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1602304

Paul claims power over his communities but depicts himself as the ‘least of the apostles’. Critically discuss Paul’s perception of leadership with particular reference to 2 Cor 10-13.

If it is possible to identify one coherent view of leadership held by the Apostle Paul then this must be done from a series of New Testament writings which vary enormously one from another in terms of content and tone, which were written to different people groups at different times, and the majority of which prima facie contain no significant common denominator.[footnoteRef:1]  Discerning shared factors from within the feisty tones of Galatians and 1 and 2 Corinthians at one extreme, and the affectionate and conciliatory ones of Philippians and 1 Thessalonians at the other, presents a challenge.   [1:  The following New Testament letters only are included for analysis and referenced in this work, namely Romans, 1 and 2 Corinthians, Galatians, Philippians, 1 Thessalonians and Philemon.] 


This essay will begin by confirming the fact that Paul indeed claimed leadership power over the communities to which he wrote, and will note that the basis of this power was his assumption of apostolic authority.  After some observations on this authority, it will then go on to examine, with particular reference to verses within 2 Corinthians 10-13, the notable factors of the leadership style as expressed in the words of the epistles, and as identified within the events and circumstances referenced therein.

Irrespective of whether Paul’s view of leadership was consistent throughout his ministry, the fact that he saw himself in a leadership role of some kind is very clear from the language of statements made to the churches at Corinth (‘Be ye followers of me’ (1 Cor 4:16; 11:1)) and Philippi (‘Brethren, be ye together followers of me’ (Philippians 3:17))[footnoteRef:2], as followers require a leader by definition.  Furthermore, it was he alone as apostle (singular) to the Gentiles who was to be followed (Romans 11:13; Galatians 2:7).  Critically, however, following Paul meant following Jesus, thus at 1 Cor 11:1 he writes, ‘Be ye followers of me, even as I also am of Christ’, and indeed, the habit some members of the church at Corinth had formed of attaching their loyalty to an individual rather than to doctrine was castigated by Paul sharply.[footnoteRef:3]  Consequent to this line of arguing was for Paul to be content for his charges to follow others who were following him, so within the same Philippian verse above he encourages the brethren to note those others who follow him, that they may be used as an example or pattern.  With this desire that he be followed, at 1 Thessalonians 1:6 he recalls approvingly the fact that the church there had achieved the state of following the teaching provided by himself, Silvanus and Timotheus. [2:  Slightly more obtusely, ‘Those things, which ye have both learned, and received, and heard, and seen in me, do:’ (Philippians 4:9)]  [3:  1 Cor 1:12-13; 3:4-7] 


It is his own following of Christ, and the leadership which he provided, which forms the basis of the appeals Paul makes to the churches to which he ministered.  This can be seen clearly at Phil 2:6-8 where Paul, having just exhorted the church there to ‘Let this mind be in you, which was also in Christ Jesus’ (2:5), notes the servant attitude (mind) of Christ.  Elsewhere Paul applies this characteristic to himself, concluding that by virtue of his previous persecution of the church he was ‘the least of the apostles’ (1 Cor 15:9), but that ‘by the grace of God I am what I am’ (15:10).  It is thus from a position of self-perceived humility and unworthiness (and resulting grace from God) that Paul operates.

Paul makes it clear that on the basis of his apostolic authority he does indeed claim power over his communities.  More will be written of this shortly, but suffice to note at this stage some aspects and out-workings of this notion.  Paul believed that his apostolic authority had granted to him directly by the risen Jesus by way of multiple revelations (2 Cor 12:1, 7), and that it was to be used for the edification of the churches to which he ministered (10:8; 13:10).  Furthermore, he saw that this edification comprised one element of a wider, overarching role he had for their care (11:28).  An inevitable result of this authority was that such commandments as Paul gave were to be understood to be ‘the commandments of the Lord’ (1 Cor 14:37).  While we see his leadership influence extended through his writings to many areas of their faith as manifested in their daily lives, he was clear that he did not regard himself as having dominion (control) over their faith, but rather that he was simply a helper in this regard (2 Cor 1:24).[footnoteRef:4]  Finally, Paul regarded the evidence of his authority to be the fact that he ministered not simply with words, but with power also (1 Cor 2:4; 1 Th 1:5). [4:  See also Phil 2:12, and the instruction to ‘work out your own salvation with fear and trembling.’] 


