August 24 
Lesson 13 
An Appeal for Reconciliation

Devotional Reading: 2 Corinthians 5:16-21
Background Scripture: 2 Corinthians 6:1-7:4
2 Corinthians 6:1-13
1 We then, as workers together with him, beseech you also that ye receive not the grace of God in vain.

2 (For he saith, I have heard thee in a time accepted, and in the day of salvation have I succoured thee: behold, now is the accepted time; behold, now is the day of salvation.)

3 Giving no offence in any thing, that the ministry be not blamed:

4 But in all things approving ourselves as the ministers of God, in much patience, in afflictions, in necessities, in distresses,

5 In stripes, in imprisonments, in tumults, in labours, in watchings, in fastings;

6 By pureness, by knowledge, by longsuffering, by kindness, by the Holy Ghost, by love unfeigned,

7 By the word of truth, by the power of God, by the armour of righteousness on the right hand and on the left,

8 By honour and dishonour, by evil report and good report: as deceivers, and yet true;

9 As unknown, and yet well known; as dying, and, behold, we live; as chastened, and not killed;

10 As sorrowful, yet alway rejoicing; as poor, yet making many rich; as having nothing, and yet possessing all things.

11 O ye Corinthians, our mouth is open unto you, our heart is enlarged.

12 Ye are not straitened in us, but ye are straitened in your own bowels.

13 Now for a recompence in the same, (I speak as unto my children,) be ye also enlarged.

2 Corinthians 7:1-4
1 Having therefore these promises, dearly beloved, let us cleanse ourselves from all filthiness of the flesh and spirit, perfecting holiness in the fear of God.

2 Receive us; we have wronged no man, we have corrupted no man, we have defrauded no man.

3 I speak not this to condemn you: for I have said before, that ye are in our hearts to die and live with you.

4 Great is my boldness of speech toward you, great is my glorying of you: I am filled with comfort, I am exceeding joyful in all our tribulation.

Key Verse

Receive us; we have wronged no man, we have corrupted no man, we have defrauded no man. —2 Corinthians 7:2
Lesson Aims

After participating in this lesson, each student will be able to:

1. Describe some of the hardships Paul endured for ministry.

2. Tell how enduring hardship for the gospel enhances one's credibility in proclaiming the gospel.

3. Evaluate his or her own willingness to endure hardship for Christ's sake and make needed adjustments.
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Introduction

A. Various Fights

In television's early days, broadcasters quickly discovered that boxing was inexpensive to air and was popular with audiences. So began the "Saturday Night Fights" that were common television fare in the 1950s. Unfortunately, churches have been known for their "Sunday Morning Fights," with rivalry and rancor tarnishing the good news of Jesus. Such fights go all the way back to the first century. Given the availability of the apostles themselves, we may find it surprising that church fights would have happened back then. But they did. Today's text addresses one such.

B. Lesson Background

Paul faced opposition from one or more factions within the Corinthian church. We can sketch some of their characteristics by reading his letters to that church. His opponents claimed superior spiritual status and knowledge (1 Corinthians 8:1, 2). Some taught that immoral behavior was of no consequence (5:1, 2; 6:9-13). Some denied that God raises the dead (15:12).

Furthermore, some opponents minimized or denied Paul's authority as an apostle (2 Corinthians 6:8; 11:5; 12:11, 12). Some characterized him as powerful in his letters, but unimpressive in person (10:9, 10)—perhaps downright crazy (5:13). Some insisted that Jewish identity was vital to a true relationship with God (11:22).

The combination of doctrinal deviations and power struggles created big problems at Corinth! Paul worked hard to straighten things out. When he wrote 2 Corinthians, it appears that he had largely succeeded. Not all had given up the false teaching, but to those who had, Paul had the message of today's text.

