
ECF 2nd October 2016 2 Corinthians 1:12-2:4  Responding to Critics 
Despite all the potential that social media has for good, sadly we often use it for evil.  Instead of using it to connect with 
people, to express love and care – so often it is used to attack, criticize and condemn.  Have a look at this: Video: Homeless 
Read Mean Tweets 
 
It is shocking what people will write about those that they know so little about.  And yet, I don’t think it will surprise many 
of us.  Many of us have experienced people attacking us with cruel, unkind and unfairly critical words.  And if we haven’t 
experienced it yet, we probably will! 
 
So what should we do when that happens?  How should we respond when we’re criticized in this way?   
 
Paul wrote 2 Corinthians at a time when he was being strongly criticised.  But instead of retaliating like this world does, 
instead he responded in a way that reflected the character of his God!  2 Corinthians 1:12-2:4:  
 
“Now this is our boast: Our conscience testifies that we have conducted ourselves in the world, and especially in our 
relations with you, in the holiness and sincerity that are from God. We have done so not according to worldly wisdom but 
according to God’s grace. 13 For we do not write to you anything you cannot read or understand. And I hope that, 14 as you 
have understood us in part, you will come to understand fully that you can boast of us just as we will boast of you in the day 
of the Lord Jesus. 
15 Because I was confident of this, I planned to visit you first so that you might benefit twice. 16 I planned to visit you on my 
way to Macedonia and to come back to you from Macedonia, and then to have you send me on my way to Judea. 17 When I 
planned this, did I do it lightly? Or do I make my plans in a worldly manner so that in the same breath I say, “Yes, yes” and 
“No, no”? 
18 But as surely as God is faithful, our message to you is not “Yes” and “No”. 19 For the Son of God, Jesus Christ, who was 
preached among you by me and Silas and Timothy, was not “Yes” and “No”, but in him it has always been “Yes.” 20 For no 
matter how many promises God has made, they are “Yes” in Christ. And so through him the “Amen” is spoken by us to the 
glory of God. 21 Now it is God who makes both us and you stand firm in Christ. He anointed us, 22 set his seal of ownership on 
us, and put his Spirit in our hearts as a deposit, guaranteeing what is to come. 
23 I call God as my witness that it was in order to spare you that I did not return to Corinth. 24 Not that we lord it over your 
faith, but we work with you for your joy, because it is by faith you stand firm.2 1 So I made up my mind that I would not 
make another painful visit to you. 2 For if I grieve you, who is left to make me glad but you whom I have grieved? 3 I wrote as 
I did so that when I came I should not be distressed by those who ought to make me rejoice. I had confidence in all of you, 
that you would all share my joy. 4 For I wrote to you out of great distress and anguish of heart and with many tears, not to 
grieve you but to let you know the depth of my love for you.” 
 
1. Facing Unfair Criticism 
In 1786, the Scottish poet, Robert Burns, wrote “To A Mouse” or more accurately “Tae a Moose.”  It speaks about the 
fragility of life and the struggle to make plans in an uncertain and dangerous world.  One part says:  

“The best-laid schemes o' mice an' men 
Gang aft agley, 
An' lea'e us nought but grief an' pain, 
For promis'd joy!” 

Even the best laid plan of mice and men often go wrong.  No matter how carefully and thoughtfully we make plans, stuff 
happens in our lives that mess them up. 
 
a) A Change of Plans 
In a sense this is what had happened to Paul.  He had a plan to visit the church in Corinth twice. “I planned to visit you on 
my way to Macedonia and to come back to you from Macedonia, and then to have you send me on my way to Judea.” 2 
Corinthians 1:16 
 
It was a good plan.  He made it with the best of intentions.  But circumstances forced him to change them.  He didn’t visit 
them on his way to Macedonia.  Instead he wrote them a letter – written in between the two letters we have – after 1 
Corinthians and before 2 Corinthians. 
 
b) A Character Assassination  
But people didn’t take kindly to this change of plans.  In fact, some people criticised him harshly. “When I planned this, did I 
do it lightly? Or do I make my plans in a worldly manner so that in the same breath I say, “Yes, yes” and “No, no”?” 2 
Corinthians 1:17 
 



They were saying, “You can’t trust Paul.  He says things without thinking.  He makes empty promises.  He says ‘yes’ one 
minute and ‘no’ the next.  He is not a man of his word.”   This change of plans became ammunition for a full scale character 
assassination! 
 
2. Be Trustworthy in what we say 
Their criticisms were so unfair.  “Our message to you is not “Yes” and “No”” 2 Corinthians 1:18  Paul was not like other 
people who say ‘yes’ one minute and ‘no’ the next!  He believed strongly in the need to say what we mean and mean what 
we say. 
 
