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“For though we walk in the flesh, we do not war according to 
the flesh, for the weapons of our warfare are not of the flesh, 
but divinely powerful for the destruction of fortresses. We are
destroying speculations and every lofty thing raised up against 

the knowledge of God, and we are taking every thought 
captive to the obedience of Christ, and we are ready to punish 

all disobedience, whenever your obedience is complete.”

—2 Corinthians 10:3–6 



The Context of 2 Corinthians 10:3–6

• Paul had two primary purposes in writing 2 Corinthians:

1. to express profound relief that the 
Corinthians had repented from 
their previous disobedience; and 

2. to confront those who were under 
the influence of false apostles. 
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• Who were these “false apostles” wreaking havoc in the 
Corinthian church?

• 2 Corinthians 11:13 – “For such men are false apostles, 
deceitful workers, disguising themselves as apostles of Christ.”

▪ Jewish (11:22).
▪ Claimed to be commissioned by Christ (11:23).
▪ Scorned Paul (10:11) and exalted themselves (10:12).
▪ Praised rhetorical eloquence.
▪ Claimed to have received special revelations.



• 2 Corinthians 10:1–2 – “Now I, Paul, myself urge you by the 
meekness and gentleness of Christ—I who am meek when 
face to face with you, but bold toward you when absent! I ask 
that when I am present I need not be bold with the confidence 
with which I propose to be courageous against some, who 
regard us as if we walked according to the flesh.”

▪ The false apostles accused Paul of inconsistency—that he 
was fearless from afar but fragile in person.

▪ The false apostles accused Paul of worldliness—that he 
used unspiritual, human means and methods.



“The clash between Paul and the 
intruders was a clash of world views. 
Paul’s world view was shaped by the 

gospel; theirs took its form from what 
was praised in the segments of society 

whose honor they cherished.” 

—D. A. Carson, From Triumphalism
to Maturity, 39



• In response to the damage being done by these false apostles, 
Paul describes his approach to proclaiming and defending the 
truth in the Corinthian church in 10:3–6.

1. Paul’s Defense of the Truth Summarized (10:3–4)

2. Paul’s Defense of the Truth Specified (10:5–6)

• To emphasize the magnitude and intensity of this effort to 
advance the truth against lies, Paul chooses the language of 
warfare.



• Paul frequently equated the Christian life with warfare.

▪ Ephesians 6:11–12 – “Put on the full armor of 
God, so that you will be able to stand firm 
against the schemes of the devil. For our 
struggle is not against flesh and blood, but 
against the rulers, against the powers, against 
the world forces of this darkness, against the 
spiritual forces of wickedness in the heavenly
places.”

▪ See also 1 Cor 9:7; 2 Cor 6:7; 1 Thess 5:8; 1 Tim 
1:18; 2 Tim 2:3–4; etc.



I. Paul’s Defense of Truth Summarized (10:3–4)

“For though we walk in the flesh, we do not war 
according to the flesh” (v. 3).

• The false apostles claimed Paul “walked according to the 
flesh” (v. 2)—i.e., that he operated according to natural skill. 

• But Paul changes the wording from “according to” (v. 2) to 
“in” (v. 3), acknowledging the fact that he was indeed a clay 
vessel.

• 2 Corinthians 4:7–10, 16



“For though we walk in the flesh, we do not war 
according to the flesh” (v. 3).

• While Paul’s existence was indeed “earthen,” his proclamation 
and defense of the truth were not. 

• “war” (στρατεύω , strateuō) = “to engage in conflict, wage 
battle, fight” (BDAG, 947).

• “not according to the flesh” – not using the world’s arsenal; 
not conforming to natural means and methods.



“for the weapons of our warfare are not of the flesh, but 
divinely powerful for the destruction of fortresses” (v. 4).

• “weapon” = “an instrument designed to make ready for 
military engagement” (BDAG, 716.1).

• “not of the flesh” – not originating in human ingenuity or 
philosophy. 

• “but divinely powerful” – originating in God and possessing 
His strength.

• “fortress” – “a strong military installation” (BDAG, 746).



• The Corinthians knew very well what a “stronghold” was.

