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Do you think of yourself as a minister of the gospel? When think about who 

you are, what you do, and your purpose in life, is every aspect of your 

identity colored by your role as a servant of God (home, work, school)? 

Every Christian is a representative of Christ. In fact, one of the doctrines we 

hold dear is the priesthood of all believers1 which means that every believer 

has direct access to God and has the privilege of representing Christ on this 

earth. The church—every believer—is entrusted with the gospel. All of us 

have influence. The question is if our influence is authentically Christlike?  

 

Today we are going to see in 2Corinthians 12, the marks of authentic 

Christlike ministry as modeled through the apostle Paul’s example. One of 

the challenges to applying a passage like this is that Paul is addressing very 

specific and personal issues between the Corinthians and himself as an 

apostle. We are not apostles, so the application is not a one-to-one. 

However, we can see principles in Paul’s ministry that are transferable to 

church ministry today. In 1Corinthians 11:1 Paul said, “Be imitators of me 

just as I also am of Christ.” And so the question we want to ask today is, 

how can we as believers (servants of God) imitate Christ and his apostle in 

our ministry today? Here in 2Cor 12, Paul is making his final appeal for the 

Corinthians to regard his ministry as genuine and to turn from their sin. I 

believe 2Cor 12 offers us 7 marks of authentic, Christlike ministry:  

 

1. Authentic Christlike ministry is characterized by God’s power (2Cor 

12:12).  

 

[12] Throughout the OT, God used miracles to authenticate true prophets. 

Jesus performed miracles as signs to authenticate His ministry as truly the 

work and word of God. In a similar sense, God performed miracles through 

the apostles to verify that their ministry and teaching was an extension of 

the ministry of Jesus as His true representatives through the outpouring of 

 
1 1Peter 2; Hebrews 10, 12, 13; Rom 12:1 

the Holy Spirit. As a result, we should listen to their teaching with the same 

weight as Jesus’ words, because they spoke by the Holy Spirit.  

 

Paul reminds the Corinthians that they themselves can verify his ministry as 

a true apostle through the miracles God performed through him as evidence 

of the Spirit’s work. Yet, for Paul, the most convincing fact was not miracles 

but the outpouring of the Spirit to convert sinners and establish the church 

in Corinth (2Cor 3).  

 

Today none of us are apostles. We don’t perform miracles to authenticate 

new teaching on behalf of Jesus. Nevertheless, our ministry should also be 

characterized by God’s power as He pours out His Spirit through the gospel, 

converting sinners, building His church, and working powerfully in answer to 

our prayers. True ministry should have a sense of God’s power in it, even 

when we are serving through human weakness. The key is taking hold of the 

Spirit’s power through believing-prayer as we abide in Christ. Jesus said that 

when we abide in Him and He abides in us, we bear much fruit, for apart 

from Him we can do nothing (Jn 15:5). Church, let’s not waste our energy 

“doing ministry” in our own strength. None of us want barrenness. So let’s 

pray in the Spirit’s power, as we trust in God’s word and share the gospel 

out of an active abiding relationship with Jesus.  

 

2. Authentic Christlike ministry is characterized by perseverance 

(2Cor 12:12).  

 

Notice in vs. 12, the context of life in which God’s miracle-working power 

was displayed through Paul: “with all perseverance.” Having access to God’s 

power in one’s life does not mean one’s life gets easier. The authenticity of 

Paul’s ministry was proven as much through perseverance as it was through 

power. So what did Paul have to persevere? He had to persevere the 

slander of false teachers (that’s largely what 2Cor is about!). But he also had 

to persevere through all kinds of trials and hardships that God was 

sovereignly using in his life to demonstrate divine power through human 

weakness—this is the whole point, that people see and trust in God, not us. 

Paul recounts those hardships back in chapter [11:23-28].  



 

All authentic gospel ministry is characterized by perseverance because we 

face the opposition of our own flesh, we strive against sin and the devil, and 

God Himself uses a host of afflictions to bring us to the point of relying on 

Him and not on ourselves. Recall Paul’s testimony in [1:8-9].  

 

Perseverance is one of those things that we would never choose. Yet we are 

told to pursue it in the Scriptures. 1Tim 6:11 instructs young men to pursue 

perseverance. Titus 2:2 instructs older men to model perseverance. In Mark 

13:13 Jesus said, the one who endures to the end will be saved and in 

Revelation 3:10 He assured us that God preserves those who persevere. 

