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5. Paul’s sincere and fervent love and concern for the Corinthians motivated all of his 

interaction with them. So it was with his communication regarding upcoming travel 

plans; he was sensitive to the delicate situational and relational dynamics at Corinth and 

wanted to do everything he could to remedy the difficulties and heal the hurts. Paul 

recognized that loving candor, sincerity and demonstrated concern are critical in such 

situations and he was committed to dealing with the Corinthians in that way (cf.  3:1-4:20 

with 2 Corinthians 6-7, 10-12). 

 

 That same mindset and intent motivated Paul’s closing exhortations. Throughout the 

epistle he’d spoken to the Corinthians’ questions and the issues in the church openly and 

earnestly and that same heart of love and concern is reflected in his discussion of his 

ministry plans and those of his associates. Paul regarded himself to be the Corinthians’ 

father in the faith and, to him, that was no mere title. He bore them on his heart and 

labored on their behalf that they would thrive in their faith and love and grow up in all 

things in Christ (ref. 4:14-17). And so it’s not at all surprising that, in closing out his 

letter, Paul’s heart was moved to deliver one last set of charges (16:13-18). And as Paul’s 

summary instruction, they were multi-faceted and broad, speaking to the Corinthians’ 

personal lives of faith as well as their lives with one another. 

 

a. With respect to their personal lives, Paul issued a straight-forward, four-fold 

charge: “Be on the alert, stand firm in the faith, act like men, be strong” (v. 13). 

Two things about this are immediately apparent and important: The first is that 

these directives are closely related; they are not a collection of four independent 

charges but one composite charge. Secondly, Paul issued them without any 

conjunctions (a literary device known as asyndeton). This serves to highlight and 

punctuate each of the four while also binding them together as a unit. 

 

 The first of the four is Paul’s charge to be on the alert. This verb specifies a 

vigilant watchfulness and Paul’s grammar told the Corinthians that he wanted this 

vigilance to characterize their lives in Christ. Paul wasn’t alone in calling for this; 

it was a notable theme of the Lord’s teaching and one reiterated by His apostles. 

In the case of Jesus’ exhortation, His emphasis was on watchfulness with respect 

to the end of the age and His return (cf. Matthew 24:1-51, esp. vv. 42-44, 25:1-13;  

Luke 12:32-40; cf. also Revelation 3:1-3, 16:12-16). The apostles retained the 

Lord’s emphasis on His Parousia, but especially as the expectation of His coming 

calls for sober and purposeful vigilance in the present age (ref. Acts 20:17-31; 

Colossians 4:2; 1 Thessalonians 5:1-11; 1 Peter 5:8-9 (cf. 1 Peter 4:7-10)). 

 

 Thus Paul’s charge is best understood as calling the Corinthians to disciplined, 

sober-minded intentionality in living into and living out their lives in Christ.  

 

- Men in their natural state are “blown about” and carried along by the 

forces, circumstances and vicissitudes of daily living. And even when they 

are alert and purposeful, their intentions and efforts are directed by the 

patterns and priorities of this present world. In that sense, even vigilant 

men are just as “asleep” as their complacent, undisciplined counterparts.  
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- But Christ’s saints have been translated from the present order into His 

kingdom (cf. John 15:18-19; Colossians 1:13-14, 2:20-3:11). They inhabit 

the heavenly realm of the new creational kingdom (Ephesians 2:1-6; 

Colossians 3:1-4), but they are obliged to live out their heavenly, 

resurrection life within the nature and sway of the old order. Christians are 

unique among men in that they must reside in two realms at once: the new 

creation in Christ which determines and defines them and the old creation 

which they still inhabit in the present life and to which they are subject. It 

is precisely this already-but-not-yet existence which demands of Christ’s 

saints ever-vigilant sobriety and discipline. The patterns and forces of the 

present order constantly press against them like the waters of a river 

against a person submerged in it. The old order and the mind of the old 

man are always exerting their pressure and influence, and only constant 

vigilance, wisdom and unrelenting fortitude will withstand them. 

 

 This understanding provides the basis for interpreting Paul’s second charge: 

“Stand firm in the faith.” Living authentically and victoriously as sons of the 

kingdom requires that Christians be vigilant: The soldier is already defeated who 

doesn’t discern his enemy and watch for him. But he must also prepare for the 

enemy’s assault; he must know how to meet him in order to defeat him. So it is 

with the saints: Constant vigilance is critical but insufficient in itself; they must be 

able to stand in the face of the pressures and assaults of this passing age – whether 

they come from without or within; whether they are obvious, fierce or subtle to 

the point of being virtually indiscernible. 

 

 And the key to withstanding all such pressures and attacks is faith – not one’s 

own personal faith, but the faith: the truth as it is in Jesus Christ; the truth which 

determines and orders His kingdom of the new creation and so also the sons of the 

kingdom. This is the faith proclaimed in the gospel which the Corinthians had 

embraced and in which they needed to stand fast – the gospel of resurrection in 

Jesus Christ (ref. 15:1-2; cf. also Colossians 2:6-3:4). Christ’s people must cling 

to what is true and real in Him, not what they perceive with their senses and 

experience in this life. Only the knowledge of what is true in Christ will rightly 

motivate and inform the Christian’s continual vigilance, and only the mind 

established in and governed by that truth will stand firm in the face of all that 

contradicts, subverts and opposes it (cf. 2 Corinthians 3-4; Ephesians 6:10-20). 

