
Strength Through Weakness 

i. Testing Times for Troubled People 

2 Corinthians 1:1-11 
 

Paul had an ambivalent relationship with the church at Corinth.  Having established the church on his 

second missionary journey in the early 50’s AD, he had written both 1st Corinthians as well as a ‘painful’ 

letter prior to writing what is known as 2 Corinthians.  The church had all but turned its back on Paul.  

False teachers, so-called ‘super-apostles’, had infiltrated the church.  Carrying letters of authority from 

dubious sources they had won the allegiance of most of the house churches in and around Corinth.  

Trained orators, they dismissed Paul as ineffective and ‘wishy washy’ who failed to deliver on his 

promises.  He said one thing and did another.  His travel plans were suspect and his authority 

questionable.  So Paul responds.  His motive is not so much to vindicate himself rather to defend the 

gospel which had been compromised through false teaching which promoted legalism that led 

ironically to license, loose living and sexual immorality. 
 

Paul reveals the heart of a vulnerable pastor who shares his pain, not to garner sympathy, rather to 

facilitate mutual understanding and encouragement.  His prologue (vv3-11) to the letter as a whole 

reveals several striking truths. 
 

i. Christian suffering fosters community experience (vv3,4) 
 

Shared pain binds hearts together.  Believers are not stoic individuals trying to cope and go it 

alone.  We are part of a community sharing a common humanity, warts and all. 
 

ii. Christian suffering links us with the experience of Jesus himself (v5) 
 

We are part of the body of Christ.  Just as physical ‘referred pain’ is triggered in one area of our 

body but experienced in another, so too we share in the referred sufferings of Christ.   
 

iii. Christian suffering is purposeful (vv6,7) 
 

Authentic suffering, mutually shared, helps others (v6).  We are not plaster saints.  We share in 

the muck and pain of fallen humanity, thereby offering support and encouragement to others.   
 

iv. Christian suffering promotes personal growth (vv8,9) 
 

Paul is clear.  The opposite of faith in this context, is not doubt, rather self-sufficiency.  Suffering 

taught him to rely on Christ and thereby experience ‘resurrection life’ (v9). 
 

v. Christian suffering teaches us to pray (vv10,11) 
 

The prayer life of the church had a vital role to play.  Paul relied on the prayers of others.  As an 

apostle he was not elevated into some kind of elite where weakness and failure are beneath 

him.  Corporate prayer involved others in the drama of his apostolic ministry, participating in 

the birth pains of the coming kingdom. 
 

Paul is no masochist.  He didn’t welcome suffering.  Neither should we.  But when it comes, as it 

inevitably will, we don’t protest in horror.  Nor do we place “confidence in the flesh” thinking we can 

cope on our own in the words of W.E Henley’s poem Invictus:  

“My head is bloody but unbow’d 

I am the master of my fate 

I am the captain of my soul.” 

lest we succumb to the Corinthians’ folly.  Rather, ‘referred pain’ arising from the cross, leads to 

‘referred joy’ flowing from the resurrection life of Jesus as Paul experienced it. 
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