May God give us a vision for the good He is doing in our lives as we 

persevere and may He give us the grace to keep pressing on! And yet we 

must persevere not just in serving or enduring our afflictions, but in praying 

and trusting in God’s power to be brought to bear through our weakness as 

we persevere by faith. Persevering by faith is the means of displaying God’s 

power through human weakness.  

 

3. Authentic Christlike ministry is characterized by personal sacrifice 

(13-16a). 

 

One of the reasons we are tempted to not persevere, is authentic ministry 

bears a personal cost. [13-16a] Paul was unwilling to receive financial 

support the church in Corinth. He worked to support himself and he refused 

to change this practice so that the gospel would not be tainted by the 

impression that Paul was only in it for the money, like his opponents. Paul 

sees himself as a spiritual father to the Corinthians in vs. 14. Like a parent to 

who makes every loving sacrifice for their children, Paul says in vs. 15, “I will 

most gladly spend and be expended for your souls.” Just as parents sacrifice 

sleepless nights, endless caregiving, and work their whole lives to provide 

for their children, so Paul gladly spends his life for the souls of the 

Corinthians, even though the way is often painful. Like the parent who 

pours out their best for their child only to receive a less than loving 

response in return, so the Corinthians have failed to reciprocate the love 

that Paul has poured out for them.    

 

This is a good reminder, isn’t it, that the validity of our ministry to others is 

not determined by their positive response to us. Sometimes we pour out 

our lives for people but see little return. Ministry is not just about 

immediate visible results. We serve the Lord, not just men. In Colossians 

3:23-24 Paul reminds us, “Whatever you do, do your work heartily, as for the 

Lord rather than for men; knowing that from the Lord you will receive the 

reward of the inheritance. It is the Lord Christ whom you serve.” 

 

We serve the Lord by faith, sowing the seed of God’s word, praying in faith, 

and trusting God to bring about the harvest in his own time. And our 

primary aim as well as our reward is to please our Master in our serving. I 

especially want to encourage those of you who have given so much to 

children’s ministry or youth ministry. Don’t give up. Keep sowing the seed of 

God’s word. For those of you leading Bible studies, remember God is doing 

more than you can see in the heart, just as the seed sprouts beneath the 

soil. Those of you doing your best to exemplify a Christian example at work, 

your life is more influential than you know. For those of you pouring your 

lives into hurting people, only to see them turn and walk away from the 

truth that will set them free, don’t let discouragement win. It’s so tempting 

to lose heart when the personal sacrifice of ministry doesn’t seem to be 

matched by the harvest. Yet even Jesus’ and Paul’s ministries were rejected 

by many. And like Jesus, we too must serve not for the reward of man but to 

please our Father in heaven.  

 

4. Authentic Christlike ministry is characterized by genuine care (14). 

 

Let me draw your attention to one phrase in vs. 14: “I do not seek what is 

yours, but you.” Again, this is in the context of financial support. Paul did not 

have some exterior motive. He wasn’t ministering to the Corinthians for 

some personal gain. Quite the opposite, Paul embraced the personal 

sacrifice to bring the gospel to them. Paul wanted one thing and one thing 

only—their souls to be given wholly to Christ. This is a mark of authentic 

ministry, that we serve others for the sole purpose of seeing Christ formed 

in them.  

 

5. Authentic Christlike ministry is characterized by personal and 

ministerial integrity (16b-18).  



 

[16b] Paul is being sarcastic here and he can be effectively because the 

Corinthians know that they can’t point to a single example of Paul being 

deceitful or seeking to take advantage of them. This is the benefit of living 

above reproach. Even when false accusations are made that arouse 

suspicions, your life of integrity speaks for itself. [17-18] Paul points to the 

integrity and accountability of Titus and the other brother who were put in 

charge of the collection for the Jerusalem saints back in chapter 8—men, 

known publicly for their consistent lives of integrity. Nothing undermines 

one’s witness more than a breach of integrity. And this is why Paul takes us 

next to the fear of God.  

 

6. Authentic Christlike ministry is characterized by the fear of God 

(19).  