He declared: “We do not write to you anything you cannot read or understand.”  2 Corinthians 1:13  And later in this letter 
he wrote: “We have renounced secret and shameful ways; we do not use deception.” 2 Corinthians 4:2  He refused to use 
the same tactics as his opponents.  He refused to say things to tickle ears or manipulate his listeners.   
 
a) Say What We Mean 
And he calls us to do the same.  “Each of you must put off falsehood and speak truthfully to his neighbour, for we are all 
members of one body.” Ephesians 4:25  We are supposed to be people of integrity and honesty.  However difficult it might 
be, however beneficial a little lie might seem, however much other people do it – we must be people who are committed to 
being trustworthy in everything that we say. 
 
b) Because God is Faithful to All his Promises 
That’s because this is what God is like.  Paul’s always said what he meant and meant what he said because “God is faithful,” 
2 Corinthians 1:18.  God doesn’t say anything lightly.  God doesn’t say one thing and do the other.   
 
“God is not a man, that he should lie, nor a son of man, that he should change his mind. Does he speak and then not act? 
Does he promise and not fulfil?” Numbers 23:19  God doesn’t tell lies.  He can be trusted in everything that he had said.   He 
doesn’t make empty promises.   
 
And as Christians we have come into the experience of this because “No matter how many promises God has made, they 
are “Yes” in Christ.”  2 Corinthians 1:20  The message of Jesus is not yes and no.  There is no ambiguity about him.  He is the 
yes to all of God’s promises.  He is the fulfilment of everything God has said.    
 
That means that without coming to Jesus - we cannot fully understand God’s purpose and plan for us, we cannot make 
sense of his dealings with humanity down through the centuries, we cannot come into a true relationship with and 
knowledge of God.   
 
But it also means, that if we put our trust in Jesus, then we will experience all that God has promised - our sins will be 
forgiven, we will be reconciled to God, we will accepted into his family, we will experience intimacy with him, we will saved 
for all eternity.   
 
“And so through him the “Amen” is spoken by us to the glory of God.” 2 Corinthians 1:20  Through our faith in Jesus, we will 
be able to say, yes it is true, God has done what he said he would.  He has kept all of his promises.  Our God is faithful!   
 
And so as his people, we should also seek to be trustworthy in what we say!   
 
3. Be Careful to Do What is Right  
But of course we are not God.  And so although we long to be men and women of integrity we cannot always ensure that 
our plans will become a reality.  Situations change, unexpected circumstance arise.   
 
That’s why when Paul earlier wrote to this church about his plans he said, “I hope to spend some time with you, if the Lord 
permits.” 1 Corinthians 16:7.  Paul realised that his plans were always made God willing.   
 
But when he had to change these plans, he was careful to do what was right.  He wrote: “I made up my mind that I would 
not make another painful visit to you.” 2 Corinthians 2:1   
 
Paul didn’t change his plans lightly.  The word he used here shows that he came to this conclusion after careful deliberation.  
He thought through this decision and came to conclude that staying away was the right thing to do.   
 
a) Following our Conscience  
That is why he could say, “Our conscience testifies that we have conducted ourselves… in the holiness and sincerity that are 



from God.”  2 Corinthians 1:12 
 
In making this decision, Paul had followed his conscience.  Whatever other people thought about his decisions, whatever 
criticism he suffered, however this situation turned out, in his heart, Paul was sure that he had done what was right.  He 
believed that he was doing what was consistent with God’s holiness and sincerity. 
 
And that is what mattered to him.  As he said elsewhere: “I strive always to keep my conscience clear before God and man.” 
Acts 24:16  
 
b) Because God is Our Priority  
That is such an important lesson for us to learn, especially when we are being criticised by others.  Yes of course listening to 
the advice of others that we trust is helpful.  But we mustn’t let our critics dictate to us what we should do.   
 
We’re not called to follow everyone else’s thoughts, ideas and agendas.  Our goal should not be to please them.  Instead 
like Paul wrote later in this letter: “We make it our goal to please him.” 2 Corinthians 5:9  God is the one we live for! 
 
And so our priority should be to do what is consistent with God’s Word, and to do what is consistent with what God has 
impressed on our hearts!  Instead of following our critics, we should follow our conscience! 
 
4. Be Eager to Do What is Helpful  
So why did Paul think that postponing his visit was the right thing to do? Well, it was because he believed that this was the 
most helpful thing to do for this church.  Look at 2 Corinthians 1:23: “I call God as my witness that it was in order to spare 
you that I did not return to Corinth.”  
 
As we read, Paul had made a painful visit to the church in Corinth.  We’ll see in more detail next time, that this was because 
someone in the church was doing something seriously wrong.  And despite Paul’s teaching, the church hadn’t dealt with it in 
the right way. 
 