As alluded to above, Paul’s assumption of leadership presupposes the presence of people to be led, and he regards the role of follower to be as much an ‘appointed’ role as that of a leader (e.g. Rom 1:6; 8:28-30; 1 Cor 1:2, 9; 1 Th 2:12).  Consequently, he understands his churches to be obligated to follow his leadership, expressing this at one point as a challenge to any man considering himself to be spiritual (1 Cor 14:7).  Paul’s view of ‘following’ amongst his churches involves a unity of purpose amongst them (‘Be ye together followers of me’ (Phil 3:17; emphasis added)), based on his teachings.

Two general points may be made in relation to Paul’s perception of leadership before examining in detail the passage of 2 Corinthians.  Firstly, the very fact that Paul wrote the letters he did indicates that his perception of leadership included the notion of on-gong contact with the communities he had planted, or of which he had heard; for Paul, ‘leading’ harboured no possibility of abandonment of the communities once established to prosper as best they could alone from him.  Indeed, the content of a number of his letters directly reveals the great extent to which he yearned for such continued interaction with his churches – that he might be encouraged to hear of a deepening faith and that he could continue to guide and instruct – and the lengths to which he went to maintain that contact.[footnoteRef:5] [5:  See for example the emotion expressed at 1 Th 3:1-2, reference to the multiple letters written to the church at Corinth and the multiple visits made there (1 Cor 5:9, 13:1), his stated desire to visit the church at Rome (Rom 1:10-11), his desire to send Timotheus to Philippi (Phil 2:19) and his intention to visit Philemon (Philemon 22)] 


Secondly, the ministry labels Paul applies to himself or others within the epistles (e.g. apostle, evangelist, teacher, preacher, servant, minister) are functional,[footnoteRef:6] denoting and describing activity rather than position.  This is significant, as within his epistles he frequently requires a resulting application (working-out) of the doctrine he has expounded.[footnoteRef:7] [6:  Lorin L. Cranford, The Apostle Paul, Servant of Christ, accessed at http://cranfordville.com/PaulStudyGuide/PaultheApostle_SG04_P1C03.pdf 5 Ma5 2019]  [7:  As a very broad proposition, the sequence is doctrine and then application e.g. Romans 1-11 (doctrine) and 12-16 (application)] 


As identified above, then, Paul’s leadership is based on the notion of his apostolic position and resulting authority (e.g. 2 Cor 10:8), and it is interesting to observe that any overt emphasis on this is absent from the convivial letters written to the churches at Philippi and Thessalonica.  Defending this authority in the more confrontational epistles is, however, critical to his quest to lead by influencing the behavior of those churches within his charge.  He understands that he could have no realistic expectation that they would follow his leadership if he was unable to convince them of a valid basis for it.  In 2 Cor 10 he defends his apostleship against accusations that he did not exhibit a similar imposing personal presence as those who ‘commend themselves’ (v12) and were coming against him (v7a, 10), by arguing that the wrong criteria were being applied in judgement i.e. that while he walked in the flesh, and looked and sounded as he did, his weapons were not of the flesh, but rather were spiritual – because it was a spiritual battle he was fighting (v3-4) – and that these therefore should be the measures against which he should be judged.  Presumably contrary to the habit of his enemies, he notes that he did not boast about (that is, claim credit for) achievements not his own (v13-15), and he argues that his approval before his churches should be based not on the fact that he commended himself (presumably another swipe at his enemies), but instead on the fact that that he was commended by God (v18).  

