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‘OBEDIENT TO CHRIST’ 
2 CORINTHIANS 10:1-18 

 
[St Mark’s Northbridge, Sunday, November 1st, 2020 – All Services] 

 
 

1. Paul’s Modulation. 
 
When a piece of music changes key it’s called a modulation.  Musicians will be very 
familiar with the term, I’m sure.  But even the less musical amongst us will be familiar with 
the experience.  It happens sometimes when we sing songs in church (at least it did back 
when we were allowed to sing songs in church).  For example when we sing the hymn 
“When I Survey” and you get to the last verse, and all of a sudden you find yourself singing 
‘Were the whole realm of nature mine’ just a little bit higher than you sang the first line of 
all the other verses.  That’s because the music has changed key.  And that’s what’s called 
a modulation. 
 
And if I can borrow this analogy from music I’d say that when we get to the start of chapter 
10 in 2 Corinthians, Paul has modulated.  He’s changed key.  Clearly there’s a pretty 
difficult situation within the Corinthian church which he needs to address.  And it concerns 
his own reputation and ministry.  But for whatever reason he hasn’t really mentioned it in 
the letter so far.  But now his letter is drawing to a close, and now he’s finished giving all 
the instruction on other matters that he felt he needed to give, Paul tackles what he knows 
can’t be avoided.  And as he does his tone changes quite significantly.  He becomes more 
stern, and you can almost hear the frustration in his voice as he confronts the challenges 
that have been put to him.  It’s like he’s changed key. 
 
But what is it that has led to this sharper tone?  Why the modulation?  What’s the issue 
Paul needs to tackle here?  Well, this will become clearer to us over the next few weeks as 
we keep reading through Paul’s conclusion to his letter.  But what’s obvious to us in this 
chapter is that there are some voices within the Corinthian church that have become 
critical of Paul.  Listen again to verse 10. 
 
[Read 10:10] 
 
And this seems to be what lies behind Paul’s sarcasm in verse 1 as well. 
 
[Read 10:1 (sarcastically)] 
 
It seems there are people who are accusing Paul of being two-faced.  He’s all “peaches 
and cream” when he turns up for a visit.  But then he becomes strident when he’s writing 
letters from afar.  So they say.  And it would seem from verse 7 that perhaps people are 
even going so far as to say that Paul’s not really a messenger of Christ. 
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So here in chapter 10 we find Paul refuting the allegations that are made about him.  The 
heading in the NIV suggests he’s defending himself.  And I guess that’s true to a point.  
But Paul is also on the offensive here.  Because he doesn’t just deny the accusations that 
are made about him.  He also explicitly compares his own ministry and leadership with that 
of his opponents in Corinth.  And he is very intent on making clear what authentic Christian 
ministry looks like.  He wants the Corinthians to be in no doubt that his ministry amongst 
them is the real deal, and it’s those who oppose him who are the imposters.  And along the 
way, Paul’s also wanting to prepare the Corinthians for what to expect from him the next 
time he pays them a visit. 
 
All of this is the context for the things Paul says in 2 Corinthians 10.  But I want to make 
sure we don’t get lost in the details this morning/evening.  Rather, I want to ask you to 
reflect with me on this chapter under two headings.  Paul’s view of Christian Leadership.  
And Paul’s view of Christian Living.  These are the two questions we’re trying to answer 
today/tonight.  (1) What does Paul say here about authentic Christian ministry which helps 
us to understand what true leadership in Christ’s church looks like?  And, (2) what does 
Paul say here about Christian discipleship more generally which helps us understand the 
life Christ has called all of us to? 
 
2. Paul’s View of Christian Leadership. 
 
So let’s reflect firstly on Paul’s view of Christian leadership.  And here I want to point out 
six things that we find in this chapter. 
 
 - modelling the character of Christ 
 
Firstly, Paul says that his ministry models to people the character of Christ.  The very first 
line of the chapter captures this.  ‘By the humility and gentleness of Christ, I appeal to you 
. . . ’.  Paul wants to be like Jesus.  He wants his leadership to be Christ-like.  And so he 
wants to speak to people with the same humility and gentleness that Jesus himself always 
demonstrated. 
 
