
did something intended to hurt or humiliate him, something that later he would 
claim actually hurt the entire congregation (2 Cor. 2:5). Paul left in a huff and 
canceled his plans to visit them on the return trip (1 Cor. 16:6–7). This exacer-
bated tensions and led to accusations that he was unreliable (2 Cor. 1:15–23). 
His explanation for the change of plans is telling: he says that he canceled the 
trip to avoid “another painful visit” (2 Cor. 2:1); he simply could not bear suf-
fering more hurt from those who should make him rejoice. He also wanted 
to spare the Corinthians the pain that he knew he would inflict on them if he 
came to them at this particular time (2 Cor. 1:23; 2:1–3). Without knowing all 
the details, we can tell that Paul’s relationship with the church had deteriorated.

We get a hint in the last few chapters of 2 Corinthians as to what part of 
the problem might have been. At some point, a group of people whom Paul 
sarcastically refers to as the “super-apostles” (11:5; 12:11) arrived in Corinth; 
whether they were already there at the time of his unannounced painful visit 
to the church, we cannot say. We know nothing about these super-apostles 

Box 15.1

Correspondence with the Corinthians
Paul made at least two visits to the church at Corinth and wrote at least four letters to the 

Corinthians.

•	First visit: Paul founds the church (Acts 18:1–18; 2 Cor. 1:19)

Letter 1 (referred to in 1 Cor. 5:9)

– Could it be found in 2 Corinthians 6:14–7:1 (see box 15.2)?

•	Paul receives distressing reports of problems in Corinth:

– an oral report from Chloe’s people (1 Cor. 1:11)

– a written letter from the church (1 Cor. 7:1)

Letter 2 (1 Corinthians)

•	Second visit: a painful confrontation (2 Cor. 2:5; 7:12; 13:2)

Letter 3 (referred to in 2 Cor. 2:3–4; 7:12)

– Could it be found in 2 Corinthians 10–13 (see box 15.2)?

•	Paul receives Titus’s report of goodwill in Corinth (2 Cor. 7:6–7).

Letter 4 (2 Corinthians, or at least 2 Cor. 1:1–6:13; 7:2–16)

•	Was there a Letter 5 (on super-apostles)?

– Could it be found in 2 Corinthians 10–13?

•	Was there a Letter 6 (on fundraising)?

– Could it be found in 2 Corinthians 8–9 (or just 2 Cor. 8)?

•	Was there a Letter 7 (also on fundraising)?

– Could it be found in 2 Corinthians 9 (separate from 2 Cor. 8)?
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