In the following chapter he makes further mentions of the superior authority he possessed as he recounts his experiences in the ministry (11:22-33), and in chapter 12 he makes his final appeal for authority based on evidence of his approval before God (which he knew none of his accusers could match), by revealing that some 14 years previously he was ‘caught up the third heaven…into paradise, and heard unspeakable words’ which he was not permitted to repeat (12:2-4).[footnoteRef:8]   [8:  At 2 Cor 12:11 (‘I am become a fool in glorying’) Paul almost seems to regret having found himself in such a position as to relate his sufferings and revelations to his advantage] 


In summary then to this point, Paul is keen to emphasise that while his previous position before Christ rendered him the least of the apostles, he is now functioning not in any inferior sense, but with the authority of the ‘chiefest’ of them (2 Cor 11:5; 12:11)

Moving on now to Paul’s leadership style as revealed by the written expression of his apostolic authority, the most common concept he utilises is that of ‘beseeching’ those to who he writes, with this notion appearing sixteen times in the letters under consideration.[footnoteRef:9], [footnoteRef:10]  Where there is a basis expressed upon which the beseeching is founded, this is always a characteristic of either God or Jesus.  Thus, Paul beseeches, ‘by the mercies of God’, ‘for the Lord Jesus Christ’s sake’, ‘by the name of our Lord Jesus Christ’, ‘by the meekness and gentleness of Christ’, and ‘by the Lord Jesus’.[footnoteRef:11]  He observes several times in the book of Romans that he had been ‘persuaded’ of a particular matter, and it is this notion of persuasion which seems to provide the basis upon which he consequently ‘beseeches’ his churches.[footnoteRef:12]  The concept had been introduced early within 2 Corinthians (2:8), and is then repeated twice prior to the section of the epistle specifically in view here.[footnoteRef:13] [9:  Webster’s 1828 American Dictionary of the English Language.  Beseech: To entreat; to supplicate; to implore; to ask or pray with urgency]  [10:  Rom 12:1; 15:30; 16:17; 1Co 1:10; 4:16; 16:15; 2Co 2:8; 5:20; 6:1; 10:1, 2; Ga 4:12; Php 4:2; 1Th 4:1,10; 5:12; Phm 9, 10]  [11:  Rom 12:1; 15:30; 1 Co 1:10; 2 Co 10:1; 1 Th 4:1]  [12:  Rom 4:21; 8:38; 14:14; 15:14. See also Gal 1:10.]  [13:  2 Cor 5:20; 6:1. It was also a term used in 1 Cor i.e. 1:10; 4:16; 16:15, and was thus a notion his readers will have been already familiar with.] 


Paul notes that as a method of swaying the behavior of those over whom he had charge, his ‘beseeching’ of them is but one option available to him, and thus that it is a chosen method of influence.  He writes to Philemon that he could be more pressing and ‘enjoin him’ that the slave Onesimus be restored to him, and yet ‘for love’s sake I rather beseech thee’ (Phil:8-9).[footnoteRef:14]  However, while persuasion is his preferred and most frequent option for convincing his readers, Paul is prepared to make it clear that, if necessary, at his coming in person to visit the churches he will adopt a markedly different approach.  This is a recurring theme of 2 Cor 10-13[footnoteRef:15], and comes into sharpest relief with the enjoinder that ‘I write these things being absent, lest being present I should use sharpness, according to the power which the Lord hath given me’ (2 Cor 13:10).  For Paul then, mild remedies are of first resort, with more strident discipline available but only to be compelled when these have failed. [14:  Webster’s: Enjoin: To order or direct with urgency; to admonish or instruct with authority; to command.]  [15:  See 2 Cor 10:2, 11; 12:20; 13:2, 10] 


As he seeks to persuade his readers with his written word, Paul is prepared to use hyperbole and other linguistic devices for effect.  For example, within 2 Cor 11:16 he plays on the notion of the ‘fool’, firstly warning of the dangers of considering him to be one (a warning given in all seriousness; see also 12:6) but then immediately inviting precisely that comparison as a device for retaining his readers’ attention and endearing his arguments to them.[footnoteRef:16]  Paul’s ‘Fool’s Speech’ (2 Cor 11:16-12:11) is based on irony and is intended to surprise, made effective by catching the readers off guard in their expectations of him.[footnoteRef:17]   [16:  See also 2 Cor 12:11.]  [17:  This juxtaposition of uses of fool may also be seen earlier in the Corinthian correspondence at 1 Cor 3:18 and 4:10. For more on this see for example Jan Lambrecht, The Fool’s Speech and Its Context: Paul’s Particular Way of Arguing in 2 Cor 10–13, in Biblica, Vol. 82 (2001) p305-324, accessed at https://www.bsw.org/biblica/vol-82-2001/the-fool-s-speech-and-its-context-paul-s-particular-way-of-arguing-in-2-cor-10-13/263/article-p310.html accessed 5 May 2019 and L. L. Welborn, Paul, the Fool of Christ: A Study of 1 Corinthians 1-4 in the Comic-philosophic Tradition, (Bloomsbury, London, 2005).] 