And so when Paul got back to Ephesus, and he considered the situation, he realised that going back again would only make 
the situation worse.  It would add to their pain, and not really help them to move forward.  
 
And so instead of going back, he’d decided to write to them and give them some space and time to straighten things out! 
 
a) Thinking of Others  
So even although they were causing him pain, being unreasonable towards him and criticising him, throughout all this time, 
Paul’s focus and his goal had been to do what was best for them!   
 
And we are called to do the same: “Each of you should look not only to your own interests, but also to the interests of 
others.” Philippians 2:4  No matter what other people do or don’t do, our goal should be to help others, build them up, 
encourage them in their walk with God! 
 
b) Because God is Gracious  
That’s because this is how God is with us.  Paul wrote that his actions at this time were  
“not according to worldly wisdom but according to God’s grace.”  2 Corinthians 1:12 
 
The world tells us to give people what they deserve.  So if they have hurt us, attacked us, unfairly criticised us, then we 
should retaliate – defend ourselves, fight for our rights, grab all you can, hit back hard. 
 
But God didn’t respond to us in this way.  Instead God’s grace offers to us who have sinned against him, the love, mercy and 
forgiveness that we could never have deserved.  Later in this letter Paul wrote: “For you know the grace of our Lord Jesus 
Christ, that though he was rich, yet for your sakes he became poor, so that you through his poverty might become rich.” 2 
Corinthians 8:9 
 
And if we have received this grace, if we have been loved so unconditionally, if we have been blessed by this undeserved 
and unearned gift, then God expects us to treat other people in exactly the same way.  No matter what other people do, 
God calls us to be people of grace! 
 
5. Be Committed to God’s People 
And even now,  in writing this letter, Paul was still showing them grace.  Even although their criticism was unfair and 



unreasonable, yet Paul wrote this letter to restore his relationship with them. 
 
a)  Explaining Our Actions 
He took the time here to explain his actions.  He didn’t need to do this. He didn’t have to justify himself to them.  They had 
no right to expect it.  But he hoped that this would help rebuild their trust in him.  “I hope that, as you have understood us 
in part, you will come to understand fully that you can boast of us.” 2 Corinthians 1:13-14 
 
b) Emphasising Our Connection 
He also emphasised his connection with them,.  Despite all that they had done to criticise and reject him,  he wrote: “Not 
that we lord it over your faith, but we work with you for your joy.” 2 Corinthians 1:24 
 
He didn’t see himself as above them, superior to them.  Instead he saw him as their partners in working together for their 
joy, for their growth and development in their Christian lives, and for God’s glory!   
 
c) Expressing Our Love 
And throughout this passage, he expressed his love for them.   

 He told them how delighted he was in them: “We will boast of you in the day of the Lord Jesus.”  2 Corinthians 1:14 

 He told them how dependent he was on them, that they were among “those who ought to make me rejoice.” 2 
Corinthians 2:3: 

 And he told them how deep his love was for them: “I wrote to you… to let you know the depth of my love for you.”  2 
Corinthians 2:4 

 
This was such a vulnerable thing to do.  This church was criticising his decisions and his character.  They were welcoming 
those who stood against Paul and rejected his apostleship. 
 
And despite all of this, Paul was opening up his heart and reaching out to them in love.  He didn’t give up on them.  He 
wasn’t walking away from them.  He wasn’t turning his back on them.  He was still totally committed to them in love! 
 
d) Because God is Committed to Us 
That’s because he believed that this is what God is like.  “It is God who makes both us and you stand firm in Christ.”  2 
Corinthians 1:21.  In our Christian lives, we stand firm not so much because of our commitment to God – but because of his 
commitment to us.  
 
This was declared when “He anointed us, set his seal of ownership on us.” 2 Corinthians 1:21-22. He has declared that, no 
matter what, we belong to him forever!   
 
And he has, “Put his Spirit in our hearts as a deposit, guaranteeing what is to come.”  2 Corinthians 1:21-22  Amazingly the 
Holy Spirit’s presence in our lives is only the down-payment of what Christ won for us on the cross.  There is so much more 
to come!  
 
And his presence in our lives, is the pledge, the promise, the guarantee, that all that Christ has accomplished will be ours!  
God is completely committed to completing the work that he begun in us!  
 
And so if God is so committed to us, even although we so often fail him.  Then surely it is not too much for us to be 
committed to each other! 
 
Conclusion 
So this is the example that God wants us to follow.  Although we live in a world where people will often jump to criticise, 
condemn and reject, God doesn’t want us to follow in its footsteps.  Instead he wants us to follow him.   
 
He wants us to  

 Be trustworthy in what we say – because God is faithful to his promises. 

 Be careful to do what is right – because God is holy. 

 Be eager to do what is helpful – because God is gracious. 

 Be Committed to loving others – because God is committed to us. 
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