 

Thus Paul’s third charge: The truth of new creation in Christ and the Christian’s 

conviction of it will enable him to watch and stand firm, but it will not make his 

victory effortless or painless. Living out Christ’s life in this world means enduring 

the constant pressure of contradiction and opposition – in oneself, in the Church 

and in the world; it means a life of difficulty, suffering and sorrow. Jesus Himself 

insisted that He came to bring a sword that would set men against one another; 

His disciples needed to expect that even those closest to them could become fierce 

enemies in the light of His gospel (Matthew 10). Life in Christ isn’t for cowards 

or weaklings; the Corinthians would need to set and conduct themselves like men. 
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And conducting themselves like men meant adopting a posture of strength. So 

Paul’s fourth charge: “Be strong.” In the final analysis, vigilance, steadfastness 

and courage depend upon strength, but strength of a certain kind. The natural 

tendency is for people – Christians included – to read Paul’s words in terms of 

personal strength. Thus they’re interpreted as a charge to become strong: to apply 

all diligence and effort toward increasing one’s own spiritual strength. (The 

Corinthians clearly understood “strength” this way – ref. 1:10-2:5, 4:10.) 

 

But Paul was talking about something else altogether: He was exhorting the 

Corinthians to lay hold of and yield themselves fully to the strength which derives 

from and expresses God’s power in the lives of His children (“be strengthened”). 

This is the strength that characterized Jesus, the true Man and true Son (cf. Luke 

1:80 and 2:40; cf. also Isaiah 42:1-9, 49:1-13, and esp. 61:1-3 with Luke 3:21-

4:21) and it is the strength that marks His brethren who share in His life and His 

Spirit (Ephesians 3:8-21; cf. also 1 Peter 5:6). This is the strength that results 

from the working of God’s power and is thus strength which is perfected in 

weakness. So far from calling the Corinthians to strive to become strong, Paul was 

directing them to discern and embrace their own weakness, infirmity, and lack in 

order that they should truly know power and strength (2 Corinthians 12:1-10). 

 

b. Paul’s second group of exhortations pertained to the Corinthians’ relationships 

with one another. The first (16:14) is fundamental and overarching such that the 

subsequent ones are simply specific applications of it (16:15-18): The Corinthians 

were to do everything in love, which includes the way they regarded and oriented 

themselves toward one another. Paul clarified his meaning in terms of particular 

individuals ministering at Corinth, but the obligation of love extended to the 

whole body and all of its relationships. 

 

 The individuals Paul mentioned were the three men who’d come to him from 

Corinth: Stephanas, Fortunatus and Achaicus. These men were appropriate 

examples to cite since they were well known to the Corinthians. Paul was 

exhorting the saints at Corinth to orient themselves in a godly way toward 

Christ’s faithful servants and these individuals had shown themselves to be such 

servants in their ministry to and on behalf of the Corinthian body. 

 

 Christ’s saints are to do everything in love and the marrow of love is subjection. 

In its very nature love is self-giving and it gives itself for the sake of the true good 

of the other. This is how love is true in God and it can be no different for men. 

Love is true worship and true obedience because it is true sacrifice and true 

righteousness (cf. Deuteronomy 6:1-9 and Matthew 22:34-40 with Matthew 12:1-

21; Romans 12:1-3, 13:8-10). Love means being poured out as a drink offering to 

God for the sake of the faith of others (Philippians 2:1-18); love means subjection. 

 

 All Christians are to be subject to one another in Christ (Ephesians 5:1-21); how 

much more, then, should believers submit to those who minister to them as 

faithful, devoted servants (whether or not such persons are appointed leaders)? 
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 Stephanas, Fortunatus and Achaicus were such men; Stephanas (and perhaps the 

other two) was among the first to come to faith in Achaia, but all three had 

labored as devoted servants of Christ’s saints (16:15). They’d distinguished 

themselves during Paul’s extended ministry in Corinth and their coming to him at 

Ephesus was further evidence of their distinction. First of all, their standing 

among the Corinthians is evident in their being chosen to carry the church’s letter 

and represent them and their interests and concerns to Paul; secondly, Paul’s own 

conviction regarding these three men was clearly reinforced during the time he 

spent with them in Ephesus. They’d come to Ephesus on behalf of the Corinthian 

church, but, in the end, had greatly ministered to Paul as well (16:17-18). 

 

- Paul noted first that they had “supplied what was lacking” on the part of 

the Corinthian saints. This statement has often been misconstrued as Paul 

indirectly (or directly) criticizing the Corinthians for failing to support him 

as they ought (ref. 9:1-15; cf. also 2 Corinthians 11:1-9). But Paul was 

actually commending these three men for their faithful representation of 

the Corinthian body: His statement is best rendered as “they filled up my 

lack of you.” It wasn’t material support that Paul felt deprived of, but the 

Corinthians themselves. His commendation of the three delegates was him 

expressing his love for the whole body at the Corinth and the depth to 

which he missed them all and longed to be with them. 

