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“The Unseen Tensions of Ministry” 
Introduction 
 
So far in 2 Corinthians ch.2 we have seen Paul trying to bring discipline to bear 
upon the church at Corinth. 
 
- In v.1 he referred back to a painful visit he had to Corinth, when he had 

come across serious sin in the lives of a few believers, and he made an 
initial attempt to deal with it. But this had been unsuccessful. 

 
- In vs.3-4 & 9 Paul refers to a stern letter he had then written to Corinth, 

telling them how to go about disciplining the offenders and urging them to 
do so. (This letter has been lost and we don’t have it today). 

 
- Titus had been sent as postman to Corinth with this letter, and Paul 

waited eagerly for his return to hear how things had gone. That’s why Titus 
is mentioned in v.13. (But he wasn’t in Troas when Paul got there). 

  
- Paul got worried and anxious about what was going on in Corinth.       

He had no rest or peace until finally he caught up with Titus in ch.7:5-7. 
  
Paul had found it necessary to deal severely with the discipline problems in 
Corinth. But that didn’t mean he no longer loved these people or cared about them! 
In fact he disciplined them because he loved them, and because he loved them it 
hurt so much to do it! It tore Paul apart to have to be so severe on them. He had 
sent this stern letter with Titus, and he was afraid it hadn’t gone down too well. 
That’s why he couldn’t be at peace until he knew what had happened – until Titus 
returned with the news.         
 
We see a very human side to Paul in these verses.  
In fact we see him experiencing all the unseen tensions of ministry.  
 

– God has entrusted spiritual ministry to weak human instruments – 
 
That’s the reason for this tension. As Paul put it in ch.12:10… 
 
 “For when I am weak, then I am strong.” 
 
This paradox is illustrated for us in ch.2 vs.12-17 in three ways:- 
 
 

1. Sometimes we worry even though we know we shouldn’t! 
 
In vs.12-13 we discover that while Paul was waiting for Titus to return from Corinth 
with news of the difficulties there, Paul found himself in the sea port of Troas (He’d 
had to leave Ephesus because of the riot of Acts ch.19). 
 
- Paul had been in Troas before in Acts 16:8-10. On that occasion the Lord 

had led him out of Troas to Europe by giving him the famous “Macedonian 
Call” – In a dream he saw a man of Macedonia standing calling him to 
“Come over to Macedonia and help us.” - So on that occasion God led 
Paul out of Troas to the newly opened door of outreach to Europe for the 
first time. As a result the new churches of Philippi, Thessalonica and 
Berea, as well as Corinth, were planted. 

 
- But on this second occasion that Paul found himself in Troas, this time the 

sea port of Troas itself was now wide open for the Gospel. We’re told that 
the Lord himself had opened up this door of opportunity for the Gospel. So 
why then could Paul not make the best of it, and stay there and preach the 
Gospel?  
Well he tells us in v.13: “I still had no peace of mind.” (Or “I had no rest of 
spirit.”) Why was that? – Because Titus had not yet returned to him with 
news about the church in Corinth. 

 
- Paul couldn’t settle his mind to work in needy Troas, because he was still 

worrying so much about the turmoil that was going on in Corinth.               
He was wondering how his letter had been received.                                     
He was wondering had he said too much, had he been too harsh?                 
He was wondering if Titus had been able to handle the situation there.    
That’s why Paul’s mind wasn’t on his work. 

 
- So despite the opportunities of the open door for outreach in Troas, Paul 

couldn’t make the most of it. He had to move on to try to find Titus – he 
was so concerned about the Church in Corinth. 

 
- Now as it turned out, he needn’t have worried. As I said 2 Corinthians 7:5 

takes up were 2:13 leaves off. There we find that Paul’s fears and his 
downcast spirit were lifted by Titus when he finally did arrive with good 
news from Corinth. In 2 Cor 7:6 Paul says he was “comforted” / 
strengthened (there’s that word again) by the news that Titus brought him 
about Corinth.  