I. Corinthians' Need

(2 Corinthians 6:1, 2)

A. What Not to Do (v. 1)

1. We then, as workers together with him, beseech you also that ye receive not the grace of God in vain.

Today's text comes just after a long segment on the subject of reconciliation (2 Corinthians 5:11-21). In this light, Paul reminded his readers of the Christians' standing with God: we belong to Him through His grace, not our goodness. To receive God's grace and then to be unforgiving is to make His grace vain or empty. His forgiveness compels us to forgive others (Matthew 6:12).

Paul offers this reminder as a fellow laborer with God. Paul applies the exalted designation workers together with him to anyone who serves the Lord in truth (compare 1 Corinthians 3:9; 1 Thessalonians 3:2). But to be God's fellow laborer with consistency, one has to follow God's lead in extending forgiveness.

What Do You Think?
Under what circumstances do Christians find it hardest to extend forgiveness? Why is that?

Talking Points for Your Discussion
Wrongs done to oneself personally

Wrongs done against a family member

Wrongs done against the church

Other

B. What to Realize (v. 2)

2. (For he saith, I have heard thee in a time accepted, and in the day of salvation have I succoured thee: behold, now is the accepted time; behold, now is the day of salvation.)

Paul quotes Isaiah 49:8. That text speaks of God's response to His people's cry for help, giving them the salvation that they needed but did not deserve. The apostle then affirms that the time of salvation of which Isaiah spoke centuries ago has truly come! The word now makes an emphatic point: because God is now gathering all kinds of people to be His, those so gathered must be united with others whom God is gathering. There can be no divisions within the one people of God.

II. Paul's Hardships

(2 Corinthians 6:3-10)

A. Without Offense (v. 3)

3. Giving no offence in any thing, that the ministry be not blamed.

Paul begins to describe his own efforts in bringing reconciliation. In doing so, he is also describing a characteristic of the life of any Christian who is devoted to the gospel.

While not compromising on the truth of the gospel, Paul works diligently to avoid doing anything that would offend others and thus hinder their receptivity to the gospel message. For example, he has not accepted payment from those to whom he preached the gospel in Corinth—although it was his right to do so—in order that more would listen to his message (1 Corinthians 9:7-18). Paul's all-the-time goal is to create an opening for the gospel in others' lives (10:32, 33).

B. In Suffering (vv. 4, 5)

4. But in all things approving ourselves as the ministers of God, in much patience, in afflictions, in necessities, in distresses.

Instead of giving offense, Paul says, he shows that he is what he claims to be—one of the genuine ministers of God. The apostle proceeds to demonstrate this fact with a long list of reasons and characteristics. Persisting in these, Paul says, demonstrates that he is genuinely God's servant (the meaning of minister).

The list begins with patience, implying not just a willingness to wait, but the positive ability to endure hardship. As Christ endured the cross, so His people endure hardships out of love for others. Next come three words suggesting hardship: afflictions, troubles of all kinds; necessities, experiences of need and deprivation; and distresses, situations of great pressure. These come to believers because they belong to the suffering Christ. Like Christ, a true believer is willing to undergo such hardships for the sake of restoring fellowship with others.

5. In stripes, in imprisonments, in tumults, in labours, in watchings, in fastings.

The list of hardships continues. Stripes are wounds from beatings; Paul has been beaten numerous times during his ministry (2 Corinthians 11:24, 25). Imprisonments are another punishment Paul has suffered (Acts 16:23). Tumults are civil disturbances or riots; Paul experienced these as well, especially just before he wrote 2 Corinthians (see Acts 19:23-41). All these reflect the rejection that Christ himself experienced. Enduring such things is the price the believer may have to pay in the service of seeing God's people united.

The list continues with labours, referring to tiring work of all kinds. Watchings refers to sleep deprivation. Fastings are not simply voluntary times without food, but going hungry for any reason. Again, such hardships are Paul's experience for the gospel. All reflect Christ's own life. All define what the faithful may undergo in being servants of Christ's reconciling work.

What Do You Think?
What hardships have you seen Christians suffer recently in the cause of Christ? How should this affect your prayer life?