 

 Paul was sending the three men back to Corinth with his epistle and it was 

important that the saints there know that they’d faithfully represented the 

church and its interests; their presence with Paul was the presence of the 

Corinthian church. But for that very reason, Paul wanted the Corinthians 

to heartily receive (“acknowledge”) these men when they returned. Yes, 

they were carrying Paul’s letter, but as fellow members of the Corinthian 

church. Paul’s letter was to them and not merely carried by them. Paul 

knew there were those at Corinth who were suspicious of him and he 

wanted to deflect any accusations that the three were doing his bidding. 

 

- And as Christ’s devoted servants and faithful representatives of the 

Corinthian saints, Stephanas, Fortunatus and Achaicus had “refreshed 

Paul’s spirit.” They had doubtless encouraged him by their ministry to 

him as brethren in the Lord, but Paul probably also meant that they had 

left him encouraged respecting the church in Corinth and the work of the 

Spirit among them (in spite of the problems and challenges they faced). 

 

 Paul knew these three men to be dedicated servants of Christ, His Church and His 

gospel and he exhorted the Corinthians to submit to them accordingly. And not 

only to them, but to all who labored and served among them with the same 

devotion and zeal (16:16). Such ones were servants motivated by love for Christ 

and His people and the Corinthians were to have the same motivation in their 

subjection. Love enlivens Christ’s body and love binds it together in authentic 

unity. Love was the answer to every issue confronting the Corinthian church. 
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The sort of attention commonly afforded to this passage shows that many regard it as an 

appendage unrelated to the letter. So also its contents tend to be treated as a series of 

separate, independent charges. But this way of viewing these verses does injustice to Paul 

himself as well as to what he wrote. Paul dictated this epistle as a single letter having an 

organic unity which reflected his own mind and understanding and his close relationship 

with the saints at Corinth. His instruction flowed out of his biblical and experiential 

knowledge of Christ, His gospel and His participation in His life. Thus one may say that 

the epistle (consistent with all of his letters) represents Paul’s application of the mind of 

Christ to the lives, circumstances and issues facing the Corinthians as individuals and as a 

body. Whatever the particular concern (divisions, immorality, lawsuits, marriage, 

spiritual gifts, etc.), Paul’s framework of understanding and his approach remained the 

same: The Corinthians were to consider afresh what it means to be “in Christ” and to be 

gathered into His body and then apply that truth (Christ’s mind) to the particular issue as 

a matter of sincere, submissive love. In that sense Paul had only one simple instruction 

and charge to all the churches: Know who you are and be who you are. 

 

And so these final exhortations come, not as an appendix to a doctrinal dissertation 

comprised of many individual sections, but as the culmination of a short, intimate 

communication to a community of believers Paul knew well and loved dearly. Paul 

dictated this epistle (ref. 16:21), which means that it was likely composed in one sitting. 

That being the case, there’s no doubt he issued these closing charges with the whole letter 

in mind. He viewed them through that lens and he expected the Corinthians to do the 

same. Far from being independent afterthoughts, these directives serve, in a very real and 

important way, to summarize and unify Paul’s instruction in the letter.   

 

This means first of all that his exhortations to vigilance, steadfastness, courage and 

strength cannot be separated from his subsequent charges respecting love and the 

subjection it entails. This is important because the tendency is to view the charges in 

verse 13 as individual, personal disciplines unrelated to other people. That is, Christians 

tend to treat them as pertaining to themselves and their personal practice and doctrine, not 

in relation to the saints and the world of men.  

 

But kept within the immediate context and the epistle as a whole, it’s evident that Paul 

was exhorting the Corinthians to the dangers and disciplines associated with living out 

one’s life in Christ. He has throughout framed his arguments and instruction by the 

antithesis between the natural mind and the mind of Christ (cf. also 2 Corinthians 1-7,  

10-13; Galatians 3-6; Ephesians 4-6; Philippians 1:12-2:16, 3:1-4:9; Colossians 2-3; 1 

Thessalonians 4-5; 2 Thessalonians 2-3; 1 Timothy 1:1-20, 3:14-4:10; 2 Timothy 2-3), 

and that antithesis remains in view here: Natural-mindedness is antithetical to true 

subjection even as it is antithetical to authentic love. The natural mind is independent and 

autonomous; it cannot subject itself to another and so is capable only of a self-referential 

and self-oriented “love.” Natural-mindedness (the “old man”) is the great enemy of the 

saints and thus the proper subject of Paul’s exhortations to careful vigilance, courageous 

and unwavering resolve and disciplined love. In a word, Paul’s directives are his charge 

to employ and grow in the mind of Christ. Then the life of Christ’s Body will be the unity 

of faith working through love; then the world will know that the Father has sent His Son. 