 
- In 2 Corinthians 7:7-12 we find that Paul’s stern letter had done the trick. 

The offenders in Corinth had been sorry and repented of what they had 
done. They had sorted themselves out. So Paul’s worries had been 
unfounded – but he had worried all the same – We see here that Paul 



was just human like us. But he learned from this, “When I am weak, then I 
am strong.” (12:10). 

 
The news that Titus brought Paul actually explains the change of tone in 2:14. 
 
 “But thanks be to God, who always leads us in triumph in Christ!” 
 
Paul bursts into praise now that he has heard this good news about Corinth! 
 
But here in v.14 we see another source of tension in Christian work and in the 
Christian life. Paul says, “God always leads us in triumph in Christ!” And yet: 
 

2. Sometimes we feel like failures even though we know we’re on 
the victory side! 

 
 Preachers tell us “We’re on the victory side!” 
 Christ has already won the victory for us at the cross! 
 We’re told we should be living victorious Christian lives. 
 So why is that as Christians we don’t always feel victorious? 
 
Well here we’re allowed to see that Paul himself didn’t always feel victorious. 
But he had come to learn the lesson, that despite many set-backs, we are on the 
victory side (vs.14-15)! Paul had seen many set-backs recently.  
The devil had been giving him a real good battering:- 
- He’d suffered the set-back of seeing some believers fall into serious sin in 

Corinth (vs.5-7). 
- He’d suffered the set-back of the Corinthian Church rejecting him and 

refusing to accept his authority as an Apostle. 
- He’d suffered the set-back of the recent troubles he’d experienced in Asia, 

especially the terrible riots in Ephesus (1:8). 
- And of course the set-back of not being able to take full advantage of the 

Gospel opportunities that had presented themselves in Troas, because his 
mind had been so caught up with his concern for the Corinthians (2:12-
13). His work was being affected by all that was going on in his life at that 
time. 

 
How, having come through all that, could Paul still praise God for victory all the 
time in Christ!?! How could he say, 
 

“But thanks be to God, who always leads us 
in triumphal procession in Christ.” 

 
Well behind that statement in v.14 there is an illustration from Roman times: 
 
 

The Roman Triumphal Procession 
 
For a Roman Commander who had won a complete victory on foreign soil, killing 
at least 5000 enemies and gaining new territory for the Empire – he was entitled to 
a Triumphal Procession in Rome, when he returned. 
 
The victorious commander would lead the parade in his chariot, followed by his 
officers, with his prisoners tied with chains to his chariot wheels. 
And as they marched along in this victory parade, Roman priests would be 
spreading the aroma of burning incense to the gods of Rome along the way. 
And behind all that, taking pride of place, the Commander’s sons would follow 
behind his chariot, sharing in the glory of their father’s victory. 
 
That’s what Paul had in mind when he said v.14. He saw himself as one of the 
sons of the victorious conqueror – The Lord Jesus Christ. He was being led by 
Christ in this victory parade. He was being allowed to share in the glory of His 
Triumph, and because Christ’s victory was complete at the cross, so he could say, 
God always leads us in triumph in Christ. 
  
- Because the victory has been secured by Christ at the cross, the war is 

won! 
- But now and again the devil gives us another skirmish to battle through. 
- Paul had certainly been through the wars recently, but the victory was 

never in doubt. It’s always certain because he’s on the side of Christ. 
 
Likewise for us – now and again the devil gives us a battering – but victory is 
secure – we are on the winning side.  
 
The last time I preached through 2 Corinthians it was near the end of my time as 
pastor of Cavan Baptist Church. We moved into our second church building in 
2002, and I left the church there in 2005. It was then at peace and settled. 
But over the previous few years in our first building with all the vandalism we had 
suffered, we had known plenty of battles with the devil.  
But God had given us the victory again and again. He had brought us out the other 
side, and as we sat there in our new surroundings, we knew that we had a God 
who had worked all things together for good, for us who loved him, and who had 
been called in accordance with his purpose. (Romans 8:28). 
 