An understanding of Paul’s perception of leadership can be developed by moving ‘outward’ as it were from the initial examination of the words he employs in the letters to his own clear expression of the context in which the letters were written.  The epistles reveal that he ‘beseeches’ etc. from a position of maintaining a continuing and on-going interest in the well-being of the communities over which he feels a responsibility, with statements such as, ‘I thank my God upon every remembrance of you, always in every prayer of mine for you all making request with joy’ (Phil 1:3-4) and ‘We give thanks to God always for you all, making mention of you in our prayers’ (1 Th 1:2) confirming that not only do these communities remain in his thoughts though he be parted from them, but also (and most importantly from a leadership perspective) that he wants them to be fully aware of this fact. 

We can continue to piece together Paul’s perception of leadership by looking not only at the words he uses in his epistles but also by examining the terms by which he recounts his own experiences during the period in which he established and then ministered to his churches.  The description of his sufferings mentioned above (2 Cor 11:22-33) demonstrates that he saw his role as leader to include a preparedness to accept persecution and injury on behalf of those in his charge, and so when the sufferings are rehearsed to the Corinthians it is not as the basis for an appeal for their sympathy or pity, but rather only as a means of confirming his authority.  It seems beyond doubt that this view of the events that befell him (that is, his acceptance of them as a necessary part of his ministry – at 1 Th 3:3 he writes of being ‘appointed’ to afflictions) is taken from his own understanding of the sufferings of Christ, and of the necessity of these in order for the reconciliation of man to God to be possible (2 Cor 5:18, 21).  At this point (still within the ‘Fool’s Speech’), he is highlighting his weaknesses and not than his strengths, and his argument is brought to its conclusion towards the end of the speech with the propositions that ‘I will glory in the things which concern mine infirmities’ (2 Cor 11:30) and ‘when I am weak, then am I strong’ (12:10).  The ultimate conclusion of this understanding has to be, for Paul, a preparedness even for physical death in the service of the Christ (1 Cor 3:22), but that even this danger works for the good of believers (Rom 8:28), as trust in God is engendered (2 Cor 1:8-10).

With this perception of his own sufferings, it is no surprise then that Paul exhorts his churches to bear the difficulties they themselves are experiencing ‘like men’ (1 Cor 16:13; that is, as men should in battle, not crumbling before their adversary) rather than protesting at them or regarding them as unexpected.  Consequently he urges the church at Philippi to ‘stand fast in one spirit…and in nothing [be] terrified by your adversaries’ (Phil 1:27-28), and to the church at Thessalonica, who he acknowledges received the gospel ‘in much affliction’ (1 Th 1:6), his message is essentially one of ‘comfort [i.e. strengthen] one another’.[footnoteRef:18]  The church at Corinth was experiencing ‘sufferings’ of some description (2 Cor 1:7), and so in his postscript to 2 Corinthians he commands them to ‘be of good comfort’ (13:11).  Thus once more we see revealed in Paul’s perception of leadership a modelling of the leadership he saw demonstrated by Christ; as Christ suffered voluntarily and willingly to reconcile man to God, so Paul manifests the same traits, confirming to the church at Corinth that he would ‘gladly spend and be spent for you’ (2 Cor 12:15). [18:  1 Th 3:2; 4:18; 5:11, 14; Webster’s:  Comfort: To strengthen; to invigorate; to cheer or enliven.] 


[bookmark: _GoBack]This essay has reviewed the perception of leadership as understood and demonstrated by the apostle Paul and revealed in his epistles.  It has noted that his approach was to model to the believing communities to which he wrote that which he saw modelled by Jesus i.e. leadership underpinned by authority but founded in humility, and that this was modelled through the words he used (his instructions and exhortations to the communities) and more widely in the way he used his ministry experiences.
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