Talking Points for Your Discussion
Job discrimination

Social ostracism

Outright violence

Other

C. With Godly Character (vv. 6, 7)

6. By pureness, by knowledge, by longsuffering, by kindness, by the Holy Ghost, by love unfeigned.

The focus now shifts to the character traits and resources needed to endure the hardships. Pureness refers to moral cleanliness—being wholly devoted to right living. Knowledge here is comprehension of the true God, knowing Him through Jesus Christ. Longsuffering is the ability to remain calm and endure under pressure or suffering. In the New Testament, this is a quality based on confident trust in God. Kindness means being devoted to actions that benefit other people.

These qualities are the result of the Holy Spirit's work in reshaping the believer to be conformed to Christ's image, empowering us to do God's work. None of the qualities listed here can exist in earnest without divine empowerment.

Love unfeigned is unhypocritical love. There is nothing fake about it. Paul can appeal to his history with the Corinthian Christians as an example. His consistent love for them reflects God's constancy and sets an example for their own response to God's love in loving others.

7. By the word of truth, by the power of God, by the armour of righteousness on the right hand and on the left.

Both the truthful message and God's power are at work to motivate and enable His people. Paul uses the image of armor to illustrate God's powerful protection (compare Romans 13:12; Ephesians 6:11-17; 1 Thessalonians 5:8). With the armour of righteousness, God's people are protected to do His righteous work in the world. It is sufficient for every situation: both sides, right and left, are protected.

Power to Overcome
Parents who intervene in disputes between their children hear excuses ready to be offered. "But Dad, he started it!" "But Mom, I was just minding my own business when she ..." Most such excuses have one thing in common: the situation is the fault of someone else.

Adults often have the same mind-set. Perhaps using words that are more elegant than those of children, we excuse ourselves for our part in a disagreement or for a failure by pointing the finger elsewhere. The other person offended me, I was having a bad day, her personality is abrasive, the circumstances conspired against me—on and on it goes. Problems are never really our fault, are they?

Paul described an array of difficulties that faced the Corinthians and their relationship with him. But he did not point out the problems merely so he could distance himself in a "not my fault" kind of way. Rather, he engaged the problems and problem people as he listed several factors working in his favor.

Within Paul's list is "the power of God." This is what outweighed all the problems and personalities arrayed against him. When tough times come, will we use excuses to point fingers elsewhere, or will we look to the power of God to enable us to resolve the problem?—C. R. B.

How to Say It

Corinth Kor-inth.

Corinthians Ko-rin-thee-unz (th as in thin).

Isaiah Eye-zay-uh.

D. Under Vexing Circumstances (vv. 8-10)

8. By honour and dishonour, by evil report and good report: as deceivers, and yet true.

The right and left sides of a soldier (v. 7) suggest contrasting kinds of situations that believers working for reconciliation face. Some people, speaking with bitter hostility, attempt to dishonor the reconcilers. Others, however, honor reconcilers as God's workers. Some people speak slanderously, while others commend. Some characterize reconcilers as deceivers even as those reconcilers are speaking the truth.

All who pursue reconciliation will experience these extremes. But they also experience the joy of seeing former enemies become friends.

What Do You Think?
How have you seen God empower people to fulfill the call for reconciliation? What did you learn from this?

Talking Points for Your Discussion
Within families

Within the church

Between friends

In society in general

Other

9. As unknown, and yet well known; as dying, and, behold, we live; as chastened, and not killed.

As far as the world is concerned, Christians are completely insignificant. But from God's perspective, they are the famous ones, heralded for doing God's work. Their lives of hardship seem like an unending struggle of death, yet in them Christ's resurrection life is truly at work. They may appear to be under harsh discipline, but they cannot be stopped (Psalm 118:18).

