
“A Messy Community: Studies in 2 Corinthians” 

Lesson 52: 2 Corinthians 4:13–5:10 

As you prepare to reflect on the text before us, carefully read Psalm 116. There, David describes a time in 
which God had delivered him from death at the hand of his enemies. He describes both his distress and 
his disillusionment with people. But he believed that God would deliver him, and so therefore he cried, “I 
believed, and so I spoke.” He believed God’s promised deliverance, and therefore he proclaimed God’s 
great works. 

Paul could well have been reading Psalm 116 in his devotions the morning he wrote these words, for his 
argument is essentially that, despite the intense persecution that he faced, God’s promised ultimate 
deliverance (in resurrection) is what gave him boldness to persevere in ministry. 

TO THINK ABOUT 
Even if he had not been reading this psalm in his own devotion time, Paul was clearly familiar enough 
with it to meditate on it when he was undergoing affliction. What does this teach you about the 
importance of consistent Bible reading and memorisation? 

Paul daily faced the reality of death from his opponents, but he was confident that death was not the 
end. Death would be followed by resurrection. Resurrection is the theme of this section, and therefore 
Paul’s own resurrection thesis (1 Corinthians 15) forms a helpful backdrop to these verses. God’s 
promises of ultimate deliverance gave him a threefold confidence. 

Confidence in Resurrection (4:13–15) 
Tim Savage writes, “It is because Paul believes in a future resurrection of the dead that he is presently 
willing to carry about in his body the dying of Jesus.” Paul knew that, even if this body was killed, there 
was another body that awaited him at the resurrection. For him, death was a mere interruption that 
would be swallowed up in life. 

TO THINK ABOUT 
From the outset of our time in this text, note that Paul’s ultimate hope is in future resurrection, not in 
some disembodied intermediate state. Do you think that contemporary Christianity is sometimes guilty of 
minimising a theology of resurrection in favour of a theology of the intermediate state (i.e. “going to 
heaven when you die”)? 

We should also note the link that Paul makes in this section between faith and speech: “We also believe, 
and so we also speak” (cf. Romans 10:9–10). Genuine faith always finds expression in verbal witness. 

Confidence in Transformation (4:16–5:5) 
Here, Paul takes a slight theological detour, showing that the resurrection body is not, in fact, an entirely 
NEW body, but a TRANSFORMED body. This was an important distinction in ancient Greek culture, which 
held to a strong distinction between (the evil) body and (the good) soul/spirit, with ultimate “salvation” 
coming when the spirit was completely freed from the body. The Christian worldview is that the body was 
created good, even though corrupted by sin, and God’s plan is, and always has been, for humans to be 
embodied persons. 

Paul and his companions had been viciously hounded and persecuted by their opponents. This opposition 
did not cause them to lose heart, however. Instead, they considered it a “light momentary affliction” in 
comparison with the “eternal weight of glory” that was to come. They persevered because they 
understood the contrast between the “transient” and the “eternal.” 

TO THINK ABOUT 
If “momentary affliction” prepares for us “an eternal weight of glory beyond all comparison,” how should 
we view affliction in this life? Should we try to escape or avoid affliction that arises because of our 
allegiance to Christ and his gospel? 

Having hinted at the “eternal weight of glory” for which he longed (4:16–18), Paul goes on in 5:1–5 to 
explain exactly what he means by that term. He frames it in terms of resurrection: His earthly body, which 
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was battered and beaten by persecution, would be transformed into an eternal body, which would be 
made in the likeness of Christ’s resurrected body. He contrasts “the tent that is our earthly home” (i.e. 
our present body) with “a building from God, a house not made with hands, eternal in the heavens” (i.e. 
our future body). 

Note that he clearly distances Christian theology from Greek philosophy when he draws on the two 
bodies. While Greek philosophy taught that it was desirable for the spirit to be freed from the body, Paul 
argues that this is not desirable. Indeed, he describes a disembodied state as one of nakedness—a 
symbol of shame in biblical thought. He does not want to be “unclothed” by to be “further clothed, so 
that what is mortal may be swallowed up by life.” 

In all this theological discussion, he does not entirely lose his focus on the theme of new covenant 
ministry, for he shows that the Spirit, who is a key figure in new covenant ministry, is the one who serves 
as the guarantee of future resurrection. 

Confidence in Relocation (5:6–10) 
The word “relocation” is used here almost ironically, because, having considered the immediate context, 
we see that Paul is not talking about a changed location (earth to heaven) but a changed state (tent to 
house; temporary body to permanent body). Nevertheless, there is a sense in which our location at 
resurrection will be changed from being “away from the Lord” (v. 6) to being “at home with the Lord” (v. 
8). The context (i.e. resurrection) is once again important if we will understand what Paul is saying. 

Paul is arguing that as long as we are “in the body” (i.e. in our present body) we cannot be “present with 
the Lord.” Our present human body is not fit for living in God’s presence. However, when we are “away 
from the body” we will be fit to be “at home with the Lord.” This changed “location” was a source of 
“good courage” to him and his ministry partners. 

Remember, however, that Paul did NOT want to be “unclothed” (i.e. disembodied). That was to be “found 
naked,” which, in biblical imagery, is a picture of shame. He did NOT long to be freed from the human 
body and be “in heaven” with the Lord in a disembodied state but longed for resurrection—to be freed 
from THIS body and clothed with THAT body. His hope was not an intermediate state, but the final, 
resurrected state. In it is the resurrected state that “we shall be like him, because we shall see him as he 
is” (1 John 3:2) and therefore “whether we are at home or away, we make it our aim to please him” (v. 9). 

TO THINK ABOUT 
The truth of the resurrection meant that Paul and his companions aimed to please the Lord. John said 
that resurrection hope motivates holiness (1 John 3:1–3)—in contrast to ancient Greek philosophy, which 
taught that one could do whatever one pleased in the body, because the body was ultimately 
meaningless. In what way does the truth of resurrection motivate us to holiness? How might 
minimisation of resurrection theology quench a desire for holiness? 

Once again, in stark contrast to the Greek philosophy with which the Corinthians were constantly 
surrounded, Paul highlighted that final judgement will be based on what we do “in the body.” This will not 
be the basis of our justification but the basis of rewards. It is a judgement, not of condemnation, but of 
evaluation. 

TO THINK ABOUT 
Contextually speaking the judgement spoken of here is not one for general works in the body, but for 
ministry. This is similar to 1 Corinthians 3:10–17, where the judgement was for works of ministry 
performed in building (or destroying) the church. At least according to these two texts, our focus as we 
contemplate standing before the judgement seat of Christ should not be general good or bad works, but 
our works of ministry. What works of ministry are you involved in—in this very local church—that you will 
give an answer for one day as you stand before the judgement seat of Christ? Will your ministry be 
rewarded or burned? How do you know? 