 

[19] There is a sense in which Paul has been defending himself throughout 2 

Corinthians, but not for self-exaltation or for the personal benefits of his 

reputation. Paul knows that if he is discredited, his message of the gospel 

will also be discredited. The point that Paul is making here in vs. 19 is that 

what really matters is not what other people think of Him, but that he is 

doing what is right in the sight of the Lord. The fear of the Lord is the 

backbone of authentic ministry. We serve people the way we do because 

we want to do what is pleasing in God’s sight. You may say, “what about 

love?” Love is not less essential. Perhaps we can think of it this way. The 

backbone (spine) provides structure/stability. But the movement, the 

action, comes from muscles and nerves; that’s where love comes into play. 

The love of God motivates us to action. But the fear of the Lord provides 

stability so that we don’t become wishy-washy in our love.  

We saw this duo of the fear of God and the love of Christ back in chapter 5. 

There Paul said, “It is our ambition…to be pleasing to the Lord. For we must 

all appear before the judgment seat of Christ, so that each one may be 

recompensed for his deeds in the body, according to what he has done, 

whether good or bad. Therefore, knowing the fear of the Lord, we persuade 

men….for the love of Christ compels us…” (5:9-14).  

Seeking to love people is not simplistic. Our natural inclination is selfishness, 

not pure, selfless love. And the people are trying to love are naturally 

inclined to love self, and not always reciprocate love. We are all designed by 

God to crave love, but our desire for love is tainted by our sinful nature. So, 

we cannot love well in our own power. But the fear of God empowers us to 

love others with a degree of purity, because the fear of God compels us to 

do what is right and pleasing in God’s sight as we love people, not just what 

feels good to us.  

7. Authentic Christlike ministry is characterized by love for others, 

particularly concern for their spiritual well-being (19b-21).  

 

[19b-21] You may be asking, what do these verses have to do with love—

because Paul never actually used the word ‘love’ here. If so, you are being a 

good Berean. Remember, the Bereans were those in Acts 17 who examined 

the Scriptures daily to confirm that what was being taught was indeed 

legitimate. The closest language to love is in the end of vs. 19 where Paul 

refers to the Corinthians as “beloved”: “we have been speaking in Christ; 

and all for your upbuilding, beloved.” The Corinthians are loved by God and 

they are loved by Paul. And the evidence of that love is that Paul is always 

seeking to build them up, even when he must rebuke them.  

 

But what about vss. 20-21? Paul expresses his fear and angst that when he 

returns, he will find that some have still not yet repented of gross sin. This 

fear and angst is so intense, I believe, because Paul’s love for them is so 

sincere. I’m sure you’d agree that those whom we love most, have the 

greatest potential to cause us angst or worry. Why? Because we care so 

deeply about them. Paul’s great fear is that when he returns to Corinth, he 

may need to discipline those who refuse to repent, requiring him to remove 

them from the church. Paul’s greatest desire for those whom he loved was 

to see them standing in right relationship to God.  

 

When Paul says that he is afraid that he may not find them as he wishes, he 

means he is worried that they will still be in love with their sin which will stir 

up strife, anger, and pride when Paul has no choice but to confront them 

directly. And when he says he is concerned that he may not be what they 

wish, he’s referring to his recent patience as he’s been calling them to 

repent. For when he comes this 3rd time, he will have to exercise church 

discipline for those who are persistently rebellious (he will spare no one—



13:2). Paul does not want to go through the pain and grief of disciplining 

those whom he loves.  

 

Authentic ministry involves loving people, not just because we like them, 

but wanting more than anything for them to stand in right relationship with 

God where they can enjoy His blessing.  

 

This applies to all of us, but let me just speak directly to our teenagers this 

morning. If you have a casual or disinterested heart toward God (maybe 

even a rebellious heart toward God) and struggle with why your parents are 

so ‘uptight’ about that; if you wonder why they keep pressing you on this, it 

is an indicator of their deep love for you that they want you to stand, not 

under God’s judgment for your sin, but under the favor and blessing of God 

with heart transformed by His grace. They are not warring against you. They 

are fighting for you!  

 

Or maybe you are an adult, and your relationships are clouded by sorrow 

because you refuse to see that those who are challenging your sinful habits 

are not against you, and that actually what you are resisting is the angst of 

their love.  

 

As we launch into our fall ministry as a church, as we continue to live out 

our witness and influence in our neighborhoods, at work, and at school, let’s 

pray that our ministry will be authentically marked with God’s power, 

perseverance through trials and personal sacrifice, genuine care, integrity in 

the fear of God, and the love of Christ.  

 

 

 

 