10. As sorrowful, yet alway rejoicing; as poor, yet making many rich; as having nothing, and yet possessing all things.

The contrasts continue, expressing the paradoxes of the life of faith. Paul has much sorrow in his ministry, largely due to the struggles that his churches face. Why endure such heartache? For the joy that accompanies it! Seeing people come to faith and mature in faith, seeing people who have been enemies become brothers and sisters—these are sources of incomparable joy.
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Visual for Lessons 11 & 13. Point to this visual as you ask, "How does neglect of attempting to reconcile give Satan an advantage?"
Paul can honestly say that he has lived as a poor man. His practice is to support himself with his trade while preaching the gospel at no cost (1 Corinthians 9:1-18). Choosing to follow Christ always means choosing not to pursue wealth, for as Jesus put it, "No man can serve two masters.... Ye cannot serve God and mammon" (Matthew 6:24). But those who live for the gospel know that God's treasury is at their disposal, now and forever (6:33). We Christians seem to have nothing, but in Christ the whole world is ours forever.

III. Paul's Proposal

(2 Corinthians 6:11-13; 7:1-4)

A. What Has Happened (vv. 11, 12)

11. O ye Corinthians, our mouth is open unto you, our heart is enlarged.

Paul has spoken to the Corinthians with complete honesty and frankness. Confident in Christ, he can take the risk of complete disclosure. He has no secrets.

Paul's open mouth mirrors his open heart. Christ's love makes the human heart big enough to welcome anyone, even an enemy. As God loved us when we were in rebellion against Him, so His Spirit teaches us to love our enemies. When enemies become part of God's family, the real power of the gospel is displayed.

12. Ye are not straitened in us, but ye are straitened in your own bowels.

The intestines (bowels) are seen as the center of compassion and mercy in Greek culture. So Paul is saying to his opponents in Corinth, "You have lacked compassion for us, but we have not lacked it for you." He is completely ready for reconciliation, his heart made open by God's love.

B. What Needs to Happen (6:13; 7:1, 2a)

13. Now for a recompence in the same, (I speak as unto my children,) be ye also enlarged.

If Paul has been honest and forgiving, should not those in the Corinthian church be so as well? Such would be a fair trade for what he has done in bringing them the saving message of Jesus. They are his children in the faith (1 Corinthians 4:14). They should respond to his open heart with their own open hearts. Actually, it is more than a fair trade, since Paul has brought much more to the Corinthians than they can ever give back in exchange. Being reconciled to him is the least that they can do in response to what they have received!

7:1, 2a. Having therefore these promises, dearly beloved, let us cleanse ourselves from all filthiness of the flesh and spirit, perfecting holiness in the fear of God. Receive us.

The phrase these promises refers to God's intent to "be their God," "receive you," and "be a Father unto you" (2 Corinthians 6:16-18). Christians receive the fulfillment of all these promises. That fact should motivate the lifelong responses of (1) eliminating the selfish, hostile attitudes of the old life, and (2) replacing those with devotion to God as His distinct people who respect Him utterly.

With a renewed outlook, the Corinthians will find reconciliation not just possible but inevitable. On this basis Paul can challenge them to receive us.

What Do You Think?
Having been "washed ... in the blood of the lamb" (Revelation 7:14), what can Christians do to cleanse themselves from all unholiness?

Talking Points for Your Discussion
Regarding the flesh

Regarding the spirit

C. What to Realize (vv. 2b-4)

2b. We have wronged no man, we have corrupted no man, we have defrauded no man.

Paul again reminds his readers of his own commitment to Christ. Despite any accusations, Paul has been honest and loving toward all (compare 1 Samuel 12:3). His life reflects Christ's own life. There is no reason to be hostile toward someone with such commitment.

3. I speak not this to condemn you: for I have said before, that ye are in our hearts to die and live with you.

Paul's words have been harsh. Yet they come not from anger but from deep commitment to Christ and to the Corinthians. Paul speaks with power because of the powerful love that he has for them, a love like Christ's that is willing to die for others.

4. Great is my boldness of speech toward you, great is my glorying of you: I am filled with comfort, I am exceeding joyful in all our tribulation.

Where does all this bold speech come from? Paul's determination to be reconciled has only one source: commitment to Christ. So he can endure any hardship and undertake any task to see God's work through to its fulfillment.

