
Theme. The theme of 2 Corinthians is apostleship. We look for apostles, those
who establish, lead, and guide in the Holy Spirit, spreading and nurturing a bold and
pure faith. What does apostleship look like, and what does it take? How do apostles
think, and how do they courageously act? What do apostles experience in strength,
weakness, and brokenness? This letter shows the great apostle Paul in bold action,
relying wholly on the Spirit, while giving both spiritual and practical counsel to a
body of believers in whom the apostle had invested intensely. Read 2 Corinthians
not just for its counsel but for its model of apostleship.

Author. This next letter 2 Corinthians, like 1 Corinthians, also attributes Paul as
its author, about which scholars likewise show strong consensus. Read more about
Paul in the above section on his letter to the Romans. Paul wrote 2 Corinthians
around A.D. 56, about a year after his prior letter 1 Corinthians. Paul wrote the
letter from Ephesus, across the Aegean Sea from Corinth on the peninsula of
Greece (Achaia).

Audience. Paul wrote 2 Corinthians to the same church in Corinth that he had
written 1 Corinthians and a prior lost letter, largely in response to how the church
had received his prior letter 1 Corinthians. The maturation of faith involves
communication, indeed back-and-forth conversation. The two letters 1 and 2
Corinthians, and their lost predecessor, show an apostle’s deep concern and
willingness to carry on that conversation.

Structure. Paul gives 2 Corinthians a three-part structure, beginning in the first
seven chapters with a description of suffering and comfort. In 2 Corinthians, Paul
commends those who had taken to heart his 1 Corinthians counsel, thus maturing in
their still-developing faith. Yet Paul then felt compelled to defend himself against
slanderous attacks of others, a small but dangerous number of false teachers, who
had rejected his 1 Corinthians counsel. The letter is thus more personal than 1
Corinthians and plainly more painful for Paul to write. Paul had in effect to brag to
establish his authority, which worked against Paul’s godly humility. Paul not only
defends himself in 2 Corinthians but also attacks false teachers. The next two
chapters exhort to share God’s grace in generous giving, supplying practical counsel
like that of 1 Corinthians, here though on how to collect money for the poor. The
final four chapters return to the theme of suffering, Paul declaring in 12:9 that
God’s grace is enough, having made our own power perfect in our weakness. The
letter shows how intensely one ought to love the church and its members, and
struggle for the truth, not in one’s own strength but in weakness and the Spirit’s
power. No doubt, 2 Corinthians will forever remain an inspired witness to the
striving of an apostle.



Application. Paul makes an enormous contribution to the adherent who, though
striving, only feels weak. When Paul shares verse 12:9, “But he said to me, ‘My
grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness,’” Paul
teaches us that we need not feel strong nor rely on our strength. We need only rely
on the Spirit’s power, God working best, indeed to perfection, in our weakness.
Perhaps Paul is saying that our strength, the strength that we draw from our
self-confidence and self-interest, simply gets in God’s way. We should be confident
in God, not in ourselves, and interested in God’s desires, not our own, for God is a
God of compassion and comfort. When we rely on him in our brokenness, we can
also help others in their own brokenness. God then continues to deliver us from our
weakness and give us his strength. Plumb the depths of verse 12:9, to rely more and
more on the Spirit’s power, while recognizing that we are weak.

Memory Verses. 3:18: And we all, who with unveiled faces contemplate the
Lord's glory, are being transformed into his image with ever-increasing glory,
which comes from the Lord, who is the Spirit. 5:17: Therefore, if anyone is in
Christ, the new creation has come: The old has gone, the new is here! 5:21: God
made him who had no sin to be sin for us, so that in him we might become the
righteousness of God. 6:14: Do not be yoked together with unbelievers. For what
do righteousness and wickedness have in common? Or what fellowship can light
have with darkness? 12:9: But he said to me, "My grace is sufficient for you, for my
power is made perfect in weakness." Therefore, I will boast all the more gladly
about my weaknesses, so that Christ's power may rest on me.


