
“A Messy Community: Studies in 2 Corinthians” 

Lesson 46: 2 Corinthians 2:5–11 

As we make our way through 2 Corinthians, we learn more and more about the difficulties and criticisms 
that Paul faced from the church. Some reading between the lines is necessary at points, but, for the most 
part, a picture is painted quite clearly. 

Remember what we have learned so far: After Timothy travelled to Corinth with Paul’s first letter (1 
Corinthians), he returned and reported to Paul that the problems in Corinth had only gotten worse. Paul 
made an emergency visit to Corinth, but left deeply pained at what he found there and how he was 
received, prompting him to write a second (lost) letter because it was too painful for him to return in 
person. That letter yielded some positive results, but also revealed further problems that Paul decided 
needed to be dealt with in person. He therefore wrote 2 Corinthians, answering his critics and also 
promising the Corinthian Christians that he would come back and deal sternly with matters that remained 
unaddressed. 

The text before us (2:5–11) seems to reveal something of what went down during Paul’s “emergency” 
visit to the city. It appears that, during his visit to the church, a particular individual opposed him. This 
was likely the source of the unfounded accusations levelled at him. Further, there seem to be hints that, 
rather than standing with Paul and opposing the accuser, the church allowed the slander to go 
unchallenged (e.g. 12:11). Paul left deeply wounded and discouraged, even though he seemingly dealt 
with the matter by disciplining the individual (v. 6). 

By God’s grace, Paul’s opponent seems to have come to repentance and sought forgiveness. The problem 
is, the church seemed to be hesitant to extend forgiveness. Paul therefore writes these verses to show 
that he harboured no vindictiveness toward the individual. He urged his readers extend forgiveness and 
warned them that to fail to do so was to be outwitted by Satan. 

The Rationale for Forgiveness (v. 5) 
If anyone at Corinth wondered why THEY should forgive this man, they should remember 1 Corinthians 
12, in which Paul wrote, “If one member suffers, all suffer together; if one member is honoured, all 
rejoice together” (v. 26). They needed to forgive because they were wronged as much as he was. The 
pain that he experienced by this accusation was pain that was felt by the entire body. In Pauline theology, 
there is profound spiritual commonality between all true believers. The church is not a club that one joins 
and from which one resigns at will, but a community of brothers and sisters with radical interconnected 
relationships. The church, in the words of Hughes, is “an eternal community with cosmic relationships.” 

TO THINK ABOUT 
Given Paul’s theology of the church, as expressed here, what do you imagine he would have thought of 
contemporary professing Christians who seem to hop from church to church with little thought to the 
family dynamic of the body? What about a consumer approach to church, which sees people attend one 
church for preaching, send their kids to youth group at another church and attend midweek Bible studies 
with a third church? 

Paul could not imagine a Christian living disconnected from a local church. In his vision, Christians lived in 
such profound relationship in the church that one’s pain was experienced by all. 

TO THINK ABOUT 
In your honest estimation, how is BBC doing at living out this radical interconnectedness? How could we 
do better at feeling and responding to the pain that others in the church are feeling? 

In an individualistic society, this concept of radical interconnectedness seems foreign, but in the world of 
the New Testament, radical individualism is foreign. 

The Call to Forgiveness (vv. 6–8) 
Since the church had been wronged as much as the apostle had, he issued to them a strong charge to 
forgive the repentant critic. 
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It is clear from his words here that the Corinthians were hesitant about forgiving the man. Perhaps they 
felt guilty that they had not withstood him when he accused Paul at first, and so now they were going 
overboard in ensuring that he felt the weight of his sin. In doing so, however, they were going beyond 
Scripture, which clearly calls for immediate and full forgiveness when repentance is expressed. 

The apostle argues that the biblical discipline the man had experienced was “enough.” It was sufficient to 
deal with the matter as God had prescribed. There was no need to add anything to what God had said. 
Indeed, to do so was actually grossly damaging, for it might lead him to be “overwhelmed by excessive 
sorrow.” Literally, he might be consumed with grief—and who knows what someone who is consumed 
with grief will resort to? 

TO THINK ABOUT 
Consider, for a moment, this man’s response to biblical church discipline. He did not brush it off and 
simply move to the next church down the road to continue without accountability. He realised that, as a 
believer, he could not bear to live in isolation from the church of God. Do you think that this man’s 
realisation of the weight of church discipline is commonly understood by Christians in our society? How 
can we, as a church and as individual church members, help to instil this understanding in professing 
Christians and fellow church members? 

Biblical church discipline is never carried out vindictively. Unrepentant sin must certainly be dealt with 
decisively, but there can be no hesitation to forgive when repentance is expressed. 

TO THINK ABOUT 
What are some excuses that you have heard—or perhaps even used—to justify a refusal to forgive? How 
would you refute those excuses? 

The Obedience of Forgiveness (vv. 9–11) 
For the sinner’s sake, and, as we shall see, for the church’s sake, Paul urged the Corinthians to forgive the 
repentant sinner. To do so was a matter, not of Paul’s preference, but of obedience to God. Obedience to 
God demands both doing the hard work of church discipline AND doing the hard work of forgiving the 
repentant. 

Paul’s own example was a model in this. He speaks almost dismissively (“if I have forgiven anything,” v. 
10), thereby minimising his act of forgiveness. It was no big deal—something that he didn’t even give a 
second thought. This is the approach the Corinthians must adopt. 

In issuing his appeal to forgive—and in arguing that forgiveness was, in fact, an act of obedience, Paul 
offers two motivations for forgiveness. 

1. Christ’s power (v. 10). First, forgiveness is evidence of Christ’s power—both in that it evidences Christ’s 
power in forgiving us, and that it evidences Christ’s power given to us to enable us to forgive others. Jesus 
was clear on the need for Christians to forgive (Matthew 6:9–15; 18:21–35), and he is the one who, by his 
grace, makes it possible for Christians to forgive. 

TO THINK ABOUT 
Have you ever heard a professing Christian say something like, “I just can’t forgive her”? How should you 
respond when those who profess to have embraced Christ’s forgiveness show an unwillingness to extend 
that forgiveness to others? 

2. Satan’s ploy (v. 11). Second, unforgiveness is precisely what Satan is trying to achieve in the church. 
Unforgiveness and bitterness will tear a church apart from the inside, and there is nothing Satan would 
love more. We must, therefore, be aware of his “designs” in this regard and not give into this ploy. 

TO THINK ABOUT 
In all this talk of forgiveness, what room do you see for the notion of forgiving yourself? Is this even a 
biblical category? Why, or why not? 


