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Passages:
2 Corinthians 11:1-15
Idea:
True Christians are puzzling people: as committed to conflict as they are to love.
Subject:
Opposition in the Christian life
Title:
Reflections on Paul series: “Paul, the Opponent”, JJB, SPUC, 30 July 2006
The First Great Awakening was a religious movement among American colonialists in the 1730s and 1740s.  It began with the preaching of a man named Jonathan Edwards.   Edwards recognized the importance and power of immediate, personal religious exper​ience.  He was a gifted, powerful speaker, and he attracted a large following.  People became more passionate than ever about their faith, and they began to study their Bibles at home.  They began to refer to themselves the "New Lights" … but there were many "Old Lights" still around:  “Old Lights” were professed Christians who wanted to have nothing to do with this new movement and its overly emotional expressions.
Jonathan Edwards was pastor of a large church in Northampton, Massachusetts, and he made that church famous.  Other religious leaders, such as George Whitefield, would travel great distances just to meet with Jonathan Edwards & to hear him speak.  Nevertheless, there were many “Old Lights” left in Edwards’ congregation, and they didn’t like the change that had taken place in their pastor’s life.  When he began to talk with the members of his congregation about their need to be genuinely converted from their past lives of sinfulness to new life in Jesus Christ, the “Old Lights” got upset.  The “Old Lights” launched a malicious campaign against him that ultimately led to his being forced out of the pulpit and of the church he had made famous.  Edwards ended up serving as the pastor a small frontier church.  He had one of the greatest theologi​cal minds of American history, he was one of the most gifted preachers, and one of the most devout pastors, but he was driven out of his own church by hateful opposition.
Opposition, unfortunately, is a fact of life upon this fallen earth.  There are always going to be “Old Lights” around who would like nothing more than to put out the “New Lights.”  Certain people hate change; they tend to view change with both fear and distrust.  “Old Lights” will even launch attacks against “New Lights.”  St. Augustine once said, back in the 4th Century, “There are many sheep outside the church, and many wolves within.”  And more often than not Satan is behind those wolves within:  if Satan can tear a church apart with conflict, he very gladly will.
It may be that, in some cases, resisting change within the church is the best and right response to take.  The Episcopal Church in America appointed its first openly gay man as a bishop, and this development also gave rise to great conflict within that church.  One of the leaders in that church said this during a debate over the possible appoint​ment of the gay bishop, “If you must choose between heresy and division, always choose heresy.”  But this is certainly not something the Apostle Paul would have said.
My point is this:  conflicts will arise for true followers of Jesus Christ.  If you are deter​mined to live your live as a Spirit-filled Christian, then opposition awaits you at every turn.  You will experience opposition on a spiritual level, as you engage in the unavoid​able spiritual warfare that is described, for example, in Ephesians 6.  And you will ex​perience opposition on a personal level – both from people outside and inside the church.  But listen to what Thomas a Kempis says in The Imitation of Christ:  “It is good that we at times endure opposition, and that we are evilly and untruly judged, when our actions and intentions are good.  Often such experiences promote humility, and protect us from vainglory.  For it is then that we seek God’s witness in our hearts.”
Paul sought God’s witness in his heart when he was opposed again & again & again.  The opponents that hounded him and that threatened the wellbeing and even existence of virtually every church he started were not ‘bad’ people:  they were highly regarded socially and they were highly skilled in their verbal presentations.  His opponents were not strangers from foreign lands; they did not hold to some outlandish religion that they passionately defended against Paul’s Gospel message.
Paul’s primary opponents were his old friends … his former colleagues, back in the school of Pharisaism, in Jerusalem.  A key verse in understanding these opponents of Paul is Acts 15:5, where we read, “Then some of the believers who belonged to the party of the Pharisees stood up and said, ‘The Gentiles must be circumcised and required to obey the lay of Moses.’”  Notice that they were believers in Jesus Christ!  They were from within the church.  They were “Old Lights” who staunchly believed that Gentiles, or non-Jews, must first become converts to Judaism and live according to the Law of Moses; and then & only then would they be eligible to be saved by faith.
Paul’s opponents seemed to follow him wherever he went. They showed up in Antioch, Paul’s home base, where he started his gospel journeys.  They showed up in Galatia, where Paul and Barnabas planted their first churches.  They oppose him in person at the Jerusalem Council, which is recorded in Acts 15.  And they eventually show up in far-off Corinth, where Paul started what proved to be his most troublesome church.
There, in Corinth, Paul’s opponents subtly invade his church and begin to take over.  While he is teaching day after day in Ephesus, in the lecture hall of Tyrannus, these Judaizers, as they were called, were gathering with the church in Corinth, and they were denigrating Paul and were diluting his message.  They were very polished preachers, and they were probably somewhat charming as they belittled the Apostle Paul and made additions to the gospel of Jesus Christ.

