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Servant Leadership lessons from 2 Corinthians 

 How does leadership work and what is it like – in the world (business, politics, family) and in 

the church? 

 

Let me describe a city 

 Pragmatism, instant answers 

 City which worshipped sex and prosperity and career and education and prosperity 

 Love talking, social media, politics, debate 

 Big on style, surface, way you present yourself 

 Big on celebrity, cults of personality 

 And that had got into church – immorality, greed, politics, style over substance, 

celebrity pastors  

 There was a big leadership crisis 

Which city?  

Corinth 

Paul founded a church there along with Silas and Timothy (Paul always believes in team ministry) 

18 months preached the Word, many believe including Synagogue Ruler (good start) 

Paul leaves, Apollos goes over to them (good communication, preparation for his visit) and waters 

the church in Corinth with the Word (good follow-up) 

Over the next four or five years problems emerge (warning that starting well doesn’t mean all going 

to be smooth) 

Paul writes a letter to them we haven’t got about avoiding sexual immorality (1 Cor. 5:9) 

At some point Paul visits them again – painful visit (2 Cor. 2:1) second visit (2 Cor. 13:2) 

Gets a letter from them about lots of problems and questions 

He writes them another letter (1 Cor.) – letter full of the gospel 

Titus goes to visit them and brings back news – encouragements, still some issues in the church and 

they’re not very happy with you 

And he writes them another letter (2 Cor.)    (so over the years there’s lots of involvement and an 

escalation of concern and tension in their relationship) 

That’s the context of this letter – a real relationship, complicated relationship, conversation going on 

between a church planter and the church he desperately cares about. 

Very tense – which is actually encouraging that in gospel ministry relationships can be very difficult 

and messy things – they were then and are today. Paul has to spend a lot of time in this letter 

clearing up misunderstandings about why he’s done what he’s done, misunderstandings about his 

intentions and feelings towards them, and misunderstandings about what apostolic ministry is all 

about. It’s a very passionate appeal for reconciliation and restoration and the urgency is he’s on his 

way to visit them. He’s preparing them for his coming to visit them. Beautiful mixture of warning and 

encouragement – 2 Cor. 12:14-13:10. 

There’s a lesson here for us already – that when relationships in gospel ministry become difficult you 

work at them. Sadly it’s very common in churches and ministries and mission organisations that 

things are swept under the carpet, issues emerge, relationships become sour and no-one directly 

confronts, seeks reconciliation, just fester, get worse and worse and eventually church splits or 

ministry collapses. Paul, because he’s a servant, because he wants to serve these people, to build 
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them up, because he has this massive parental concern for them, he’s not going to let this 

relationship just collapse.  

1. The suffering leader  (2 Cor. 1:1-11) 

Let’s read passage and notice the sort of picture of the Christian life and Christian leadership you get 

here… 

READ 2 Cor. 1:1-11 

This is not prosperity gospel, healing gospel, comfort gospel is it? 

Lots of affliction – and there a promise in the midst of that 

A great promise but one we can miss 

v3-4  

- two “all”s – God of all comfort – all genuine comfort comes from him, found in him 

- in ALL our affliction – wonderful comfort – in every affliction there will be the comfort (a great 

promise) 

- but you can miss that comfort if you think it’s never his will for you to suffer 

God of all comfort doesn’t mean he is going to make your circumstances comfortable – it’s clear that 

there will be afflictions 

and the comfort will be IN those afflictions – won’t keep you from them or take you straight out of 

them 

why would we go through suffering? Answer: union with Christ 

v5 – sharing in Christ means sharing in his sufferings –  

     something Paul develops later in the letter – 2 Cor. 4:8-11_______ 

     Peter says the same thing: 1 Peter 4:13 

     Romans 8:17 

     Philippians 3:10 - know the power of his resurrection and the fellowship of sharing in his 

sufferings – [cf. the inauguration prayer for president and deputy president which stopped at “the 

power of his resurrection.”] 

E.g. communion in midst of suffering 

- but it you think that suffering is completely wrong, nothing to do with God, just from the devil, 

must be rebuked then you will miss the comfort of fellowship with Christ. 

The Paradox is that if you think you should live in constant comfort and that God should be making 

you constantly comfortable, then that actually makes you un-comfort-able. It will not be possible for 

you to be comforted – if you see it as utterly evil and God-forsaken state rather than seeing it as a 

place for the deepest fellowship with Christ.  

v6b_____________   

You cannot receive the comfort in affliction when you are busy fighting it and rebuking it but only 

when you patiently endure. 