Now this is actually a very interesting first line in the chapter given how firm and emotional 
Paul is in what follows.  Some might see this as ironic.  Or some may even accuse Paul 
here of failing to live up to his own standards.  But neither of those things are true.  
Because the consistent humility and gentleness of Jesus did not prevent him from being 
direct and confronting at times, did it?  Remember, the humble and gentle Jesus is the one 
who turned over tables in the temple1, who called the Jewish leaders a ‘brood of vipers’2, 
and who told his own disciple:  ‘Get behind me Satan’3.  Sometimes, well-meaning 
Christians think that being Christ-like means always being nice, never speaking the truth if 
it’s going to hurt or challenge people, always keeping the peace.  But that is not the way of 
Christ.  And that’s why it’s not the way of Paul.  The Scriptures remind us in many places 

 
1 Eg. John 2:13-17 
2 Eg. Matthew 3:7, 12:34, 23:33 
3 Matthew 16:23 
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that it’s possible to speak firmly, to rebuke people, and yet to do so with humility and 
gentleness.  And that’s what Paul seeks to do here.  And he does so because he’s loyal to 
the character of Christ, as all Christian leaders should be. 
 
 - trusting the power of God  
 
But secondly, Paul says that authentic Christian leaders are always trusting in the power of 
God.  As they minister to people and as they seek change in people’s lives, they don’t trust 
in their own power, and they don’t trust in the methodologies of the world.  Many leaders of 
course fail at this point.  They depend on their own charisma, or powers of persuasion.  Or 
they utilise authority inappropriately- coercing or manipulating people into change.  But 
such leaders are not authentically Christian.  They are failing to trust in the power of God.  
And this is Paul’s point in verses 3-4. 
 
[Read 10:3-4] 
 
Here Paul is using a very evocative metaphor.  He likens gospel ministry to a war in which 
the Christian leader has to fight. But his weapons are not worldly.  Instead they are God-
given.  They are the sword of the Spirit which is the Word of God.  They are the words of 
men and women by which hearts are persuaded when the Spirit works through them.  
They are also the prayers by which the Christian shepherd intercedes for the sheep. 
 
Of course, the most famous example of Christian leaders getting this wrong is the folly of 
the 11th Century Crusades.  They were a series of wars, sanctioned by the Roman Church, 
which sought to recover the Holy Land from Islamic rule.  But of course, the Crusaders 
were waging war as the world does, and they were not trusting in the power of God.  And 
even back then, some could see the terrible mistake they were making.  One of the 
medieval knights at the time was a man named Ramon Lull.  And he wrote these words:  ‘ 
. . . it appears to me O Lord that the conquest of the Sacred Land will not be achieved . . . 
save by love and prayer4 . . . Let the knights become religious; let them be adorned with 
the Sign of the Cross, and filled with the grace of Thy Holy Spirit; and let them go among 
the infidels to preach truth concerning the Passion’5.  Ramon Lull’s words were a call to 
trust the power of God not the sword.  They were a call to trust in the work of God’s Spirit, 
the work of prayer, and the work of proclaiming the gospel of the cross of Christ.  And 
history tells us that this call to trust the power of God was a call Lull himself heeded.  In the 
years that followed he made three missionary journeys to Islamic territory to preach the 
gospel.  The last of his journeys was when he was 83 years old.  And he was stoned to 
death by a Muslim mob at Tunis on June 30th, 1315.  Now there’s a guy who didn’t just talk 
the talk. 
 
All true Christian leadership shares the convictions of Ramon Lull- the convictions we find 
here in 2 Corinthians 10- that the work of Christian ministry is advanced not by worldly 
means, but by using the means God has provided- love, prayer, the Spirit of God, the 

 
4 Originally:  ‘love and prayer, and the shedding of tears as well as blood’, but I am not sure what he meant by ‘blood’. 
5 From Ramon Lull, by E. Allison Peers (pp.30-31), quoted in By Faith We Stand,  by Marcus L. Loane (p.71). 
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gospel of Jesus.  By utilising these means we depend upon God’s power to do what the 
weapons of the world never could. 
 
 - seeking submission to Christ 
 
And then, thirdly, we see that true Christian leadership is always seeking submission to 
Christ.  As part of Paul’s military metaphor here he says that some of his work is to 
demolish strongholds- verse 4.  A stronghold, of course, was a fortification that was 
especially hard for an enemy to breach.  And I suspect in the context of Christian ministry 
the metaphor here applies to stubborn or unbelieving hearts.  Paul’s thinking here about 
how he must battle with people who are very resistant to change.  But the Christian leader 
engages in such battles because they want to take people captive for Jesus.  They seek to 
overcome arguments against faith, and they seek to demonstrate the foolishness of 
rejecting the gospel, all so that the people they serve might belong to Christ.  Verse 5. 
 
