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New Testament Epistles: 2 Corinthians 
 

3 Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of mercies and God of all comfort, 4 who 
comforts us in all our affliction, so that we may be able to comfort those who are in any affliction, with the 

comfort with which we ourselves are comforted by God. 
 

2 Corinthians 1:3-4 
 

1. Occasion/ Historical Context: Much of the cultural context and historical setting of 2 Corinthians is the 
same as in 1 Corinthians. 2 Corinthians is often a difficult book to understand for us because much of 
the time gap of the events between Paul’s first visit to Corinth and the writing of this particular epistle 
are a challenge to piece together. No doubt to Paul’s original audience in Corinth and the churches in 
Achaia, this letter made perfect sense and as readily understandable. For us, reading it nearly two 
thousand years later, it can feel a bit like putting together a puzzle.  
 
Paul’s words in 2 Corinthians 1:23-2:4 and 7:8-12 suggest that he had written another letter between 
the letter we call 1 Corinthians as well as between his first and second visit to Corinth (Paul visited 
Corinth a total of three times). Apparently this letter was quite severe, according to Paul’s words in 2 
Cor. 2:4-5. Additionally, sometime before 2 Corinthians is written, Timothy reported to Paul how one 
of his letters had been received and how things were going at the church in Corinth. Whatever Paul 
heard moved him enough to leave Ephesus at that time and go back to Corinth. This is the second and 
painful visit to Corinth that is mentioned by Paul in 2 Cor. 2:1; 13:1-2; 12:21). 
 
On this second visit Paul clashed with a leading member and was rejected by them (2 Cor. 2:5-10) 
because some thought he was not a proper apostle and did not match up with other so-called “super-
apostles” or “eminent apostles” (2 Cor. 11:4-6, 12-13; 12:11). After Paul’s second visit he sent Titus to 
investigate after he had left (see 2 Cor. 7:6-7, 13-15; 8:6; 12:18). Following the return of Titus, Paul 
wrote 2 Cor. To express his relief and to sort out remaining difficulties (see 2:8; 13:10). This letter (2 
Cor.) was then sent via Titus and a few other Christians to announce Paul’s third visit to Corinth and 
solicit support for the Christians in Jerusalem (see 2 Cor. 8:6, 16-19, 23; 9:3-5). 
 
The following timeline of Paul’s interactions with Corinth helps sort out some of this puzzle: 
 

• A.D. 49-51. Church at Corinth established during Paul’s second missionary journey. He stayed in 
Corinth a year and a half. Read Acts 18:1-17. 

• A.D. 52-55. Paul receives reports of divisions at Corinth (1 Cor. 1:11) during his third missionary 
journey. Timothy also likely visited Corinth and reported to Paul about the congregation before 
Paul wrote to them, though it is not clear when (see 1 Cor. 4:17; 16:10) 

• At some point (precise date unknown) Paul makes what he describes as a painful visit where he 
had to forcefully address problems in the congregation. (2 Cor. 2:1). 

• In 1 Cor. 5:9, Paul mentions a previously written letter, the date of which is unknown. 
• A.D. 55. Paul wrote 1 Corinthians in answer to questions the Corinthians had sent to him. 
• In 2 Cor. 2:4, Paul mentions an anguished letter which was most likely an additional letter that 

he sent to follow up on matters addressed in 1 Corinthians. Titus visited the Corinthians and 
witnessed their anguish and repentance (see 2 Cor. 7:6-8) 

• A.D. 55, sometime before winter. (Some say as late as A.D. 57), Paul wrote 2 Corinthians.  
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• A.D. 55-56. Paul makes a winter visit to Corinth. See Acts 20:1-2, 1 Cor. 16:5, 2 Cor. 1:16 and 
13:1. This is most likely when Paul wrote the letter to the Romans, while staying at Corinth 
about three months. 

 
2. Date: A.D. 55. Some also say in A.D. 57. 

 
3. Author: the Apostle Paul 

 
4. Primary Theme(s): The strength for Christians comes from God’s grace in Christ. The ministry of 

reconciliation in Christ. 
 

5. Purpose(s): 
a. To remove obstacles and pave the way for a third visit by Paul (12:14; 13:1) 
b. To arrange for the collection of the offering for Jerusalem (9:5) 
c. To defend his apostleship (12:11) 

 
6. Theological Themes: 

a. The apostleship as the ministry of reconciliation (5:17-21; 2:14-17) 
b. The dependence of the apostle on God’s mercy (4:1) 
c. The glory of an apostolic ministry (4:4-6; 3:4-18) 
d. The triumph of God’s grace in human suffering, dying, and weakness (4:7-15; 1:3-7) 
e. Suffering and weakness as the mark of a true apostle (12:1-10; 6:3-10) 
f. The gain of Christian living (9:6-15) 

 
7. Outline/Structure: 

a. Greetings (1:1-2) 
b. Defense of Paul’s behavior as an apostle in Corinth (1:3-7:16) 

i. Paul’s thanksgiving (1:3-11) 
ii. Paul’s integrity (1:12-2:11) 

iii. Paul’s ministry (2:12-6:10) 
iv. Paul’s confidence (6:11-7:16) 

c. The collection for Jerusalem (8-9) (see also Romans 15:25-27 and 1 Corinthians 16:1-4) 
d. The defense of Paul’s apostleship (10:1-13:10) 
e. Conclusion (13:11-13) 

 
8. Liturgical Use: 2 Corinthians shows up in a variety of seasons and days in the church calendar. 

a. 2 Cor. 1:18-22 - Epiphany 7 B 
b. 2 Cor. 2:12-3:6 - Epiphany 8 B 
c. 2 Cor. 3:12-18; 4:1-6 - Transfiguration B 
d. 2 Cor. 4:5-12 - Proper 4 B (a Sunday after Pentecost) 
e. 2 Cor. 4:7-10 - Feast of St. Bartholomew 
f. Proper 5, 6, 7, 8, 9 B (Sundays after Pentecost) 
g. 2 Cor. 5:16-21 - Lent 4 C 
h. 2 Cor. 5:20-6:10 - Ash Wednesday A B C 
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“Therefore,	if	anyone	is	in	Christ,	he	is	a	new	creation.	The	old	has	passed	away;	
behold,	the	new	has	come.”	

–	2	Corinthians	5:17	

Illustration from www.fullofeyes.com 
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2	Corinthians	5:21,	“God	made	him	who	had	no	sin	to	be	sin	for	us,	so	that	in	him	we	
might	become	the	righteousness	of	God.”	(Illustration from www.fullofeyes.com) 


