

[image: Couverture : with Patty Pell, 2 Corinthians (11 STUDIES FOR INDIVIDUALS OR GROUPS)]








[image: Illustration]







2 CORINTHIANS


11 STUDIES FOR INDIVIDUALS OR GROUPS




[image: Illustration]





N. T. WRIGHT


WITH PATTY PELL


[image: Illustration]












CONTENTS



Getting the Most Out of 2 Corinthians


Suggestions for Individual Study


Suggestions for Group Members


Map of the Eastern Mediterranean


12 Corinthians 1:1–2:4


The God of All Comfort


22 Corinthians 2:5–3:18


The Letter and the Spirit


32 Corinthians 4


Treasure in Earthenware Pots


42 Corinthians 5:1–6:2


New Creation, New Ministry


52 Corinthians 6:3–7:1


God’s Servants at Work


62 Corinthians 7:2-16


Our Boasting Proved True!


72 Corinthians 8:1–9:15


God Loves a Cheerful Giver


82 Corinthians 10


Boasting in the Lord


92 Corinthians 11


Boasting of Weaknesses


102 Corinthians


12:1-18 The Signs of a True Apostle


112 Corinthians 12:19–13:13


Test Yourselves!


Guidelines for Leaders


Praise for 2 Corinthians


About the Authors


More Titles from InterVarsity Press












GETTING THE MOST
OUT OF 2 CORINTHIANS




[image: ]







You watch from a distance as a friend walks down the street. You see him turn and go into a house. He strides in cheerfully and purposefully. You wait for a few minutes. Then you see him come out again—only now you see, to your horror, that he is limping, staggering along, with bruises on his face and blood trickling from one arm. Filled with concern, you also immediately want to know: what on earth happened in that house?


The historian, particularly the ancient historian, is often in the position of the puzzled spectator. The historian may have evidence about an early phase of someone’s career, and then again a later phase; but what happened in between is often hidden. So it is with Paul. He has gone into the house, striding cheerfully along; we have watched him do so in his first letter to the Corinthians. Now in 2 Corinthians we see him emerge again, battered and bruised. Even his style of writing seems to have changed. But we don’t know what happened inside. (For more on this book, also see my Paul for Everyone: 2 Corinthians, published by SPCK and Westminster John Knox. This guide is based on that book and was prepared with the help of Patty Pell, for which I am grateful.)


Nor does he tell us what happened. Like many people in the ancient world, he was more interested in what illness or suffering meant than in giving us a detailed account of his symptoms. Most of what we know is in the opening of the letter; we can glean a little from things he says later in the letter, but it doesn’t amount to much. He simply refers to “the suffering we went through in Asia” (the Roman province of “Asia” was roughly the western half of modern Turkey, with Ephesus in the middle of its west coast where Paul was staying when he wrote 1 Corinthians). Since his conversion (see Acts 9), Paul had been carrying the message of Jesus and the resurrection throughout the Mediterranean region, often with significant opposition and even violence. But what happened in Asia to cause him such distress?


The book of Acts doesn’t help much at this point either. The riot that engulfed Paul in Ephesus that is described in Acts 19 may have been part of it. In that passage, things are quieted down by the city officials. But the opposition may have continued in new and nastier ways, leaving Paul feeling, as he says here, that he’s received the sentence of death. In fact, his description sounds much like what we would call a nervous breakdown. The load had become too heavy.


The thing he doesn’t mention explicitly, but which would be an important factor in his mind and that of his readers, is that illness and suffering in the ancient world were regularly regarded as signs of divine displeasure. Whatever Paul had gone through, it would have been easy for his enemies, or those who were jealous of him, to think to themselves that it probably served him right, that God was most likely punishing him for something or other. Not so, says Paul. These things come not because God is angry but because he wants us to trust him more fully. Paul was breaking new ground. He wanted the Corinthians to understand that this, too, was part of the earth-shattering implication of the gospel.


Paul’s theme throughout this letter is the strange royal comfort that comes from the suffering and death, and the new resurrection life, of Israel’s Messiah, Jesus, the Lord of the world. This is the letter above all where he explores the meaning of the cross in terms of personal suffering—his own, and that of all the Messiah’s people. If in Galatians he is angry, if in Philippians he is joyful, in this letter his deep sorrow, and the raw wounds of his own recent suffering, are very apparent. Yet he is determined to view all of his suffering and all of the troubles of the world through the lens of the gospel.





SUGGESTIONS FOR INDIVIDUAL STUDY


1. As you begin each study, pray that God will speak to you through his Word.


2. Read the introduction to the study and respond to the “Open” question that follows it. This is designed to help you get into the theme of the study.


3. Read and reread the Bible passage to be studied. Each study is designed to help you consider the meaning of the passage in its context. The commentary and questions in this guide are based on my own translation of each passage found in the companion volume to this guide in the For Everyone series on the New Testament (published by SPCK and Westminster John Knox).


4. Write your answers to the questions in the spaces provided or in a personal journal. Each study includes three types of questions: observation questions, which ask about the basic facts in the passage; interpretation questions, which delve into the meaning of the passage; and application questions, which help you discover the implications of the text for growing in Christ. Writing out your responses can bring clarity and deeper understanding of yourself and of God’s Word.


5. Each session features selected comments from the For Everyone series. These notes provide further biblical and cultural background and contextual information. They are designed not to answer the questions for you but to help you along as you study the Bible for yourself. For even more reflections on each passage, you may wish to have on hand a copy of the companion volume from the For Everyone series as you work through this study guide.


6. Use the guidelines in the “Pray” section to focus on God, thanking him for what you have learned and praying about the applications that have come to mind.









SUGGESTIONS FOR GROUP MEMBERS


1. Come to the study prepared. Follow the suggestions for individual study mentioned above. You will find that careful preparation will greatly enrich your time spent in group discussion.


2. Be willing to participate in the discussion. The leader of your group will not be lecturing. Instead, she or he will be asking the questions found in this guide and encouraging the members of the group to discuss what they have learned.


3. Stick to the topic being discussed. These studies focus on a particular passage of Scripture. Only rarely should you refer to other portions of the Bible or outside sources. This allows for everyone to participate on equal ground and for in-depth study.


4. Be sensitive to the other members of the group. Listen attentively when they describe what they have learned. You may be surprised by their insights! Each question assumes a variety of answers. Many questions do not have “right” answers, particularly questions that aim at meaning or application. Instead the questions push us to explore the passage more thoroughly.


When possible, link what you say to the comments of others. Also, be affirming whenever you can. This will encourage some of the more hesitant members of the group to participate.


5. Be careful not to dominate the discussion. We are sometimes so eager to express our thoughts that we leave too little opportunity for others to respond. By all means participate! But allow others to also.


6. Expect God to teach you through the passage being discussed and through the other members of the group. Pray that you will have an enjoyable and profitable time together, but also that as a result of the study you will find ways that you can take action individually and/or as a group.


7. It will be helpful for groups to follow a few basic guidelines. These guidelines, which you may wish to adapt to your situation, should be read at the beginning of the first session.




	

Anything said in the group is considered confidential and will not be discussed outside the group unless specific permission is given to do so.





	

We will provide time for each person present to talk if he or she feels comfortable doing so.





	

We will talk about ourselves and our own situations, avoiding conversation about other people.





	

We will listen attentively to each other.





	

We will be very cautious about giving advice.








Additional suggestions for the group leader can be found at the back of the guide.
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