[Read 10:5] 
 
 - building people up 
 
Now it’s perhaps surprising for us to find Paul using language like ‘demolish’ and ‘take 
captive’.  It’s metaphorical of course.  But it’s also important that the metaphor is not 
misunderstood.  Aggression and violence are not the way of Christ.  And Paul is at pains 
to underline this.  Listen again to verse 8. 
 
[Read 10:8] 
 
The word translated there as ‘tearing you down’ is actually the same word in the original 
that Paul uses in verses 4 and 5 and which is translated in our Bibles as ‘demolish’.  And I 
think Paul uses the word again here to stress that the word he used metaphorically earlier 
is not a word he’d used to summarise what lies at the heart of his ministry.  He’s not a 
leader in order to demolish people.  He’s a leader to edify people.  Christ has given him 
authority as an apostle but it’s not to tear people down.  Rather it’s an authority given to 
him to build people up.  And this is the fourth thing we notice here.  All Christian leadership 
has this as its goal. 
 
 - recognising God’s sovereignty 
 
But verse 8 also introduces us to the fifth thing we should notice here.  And it’s this.  All 
true Christian leadership recognises God’s sovereignty.  We just heard in verse 8 that Paul 
sees his authority as a leader is not his own.  It comes from Christ.  His leadership is given 
to him by the Lord.  And he makes the same point down in verse 13 as well. 
 
[Read 10:13] 
 
God is the one who hands out the ministry assignments.  So it’s ultimately his ministry.  
Leaders are his servants.  And that’s why they serve his people.  This is the reason why 
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I’m not really the boss of our church and the Archbishop is not really the boss of our 
Diocese.  Because this is God’s church and we are God’s people.  He is sovereign over 
us.  All of us.  The leaders included.  We may be given work to do by him, but it’s always 
done under him and for him.   
 
 - seeking the Lord’s approval 
 
And that’s why the sixth thing we see here is also important.  Because if the ministry 
assignments are handed out by the Lord, and if it’s the Lord’s work we do under the Lord’s 
sovereign hand, then it follows that it’s the Lord’s approval all true leaders seek.  Of 
course, there is a great temptation to do otherwise isn’t there?  To seek the approval of 
others by the decisions you make, or by the things you say.  Leadership is very seductive 
in this way.  We have the opportunity to make people like us, appreciate us, even honour 
and esteem us.  But those desires in the heart of a leader must always be subservient to a 
far greater desire, a desire that at times will mean people won’t like us, or appreciate us, or 
honour us.  The desire to please the Lord above all will actually sometimes mean people 
oppose us, or hate us, or seek to dishonour us.  But it’s doing what pleases the Lord that 
matters.  We serve to seek his pleasure and praise.  And this is what Paul captures in 
verse 18. 
 
[Read 10:18] 
 
Now before we move on to my second heading today it’s important we stop to think about 
what this means for us.  And, of course, in the first place this chapter has some important 
questions to ask those of us who are leaders in Christ’s church.  And there are many 
within St Mark’s exercising leadership roles of various kinds.  So we should pause to 
consider here whether the pattern of our leadership conforms to the pattern Paul outlines 
here.  Are we modelling the character of Christ, maintaining gentleness and humility at all 
times, and especially when we have to say challenging things?  Are we trusting the power 
of God- using the means he’s provided to do his work, rather than using the weapons of 
the world?  Are our goals to bring people in to submission to Christ, and to build people up 
rather than to tear them down?  Are we remembering that this is the Lord’s work, assigned 
to us by him, and conducted under his rule?  And are we more interested in his approval 
than the approval of others?  They are all searching and important questions.  Questions 
we do well to ask ourselves and each other regularly.  
 
But they’re questions for all of us to think about and not just the leaders.  Because this 
chapter doesn’t just paint a picture of what leaders should be like.  It’s also painting a 
picture of the kind of leadership we should all seek.  And it reminds us of the kind of 
leadership we should all be praying for- that it would flourish amongst us.  And, if I can put 
it like this, this chapter also speaks to the kind of leadership we should be insisting on.  
What I mean is this.  I would hope that if anyone in our church were to notice that 
leadership is being exercised amongst us that does not conform to this pattern, that they 
would draw our attention to it so it can be addressed.  Church leaders are not beyond 
questioning, whoever they might be.  And the culture of leadership in our church is too 
important to ignore issues that need to be tackled.  May God give us help and strength so 
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that leadership at St Mark’s looks like the kind of authentic Christian leadership Paul 
describes here. 
 