But it’s when God gives us rest, that we mustn’t rest on our laurels; we must stay 
vigilant in the battle. We need to hold the victory tight, but we must also go on to 
win more. (As it says in v.11). 
 
But there’s a third tension that we often struggle with – It’s in vs.15-17: 
 



3. Often we feel inadequate in God’s work even though we know 
we’re called. 

 
Paul often felt inadequate for the great task God had given him as a preacher of 
the Gospel.  

e.g. v.16b “Who is sufficient for these things?” (AV) 
Or “Who is equal to such a task?” (NIV) 

 
He often felt his human weakness and inadequacy, his total unworthiness, but yet 
he never gave up! What was his secret? How was he able to keep going? 
 
Well I think it was because Paul saw his life and ministry as not so much what he 
could do for God, but more what God could do through him to accomplish His 
purposes, not Paul’s. We need to see it that way too –  
 

Not what we can do for God, but what God can do through us. 
 
In vs.14-16 Paul builds on the illustration of the Roman Triumphal Procession: 
 
Here he focuses on the priests burning incense along the sides of the road as the 
procession passes by. The whole victory parade touched all your senses – there 
was the spectacle of what you saw with your eyes, there was the noise and the din 
of the cheering crowds that you could hear, but there was also the smells that 
wafted into your nostrils. The victory parade was characterised by the smell of 
burning incense wafting across the crowds. In the Roman victory parade it was 
being offered up to the false gods, idols and images of Rome. But nevertheless 
Paul takes up that idea and applies it to us who are serving Christ and sharing in 
His victory parade. 
 
He says in v.14 that we are being led in victory for Christ, and our lives are 
spreading the fragrance of the knowledge of Him wherever we go. 
 

“Through us [Christ] spreads everywhere 
the fragrance of the knowledge of him.” 

 
But he goes on to point out that the witness of a Christian, or a Gospel preacher, 
has a two-fold effect (vs.15). 
 
- To those, who like ourselves are being saved, we and our message are 

the sweet smelling aroma of life – like a sweet perfume, they welcome it. 
(v.16b) 

 
- But to those who are outside of Christ and lost and enemies of Christ, we 

are the very stink of death, and some of them don’t want it. (v.16a) 

So our preaching and our witness as Christians either bring joy to the hearts of 
those who are being saved, or else it condemns the hearts of those who are still 
lost. 
 
What Paul is really saying is that our preaching and our witness is a matter of life 
and death – Paul always felt the great responsibility of that.  
 
And even though he felt inadequate for such a task (v.16c) he knew that his 
ministry for the Lord was all-important, so he didn’t give up.  
 

He asks, “Who is sufficient for these things?” (v.16) 
or “Who is equal to such a task?” 

 
He gives us the answer in ch.3:5-6 

“Our sufficiency (competence) comes from God.” 
 
Conclusion (v.17) 
 
So we keep going because we know God has equipped us: God has sent us.  
 
We keep going because we know we are accountable to God, therefore we go on 
witnessing faithfully, no matter what.  
 
But because it is God who has sent us and who will one day hold us to account, 
we don’t peddle the Word of God for profit, instead we speak for God, and in the 
sight of God, with sincerity and in truth.  
 
Paul certainly had his ups and downs in God’s service, but he still kept on going. 
We will have our ups and downs too, but we need to remember that all it takes to 
one day share in Christ’s great victory parade is simply to be faithful in God’s 
service.  
 
The success or otherwise of our labours does not depend on us, but on God.  
 
We are simply called to be faithful and to let him work through us His good 
purposes for those around us 
 
- Some will be saved by our Gospel, and so experience Life. 
 
- Some will be condemned by our Gospel, and so experience Death. 
 

But our work for the Lord is just that: It’s a matter of Life and Death! 
 

We don’t always feel Victorious; But we are on the Winning Side! 
 