Conclusion

A. When Enemies Become Family

Some churches may be known for their fights (compare 2 Corinthians 12:20), but the true story of the church is forgiveness. In Christ, enemies become family. If Christ's love lives in us, then we can do no less than love all those for whom Christ died. To refuse to be reconciled is to blaspheme the cross of Christ. To pursue reconciliation is to glorify it.

B. Prayer

Father, Your Son died for us, unworthy sinners. Strengthen us to demonstrate Your mercy as we work to reconcile. In Jesus' name, amen.

C. Thought to Remember

Work for reconciliation—God did!

Involvement Learning

Some of the activities below are also found in the helpful student book, Adult Bible Class.
Don’t forget to download the free reproducible page from www.standardlesson.com to enhance your lesson!

Into the Lesson

Have the sentence I have rights! displayed on the board as learners arrive. Ask learners to name various "rights" they believe they have or are entitled to. Record responses on the board. Discuss what determines a person's "rights." Then say, "In today's lesson we will identify the 'rights' Paul had as a messenger of the gospel of Christ and see how they apply to our own lives."

Into the Word

Affix to the walls four poster boards that feature the following headings, one each: 1. What was wrong with the relationship between Paul and the Corinthians? How did Paul describe the result? 2. What was Paul's manner of conduct? Why did he conduct himself that way? 3. How should the Corinthians have responded to Paul's initiative? 4. Why was reconciliation so important to Paul?

Divide the class into four groups and number them according to the questions above, which you will assign for research. Give each group one of the following handouts of Scripture references for the research: Group 1—2 Corinthians 6:8, 12b (see also 10:10, not in today's text); Group 2—2 Corinthians 6:3-12a; 7:2b-4; Group 3—2 Corinthians 6:1-3, 13; 7:1, 2a; Group 4—2 Corinthians 6:1-3; 7:1. Say, "Examine your assigned texts to answer the questions. As you find the answers, record them on the corresponding chart."

When groups finish, review the charts. Group 1's should reflect the fact that the Corinthians denied or minimized Paul's authority as an apostle; they were assassinating Paul's character and contradicting his teachings. The result was closed hearts.

Group 2's findings should emphasize that Paul's manner of conduct was driven by his desire for reconciliation, he with the Corinthians and the Corinthians with one another. Paul's response was, in essence, "Look at my track record and you'll see I have conducted myself properly."

Group 3's findings should highlight the necessities of holiness and open hearts. Also point out that Paul's attitudes and actions of pureness, knowledge, etc. (6:6) are examples to follow. These are possible by the word of truth, the power of God, and the armor of righteousness (6:7).

Group 4's findings should highlight the fact that reconciliation was important because salvation was at stake. Paul was the spiritual mentor of the Corinthians. If they could not be reconciled to him, then they probably would no longer accept his gospel teaching. Failure to reconcile might mean that the Corinthians saw no need to devote their lives to "perfecting holiness in the fear of God" (7:1).

Into Life

Say, "We have one question left to answer: What do we need to learn from this lesson?" (Option 1 below will supply some starting points for the discussion.) Lead the discussion to 2 Corinthians 7:1, reading it aloud. Write "perfecting holiness in the fear of God" on the board.

Call learners' attention to the original list of "rights" recorded on the board. Say, "In light of today's lesson, it seems that we should talk more about our responsibilities as Christians rather than our 'rights.' What are some responsibilities?" (Possible responses: turning the other cheek, serving others, accepting suffering for the gospel). Say, "Paul's message was validated by his willingness to give up 'worldly rights' for 'kingdom responsibilities.' Are you willing to do the same?" Discuss.

Option 1: Introduce the application of the lesson above by distributing the "Fellow Laborers in the Kingdom" activity from the reproducible page, which you can download. Learners should be able to complete this quickly.

Option 2: As a further challenge, distribute as a take-home activity copies of the "Am I Willing?" confessional on the reproducible page.
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