3. Paul’s View of Christian Living. 
 
But now to my second heading.  Paul’s view of Christian living.  Because I want to finish 
today/tonight with three brief observations about what it means for anyone to be a disciple 
of Jesus. 
 
 - obedient thoughts 
 
And the first observation I make flows out of verse 5.  As we’ve seen, Paul’s aim in his 
ministry is lead people into submission to Jesus.  And the way he describes that in verse 5 
is that he seeks to ‘take captive every thought and make it obedient to Christ’.  It’s a very 
striking image.  And a very profound idea.  You couldn’t get a clearer picture of the 
comprehensiveness of Christian discipleship than this.  To be a follower of Jesus, says 
Paul, is to have every thought that passes through your head in submission to Jesus.  That 
is, every thought conforming to the teaching of Jesus, every thought consistent with the 
values of his kingdom.  Every thought.  I don’t know about you, but I have a lot of thoughts 
every day, about all manner of things.  And not all of them are in submission to Christ.  But 
this is the picture of Christian discipleship the Bible gives us.  Every part of who we are 
obeying Jesus. 
 
I trust you’ve heard the expression “a penny for your thoughts?”  It’s what people 
sometimes say when they want to know what another person is thinking?  Well, what we’re 
seeing here is not “a penny for your thoughts”, but “Christ’s blood for your thoughts”.  
When Jesus spilt his blood for us on the cross, it was so that we might belong to him- 
every part of us.  He died that we might be his.  His blood was poured out so that 
everything we think might be submissive to him. This is what Paul reminds us of here.  
Christ’s blood for your thoughts.  The Christian life is about obedient thinking. 
 
 - growing faith 
 
But secondly, the Christian life is about growing faith.  Here I’m thinking about verse 15.  
Paul says there in verse 15 that his hope as he serves the Corinthians is that as their faith 
continues to grow, his sphere of activity among them will greatly expand.  So their growing 
faith seems to have something to do with the gospel reaching others beyond their church 
as well.  And this idea too poses a good question to us.  Is your faith growing?  Or are you 
stagnant in the Christian life?  Are you maturing in your knowledge of God and his word?  
Are you becoming more like Christ as you repent of your sins and as his Spirit changes 
you?  Are you becoming more generous the more you learn about the generosity of 
Jesus?  Are you sharing your faith and joy in Christ with others?  I thank God that I see 
growing faith in so many of the brothers and sisters in our church family.  It genuinely thrills 
my hearts.  And I hope you join me in gratitude to God for growth in yourself and in others.  
But if you don’t think these things are happening in your life at the moment, are you 
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praying that God would grow you, and are you asking others to pray the same?  Paul’s 
expectation is that the Christian life will be one of growing faith. 
 
 - singular boasting 
 
And then thirdly and finally, Paul says the Christian life is a life of singular boasting.  Here 
I’m reflecting on verse 17. 
 
[Read 10:17] 
 
On this front too Paul asks us a searching question this morning/evening.  What do you 
most care about?  What are you most proud of?  What are you living for and looking 
forward to?  And are the answers to these questions littered with the name of Jesus?  Or 
are your answers to those questions filled with other things? 
 
There is a kind of single-mindedness that characterises the life of the person who follows 
Jesus as he deserves to be followed.  It’s a single-mindedness borne of seeing how 
deeply and eternally loved we are in Christ.  Because when you know what an 
unspeakable privilege it is to have had a life for this world interrupted by Jesus, and to 
have been given instead a life for the kingdom of heaven, then you want nothing more 
than to worship the one who transformed your life- to love him, to live for him, and to serve 
his purposes.  Single-mindedly.  And that’s what Paul is talking about again here.  If 
there’s anything worth boasting about, it’s knowing Jesus.  It’s serving Jesus. 
 
And this is a good place to end the sermon today/tonight because this is the outlook on life 
that ought to characterise every Christian leader, just as it’s the outlook on life that ought 
to characterise every Christian.  There’s nothing that ought to mean more to us, or to 
excite our hearts more than knowing Jesus, serving others in his name, and looking 
forward to him one day saying to us:  ‘Well done, good and faithful servant’6. 
 
As Paul says here: 
 
[Read 10:17-18] 

 
6 Matthew 25:23. 


