration): 2 Cor 13:7-10 

 

[7-8] Paul’s prayer is that the Corinthians will do what is right in God’s sight 

and the irony is that if they repent of their wrong, Paul will not need to 

discipline them with a strong hand and he will continue to appear only 

weak.  

 

[9] Paul was glad (he rejoiced) to be weak if it resulted in Christ being made 

strong in others. The original word translated complete here carries the idea 

of being restored (like restoring the walls of a city or mending fabric). Paul’s 

only desire is that they be restored in their relationship with God, even if it 

cost Paul a reputation of weakness.  

 

Paul concludes in vs. 10 that his whole purpose in writing this warning is 

because he wants them to repent so that he need not discipline them. He 

wants to use His God-given authority, not to tear them down, but to build 

them up.  

 

This should be the desire of every believer in whom Christ dwells. Even 

when dealing with those who have sinned against us, our aim should be to 

speak the truth in love, leaning on the power of Spirit through the gospel 

with every intent to see them reconciled to God so that ultimately they will 

be built up rather than torn down. Our goal as Christians is for men and 

women to be reconciled to God—even when our feelings get hurt or we are 

sinned against!  

 

Now let’s take a step back and see what we should learn and apply from this 

experience between Paul and the Corinthians.  

 

The purity of the church and the restoration of wayward believers is so 

critical that loving confrontation and even church discipline must be 

employed as we pray for God to graciously intervene by turning their hearts 

to true repentance.  And as we see here in 2Cor 13, this process requires a 

great deal of patience, proactive patience. Grace gives truth enough time to 

be accepted (obeyed), but grace does not allow truth to be avoided.  

 

But what if we ourselves are the ones caught in sin, resisting the call to 

repent? Paul’s call to test oneself, to examine yourself to see if you are in 

the faith points to a biblical truth that we dare not overlook. Persistent sin 



and insistence on one’s own way regardless of what God says, reveals a 

rebellious heart, and if it persists, bears witness to non-conversion, 

regardless of your religious background.  

 

Why? Because Christ in you will produce change. This is how we should 

think of the word conversion. Christ within, converts without. Let me remind 

you of what Paul said back in chapter 3: “whenever a person turns to the 

Lord, the veil [of hardness] is taken away.” Then Paul goes on to say to the 

believers in Corinth, “we all, with unveiled face, beholding as in a mirror the 

glory of the Lord, are being transformed into the same image from glory to 

glory… (2 Cor 3:16, 18). How does this happen? Chapter 4:6 says, 

“God…shone in our hearts to give the light of the knowledge of the glory of 

God in the face of Christ.”  

 

So spiritual rebirth is the result of God opening the eyes of our hearts by 

removing the veil of hardness from our hearts to see the glory of Christ, and 

in seeing Him, we are changed—transformed! Christ in you will produce 

change. What kind of change? Changed from a life of rebellion and sin to a 

life of repentance, faith, and obedience that results in an increasing 

resemblance to Jesus Himself.  

 

This is precisely why James says, “faith without works is dead” (James 2:26). 

True, living faith results in obedience. Or in the words of Jesus, “He who 

abides in Me and I in him, he bears much fruit” (Jn 15:5). Christ in you 

produces the fruit of faith-driven obedience.1 “If you love Me, you will keep 

My commandments (Jn 14:15). “If you continue in My word, then you are 

truly disciples of Mine; and you will know the truth and the truth will set 

you free” (Jn 8:31-32). 

 

We need to relinquish the notions of cheap grace, easy believism, 

repentant-less forgiveness.2 We must relinquish the notion that we can 

have the Spirit of power without impact, or that God’s future judgment is 

benign for those who presume upon His grace. If God is inconsequential to 

 
1 Scott Hafemann, “The NIV Application Commentary: 2 Corinthians,” pg. 506. 
2 Ibid., pg. 502. 

your daily life, if His truth is distant from your heart and his grace seems 

ordinary, if Christ seems common rather than precious,3 you would be wise 

to take Paul’s admonition to heart: Examine yourself. Test yourself to see if 

you are in the faith (2Cor 13:5).  

 

We must not assume that we are born again if we persistently replace the 

lordship of Christ with loyalty to sin. Christ will return to judge, and this is 

our time to repent. Don’t scorn the patience of God. None of us know the 

hour when our life will be called to account. The power of the gospel will be 

brought to bear on every person, either in salvation or in judgment. 

Therefore, we must examine ourselves, not merely looking back to a past 

experience, but honestly evaluating if Christ is actively working in me today, 

by the Spirit’s conviction of sin, and leading me through the struggle of my 

sin to the cross. 

 

What makes a message like this so hard to apply is that I don’t want to 

cause true believers struggling in the fight against sin to doubt the 

assurance of God’s grace. But nor do I want to comfort others with false 

security who have not been born again with the indwelling presence of 

Christ. Christ in you does not mean that you will no longer struggle with sin. 

Christ is you means that you will struggle against sin because it can no 

longer be truly at home in you without causing unrest.  

 

But what I can say to everyone here today is that if you examine yourself in 

the mirror of God’s word and you detect sin that alienates or distances you 

from God; And in seeing that sin, if you recognize that you have no power in 

yourself to purge that sin from yourself, then I urge you to turn and see 

Jesus, who in all His perfect purity as the Son of God, took upon Himself 

your sin and bore God’s judgment for it. Do you see Him? Do you believe 

with utter abandonment of any trust or pride in yourself? If you believe, 

Christ will change you and empower you with a repentant heart of faith that 

joyfully obeys God. Cry out to Him today!  

3 Adapted from David Wells as quoted by Scott Hafemann, “The NIV Application 

Commentary: 2 Corinthians,” pg. 505. 

 