Purpose 1: We are equipped to minister 

Then notice how the servant leadership comes in – v4 and repeated in v6______________ 

cf. the idea that it’s important for pastor to be perfectly healthy & successful, seems that the 

Corinthians or at least some of the super-apostles there would have looked down on Paul for his 

suffering 
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In contrast – suffering is a qualification for pastoral ministry; you are only equipped to comfort the 

flock because you have suffered and are suffering 

 

Purpose 2: We rely on the God who raises the dead  

It is extreme suffering here: 

v8 – cf. “God only gives you what you can take” – No – beyond – he thinks he’s going to die 

Purpose: 

v9 – 

All the way through the Scriptures self-reliance, self-confidence, self-sufficiency are not good 

things – God is not glorified by self-reliance and it is death to us – God is a Giver, 

Overflowing fountain of life and comfort and we are made to receive from him. Sin, as 

Augustine and Luther said, is man curved in on himself, refusing the life and comfort of God 

– saying “I can do it without you”    

That’s our nature, that’s what our education system encourages. 

God is not pleased by preaching that puffs people up to think they can do it on their own. 

Needs to cut us down, kill us. You can’t. 

And God is not pleased with me as a preacher when I think I can do this on my own. I’ve 

been to theological college, I’ve read the right books, I’ve done my exegesis, I can preach, I 

can pull off an impressive sermon.  

God is not pleased with that and often he’ll use suffering in a very physical, earthy way to 

humble us, to bring us back to him, to show us our weakness and need of him. So we come 

to a different sort of confidence and sufficiency – 3:4-5____________ 

 

‘raises dead’ (not ‘takes us out of every situation’) 

If I am in a boat that’s sinking and someone says, ok the Kenyan navy are great at raising wrecks 

from the sea bed – how does that sound? 

I’ve got cancer all over my body and someone says, “Jesus said I am the resurrection and the life, 

whoever believes in me even though he dies yet he will live”  

E.g. Lady with cancer all over her body who would say “Nothing a resurrection can’t cure” 

That’s what he’s talking about in v10 too – “so great a death” = death & hell 

- guarantee of future deliverance = resurrection [FAITH IN FUTURE GRACE]1 

Prayer – v11_______ - humility in asking for prayer in many of his letters 

- probably not for physical release from suffering – go against what he’s been saying – in Colossians 

and Ephesians, from prison, when you’d expect him to ask for prayer for release he asks for prayer 

for clarity and boldness to preach the gospel – what will cause many to give thanks? 4:7 

(inadequacy),  14 (resurrection confidence), 15_____________ 

Wants them to pray that he would keep patiently enduring this life of suffering and being given over 

to death, keep relying on God, keep experiencing the comfort of fellowship in Christ’s sufferings – so 

that people would look at Paul suffering joyfully, look at the Corinthians praying for him to suffer 

joyfully and see those prayers being answered and go Praise God! 

                                                           
1 See http://www.desiringgod.org/books/future-grace or the sermon series 
http://www.desiringgod.org/messages/by-series/battling-unbelief.  

http://www.desiringgod.org/books/future-grace
http://www.desiringgod.org/messages/by-series/battling-unbelief
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Lesson 1: the servant leader will suffer in this life, but that is for his good that he will depend on the 

resurrection God, for the good of others that he would be able to comfort them, and ultimately to 

the glory of God. 

 Have you experienced in your own life (or seen in the ministries of others) God comforting in 

affliction? And have you had had the opportunity to (or seen others) comfort others with 

comfort received?  

 How does Paul’s pattern encourage us and challenge us? 

 

2. The consistent leader  (1:12-22) 

1) LIFE               v12-17  PAUL’S FAITHFULNESS 

Culture: We’re different person to different people, not keeping promises, not sticking with one 

thing, particularly among youth lot of instability  

 Into church – change plans, change strategies  

Same person all the time – v12 – towards you = as he serves them 

earthly wisdom says don’t commit, move with the times, cultural chameleon, manipulate 

grace of God says be consistent, be one thing, be who you are in Christ, a child of God   

Paul was accused of going back on his word to go and meet them and he says v17_______ 

 Big challenge – do we keep our word? Meet you. Attend. 

Psalm 15 – importance – don’t make promises lightly 

also Proverbs 6:1-3 – sometimes we won’t be able to keep promises – seems Paul was not able to 

keep his plan the same 

GOD’S FAITHFULNESS 

 2) WORDS        

 Starts to talk about his words and especially he’s talking about his preaching: v18-20 

 What are they preaching? 

 Why? – all promises of Bible find yes in him – the Bible is not a promise box – it is a book of 

promises that find their fulfilment in him. Paul, Silas, Timothy, weren’t preaching promises of this 

and that – they were preaching the fulfilment of the promises. Not God promises you good, riches, 

life – God gives you Christ who is good, who is the riches, who is life. 

 What do we mean by God’s ‘being faithful’? What do we mean by ‘trusting God’? 

 They consistently preached the riches of Christ. Day in day out. 

And that consistency in life & word was rooted in their identity in the consistent Christ: v21-22 

 That is your identity if you are born again – in Christ, anointed, sealed, guarantee (of future 

resurrection into the full likeness of Christ [FAITH IN FUTURE GRACE]) – if you have that don’t have 

to be a cultural chameleon, you don’t have to please people with everything you preach – you have 

that stability so you can live a life of stability and consistency  

 