The city of 
Corinth

The Acrocorinth
(stronghold)





• Which not-of-the-flesh weapons did Paul use?

▪ 2 Corinthians 2:14 – “But thanks be to God, who always 
leads us in triumph in Christ, and manifests through us the 
sweet aroma of the knowledge of Him in every place.”

▪ 2 Corinthians 4:1–6 – “the word of God,” “truth,” “the 
gospel,” “the knowledge of the glory of God.”

▪ 2 Corinthians 6:7 – “in the word of truth, in the power of 
God; by the weapons of righteousness for the right hand 
and the left.”

• These, Paul says, are “divinely powerful.”



“This constitutes an admonition to the Church and particularly 
to her leaders, for the temptation is ever present to meet the 

challenge of the world, which is under the sway of the evil one, 
with the carnal weapons of this world—with human wisdom 

and philosophy, with the attractions of secular entertainment, 
with the display of massive organization. Not only do such 
weapons fail to make an impression on the strongholds of 
Satan, but a secularized Church is a Church which—having 

adopted the standard of the world—has ceased to fight and is 
herself overshadowed by the powers of darkness.” 

—Philip Hughes, 2 Corinthians, 350



“But this verse [2 Cor 10:4] also 
constitutes a promise to the Church, 

for it is constantly true of those 
weapons with which the Holy Spirit 

has supplied her that they are divinely 
powerful for the destruction of these 
very strongholds. When engaging the 

enemy with these weapons the 
Church is assured of victory.” 

—Hughes, 2 Corinthians, 350–51



II. Paul’s Defense of Truth Specified (10:5–6)

• After summarizing his approach to promoting and defending 
the truth as a battle waged not according to human methods 
and means, Paul proceeds to specify how this is done.

• He outlines a three-stage process:

Destroying 
speculations 

(v. 5a)

Taking 
thoughts 

captive (v. 5b)

Punishing 
resistance 

(v. 6)



1. Destroying Speculations (v. 5a)

“We are destroying speculations and 
every lofty thing raised up against the 

knowledge of God.”

• “destroying” = “to destroy by tearing 
down” (BDAG, 488).

• It contains the idea of a military 
siege, but here this siege is not 
against an actual city.



• This siege is against two non-material targets:

a) “speculations” (λογισμός, logismos) = “the product 
of a cognitive process” (BDAG, 598).

▪ a calculation, reasoning, plan, argument.
▪ here it has a negative idea—a “sophistry.”

b) “every lofty thing raised against the knowledge of 
God” = a very high thing lifted up.

▪ arrogant, independent thinking.
▪ no neutral territory (“every”).



“This metaphor emphasizes the 
defiant and mutinous nature of 
sin: sinful man does not wish to 
know God; he wishes himself to 
be the self-sufficient center of 

his universe.” 

—Hughes, 2 Corinthians, 352



“This is why ‘every pretension that sets itself up against the 
knowledge of God’ is so desperately serious, and deeply tied 

in to the fountainhead of sin in our lives. We cannot know 
God from a position of arrogance and cynicism; for not only 

are such attitudes fundamentally antithetical to 
our creaturely dependence, they are also 
foundationally opposed to the only knowledge 

of God open to poor sinners—Jesus Christ 
crucified.” 

—Carson, From Triumphalism to Maturity, 48



2. Taking Thoughts Captive (v. 5b)

“and we are taking every thought captive to 
the obedience of Christ.”

• “taking captive” = “to cause 
someone to become a prisoner of 
war” (BDAG, 31).

• It contains the idea of forced 
submission to a conquering 
general, but here this submission 
is not forced on people. 



• This submission is forced on ideas:

▪ “thought” (νόημα, noēma) = “that which one has in 
mind as product of intellectual process” (BDAG, 657).

▪ Not just religious ideas, but each and “every” product 
of the intellectual process. 

• This submission is directed to Christ:

▪ “obedience” (ὑπακοή, hupakoē) = “a state of being in 
compliance” (BDAG, 1028).

▪ Every thought is brought to compliance with its Lord, 
Jesus Christ.