Eventually Paul is informed about this disheartening development in this church that he fathered, in this church that he deeply loves; and he writes this second letter to the Corinthian church.  By this point in the letter, chapter 11, Paul is getting to the heart of the conflict with his opponents, the Judaizers.  He finds that he has to engage in what he calls foolishness:  commending himself and his ministry to them, and comparing himself and his ministry to those of his opponents.  The reader can tell that Paul hates to do this sort of thing; in fact, what he ends up doing later in this chapter and in the next is boasting about his sufferings for Christ and about his own personal weaknes​ses and about his thorn in the flesh.  Paul’s real boast is clearly in the Lord.
Nevertheless, there is a very serious problem in the Corinthian church, and Paul has to use desperate measures to deal with it.  Paul alludes to the problem in verses 4-6:  (read verses).  Paul’s opponents taught the Corinthians believers about a different kind of Jesus – one who gives salvation by grace and law, rather than just by grace.  This gave rise to a ‘different spirit’ among the Corinthian believers:  a spirit of bondage and fear, rather than a spirit of freedom, love, joy, power, and peace.  “And you put up with this!”  Paul says to them.
Paul also says that, though he is not a trained speaker (as the ‘super-apostles’ pre​sumably are), he is not inferior to them, as they would like the Corinthians to believe.  Paul’s opponents were very likely trained orators, or skilled speakers, and therefore they would have been highly regarded by people of that day.  Orators in the first-cen​tury Roman world were like the movie stars of today.  People loved smart and stylish speakers who could make their points with compelling passion and entertaining flare.  But Paul refused to play into that popular mode of entertainment.  Instead, Paul simply preached the gospel message – yes, he sought to make it relevant and to make con​nections to the lives of his listeners, as we spoke about last week, but Paul never sought to entertain his listeners with his message.  He simply wanted to lead his lis​teners to Christ … because he loved them.  Paul loved them with the love of Christ.
Paul’s opponents understood nothing of his love for the Corinthian believers.  Evident​ly one of the slanderous remarks his opponents made about him was that his gospel message wasn’t worth paying for, therefore he didn’t take any payment for it.  They no doubt said this because they, like every skilled orator of that day, sought payment for their speeches.  In fact, the more money a speaker received, the more valuable the content of his message was believed to be.  But Paul says to the Corinthians, “Look, I didn’t ask for money from you because I didn’t want to burden you!  And I didn’t want to burden you because I love you!”
And then Paul calls these opponents of his what they are:  they are “false apostles, deceitful workmen, masquerading as apostles of Christ.  And no wonder, for Satan himself masquerades as an angel of light.  It is not surprising then,” he goes on, “if his servants masquerade as servants of righteousness.  Their end will be what their actions deserve.”

Was it good for Paul to suffer this opposition from especially the Judaizers, but also from other sources, both personal and spiritual?  Does Thomas a Kempis’s quote ring true for him:  “It is good that we at times endure opposition, and that we are evilly and untruly judged, when our actions and intentions are good.  Often such experiences promote humility, and protect us from vainglory.  And it is then that we seek God’s witness in our hearts”?  I think so.  Certainly it has been good for the church as a whole, and for us, that the Apostle Paul wrestled in conflict with the Judaizers.  And that phrase that describes Satan’s servants masquerading as ‘servants of righteous​ness’ hints at one great and lasting benefit for the universal church as a whole.
That word ‘righteousness’ was hardly used at all by Paul in his letters and preaching up to this point in time.  But apparently that was a key word of his opponents in Corinth – those who masqueraded as servants of righteousness.  I think its very interesting – and very telling – that Paul’s next letter that we have in our Bible is the letter to which church … can you guess?  To the church in Rome.  In that letter we find that term ‘righteousness’ occurring 49 times, and numerous occurrences of other closely related terms.  In fact, ‘righteousness from God by faith alone’ is the theme of that whole magnificent letter!  So, we can be quite sure that out of this ugly conflict with Judaizers came Paul’s most marvelous theological treatise that has guided the church aright ever since.
Dear Friends, God can and will also bring great good out of the opposition and con​flicts that you face in your life.  Let us be committed to confronting, when necessary, opposition that God allows into our lives; let us be committed to facing and working through conflict for Jesus’ sake.  By doing so, you may confuse others.  Others may accuse you, saying, “Where’s the love and acceptance that you Christians proclaim?”  But true Christians are indeed puzzling people.  We’re living symbols of the cross of suffering and shame.  We believe the unbelievable.  We bear the unbearable.  We forgive the unforgivable.  We love the unlovable.  We become weak so as to become strong.  We lose our lives in order to find them.  And we are as committed to conflict as we are to love.
The Apostle Paul was, for the sake of the gospel and its integrity.  And Jonathan Edwards was.  He could have written off those ‘Old Lights’ who had gotten rid of him; he could have simply cursed them in his anger and refused to speak with them again.  But even after he was forced out of that church, he continued to work through the conflict with those professed enemies of his.  Eventually, some of his most vocal opponents publicly confessed that they were wrong, and they sought forgiveness for having attacked their gifted and godly minister.  Did Edwards get his pulpit back?  No.  Instead, he got called to serve as president of Princeton University, which, even back them, was one of the best universities in the United States.

Friends, for Jesus’ sake – never for your own sake – but for Jesus’ sake, and the sake of his gospel of pure grace, be as committed to conflict as you are to love.
Amen.