“Hence we must set out with this, that 
he who is wise must become a fool (1 

Corinthians 3:18), that is, we must give 
up our own understanding, and 

renounce the wisdom of the flesh, and 
thus we must present our minds to 
Christ empty, that he may fill them.” 

—John Calvin



3. Punishing Resistance (v. 6)

“and we are ready to punish all disobedience, 
whenever your obedience is complete.”

• “ready” – a state of military alertness.

• “to punish” = “to inflict appropriate 
penalty for a wrong done” (BDAG, 300).

• “disobedience” (παρακοή, parakoē) = 
“refusal to listen and so be obedient” 
(BDAG, 767).



How then shall we respond?



1. Accept the fact that the most important battle
in your life is the battle raging in your mind.

• The most reliable indicator of the state of your soul is the 
state of your thinking. 

• Paul’s preferred analogy to describe the Christian life is that 
of warfare; his terminology in 2 Cor 10:3–5 is especially 
striking. 

• Abandon the intellectual laziness that assumes that your 
mind exists in a demilitarized zone.



2.  Recognize that the center of gravity in each 
battle is the lordship of Christ.

• “There is not a square inch in the whole domain of our 
human existence over which Christ, who is Sovereign over all, 
does not cry, Mine!” (Abraham Kuyper).

• If a thought or line of reasoning does not harmonize with the 
fact that Christ is Lord over it, it is error and must be rejected.

• This is why issues like pronouns and our understanding of the 
Christian faith are not “matters of indifference” (adiaphora).



“It is not too strong to say that we are at 
war, and there are no neutral parties in the 
struggle. One either confesses that God is 
the final authority, or one confesses that 

Caesar is Lord.” 

— Francis Schaeffer 



“They are past-masters [experts] at 
fence-sitting. Indeed many of them, 

devoted as they are to liberal notions of 
broad-mindedness and toleration, have 

rationalized their ignorance into the 
comforting conviction that fence-sitting is 

pre-eminently the posture of the 
charitable Christian leaders.” 

—Blamires, The Christian Mind, 49



Destroying 
speculations 

(v. 5a)

Taking 
thoughts 

captive (v. 5b)

Punishing 
resistance 

(v. 6)

3.  Implement Paul’s three-stage method of warfare.

1) Attack any thought that sets itself up against God’s revealed 
word.

2) In the place of a rebellious thought, foster a new thought 
that expresses the lordship of Christ over that area of life.

3) Be vigilant for subtle movements toward rebellion.



4. Pay attention to what you take in.

• The Corinthian problem was a problem of giving intellectual 
attention to the so-called wisdom of the false apostles.

• Psalm 101:3 – “I will set no worthless thing before my eyes; I 
hate the work of those who fall away; it shall not fasten its 
grip on me.”

• Colossians 3:16a – “Let the word of Christ richly dwell within 
you.”

• Don’t expect to win the battles if you know little of Christ but 
much of the world.



“The idea in this verse is not simply that Christ 
so takes hold of people that they think holy 

thoughts (though that is true; cf. Phil 4:8), but 
that their mental structures, their plans and 

their schemes, are taken over and 
transformed as they come into a new 

allegiance.” 

—Carson, From Triumphalism to Maturity, 50



5. Apply God’s Word to all of life.

• To wage good warfare requires not only a good defense, but 
also a good offense.

• Cultivate a mindset that considers all aspects of life—work, 
family, recreation, pleasure, relationships, politics, 
finances—proactively, through the grid of Scripture. 

• Always be asking: Can I reconcile this pattern of thinking 
with the fact that Jesus is Lord?

• Progress in this area = true sanctification!



“True spirituality covers all of reality. There are things the 
Bible tells us as absolutes which are sinful—which do not 
conform to the character of God. But aside from these the 
Lordship of Christ covers all of life and all of life equally. It is 
not only that true spirituality covers all of life, but it covers 
all parts of the spectrum of life equally. 
In this sense there is nothing concerning 
reality that is not spiritual.”

—Francis Schaeffer, A Christian Manifesto, 19



HAVE A QUESTION?

Use the QR code below to submit a question 
pertaining to this MotW session. We will use 

these questions to produce additional resources 
to help provide you with the answers you need. 


