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The battleground   
 

Paul was in a pitched battle.  He had planted the church at Corinth and faithfully led it far longer 

than he stayed in most places.  The Corinthians owed everything to him.  Yet the church was in 

danger.  False teachers, styling themselves as “apostles”, had come to town and were exerting an 

influence on some of the people in the church.  The survival of the church was in danger.  Who 

were these people?  They were legalists (3:1-18), who prided themselves on outward appearance 

(5:12) and polished speech (10:5).  They were arrogant men who commended themselves 

(10:18), and who boasted in their supposed visions and revelations (12:1).  They were masters of 

deceit (2:17. 4:2, 11:3).  They criticized Paul for his lack of spiritual experiences, his poor 

speaking ability and lack of personal charisma.  They represented a toxic mixture of religious 

legalism and spiritual experientialism.  

 

We can still fall prey today to all these kinds of deception.   We can be carried away by powerful 

personalities boasting of their achievements, by people who claim to have had special spiritual 

experiences, and by legalists.  The common denominator of all three is an attitude of superiority, 

whether in strength of personality, spiritual experiences or religious observances.  Their message 

is clear: “Follow me because I am far above anyone else.” 

 

Paul’s appeal 

 

But Paul’s approach was totally different:“I, then, Paul myself, appeal to you by the meekness 

and forbearance [gentleness] of Christ” (verse 1).   At 10:1 Paul begins the last part of the letter, 

which most specifically addresses the opposition he faced in the church.  This verse sets the tone 

for how he deals with this spiritual warfare.  He does not issue a series of rebukes or commands, 

but instead he “appeals” (verse 1) and “urgently requests” (verse 2).  He does not allow either 

the wrong conduct of his opponents or his own anger at being wronged by them to affect the way 

he conducts this battle.  The basis of his appeal could have been emotional rather than principial.  

In other words, he could have reacted on the basis of his own hurt, rather than responding on the 

basis of the character of Christ.  The first kind of response is always born out of a desire for my 

own benefit (whether that be self-protection, desire for justification or revenge), the second 

comes out of a desire for the benefit of others, even though they may have hurt or offended us. 

He could have come to them on the basis of his anger, but he chose to come on the basis of 

Christ’s gentleness -- and that even in a serious situation like this where the survival of the 

church was in question.  Part of the problem with the opponents was their pride and arrogance.  

For Paul to have responded in anger would have lowered himself to their standards, and the 

battle would have been lost. Christians are called to fight by allowing the Lord to fight for them 

(a principle laid down by Moses in Deut. 1:30 and repeated often thereafter), and Christians are 

called to fight by laying down the weapon of violence.  Secular commentators assume that 



 

 

Christians will be eaten alive in a confrontation with militant Islam.  Yet Neil Reynolds, writing 

in The Globe and Mail (article January 2011 entitled “The globalization of God”),  reports that 

Christianity is not threatened at all, even if individual Christians are being martyred.  In fact (and 

here he quotes two renowned non-Christian scholars), Christianity is on the rise in virtually 

every country of the world.  The greatest religious explosion in the world is not Islamic 

fundamentalism but evangelical Christianity.  Why is this?  Because the meekness and 

forbearance of Christ are more powerful weapons than all the threats and violence of Osama bin 

Laden.  Remember the terrible communist dictatorships that tried to wipe out Christianity?  They 

are gone and the church is thriving in almost all of those nations.   

 

Waging warfare in the Spirit 

 

The charge against Paul was serious: he was suspected of “walking according to the flesh” 

(verse 2).  Because the verb “walk” generally refers to the whole of a person’s life, the 

suggestion is that Paul was a man who did not live under the direction of the Holy Spirit.  He did 

not, they said, have the Spirit’s power, nor did he operate in the Spirit’s gifts.  His opponents, by 

contrast, presented themselves in their pride and boastfulness (11:12) as men of outstanding 

power and anointing.  Paul does not respond to this charge by boasting of his spiritual gifting -- 

that would be to lower himself to their level.  Our initial response, born out of insecurity, is often 

to defend ourselves by advertising our own good qualities.  Learn from Paul -- let God do that 

for you!  Instead, Paul launches into the meat of his discussion here.  He does not respond by 

asserting how spiritual he is, but by saying that he wages warfare by the power of the Spirit.  By 

reacting this way, he places the focus not on his own spiritual condition, but on his dependence 

on God’s Spirit. 

 

“For though we live in the flesh, we do not wage war according to the flesh”, Paul declares 

(verse 3).   The fact that we all are flesh and blood does not mean that we are limited by flesh 

and blood.  In order to wage war against the powers of darkness, the flesh is not enough.  We 

need the resources of the Holy Spirit.  Why do we try to live the Christian life by our own 

strength?  We understand that we are saved by grace, but how many of us live by grace?  And 

grace is not a doctrine.  It is an energy, an empowering.   To live by grace is not a statement that 

we can do anything we want.  To live by grace means that we are daily seeking the power of the 

Holy Spirit in order to pursue the upward call of God in Christ Jesus.  To live in the flesh is 

unavoidable.  To live according to the flesh is unacceptable.  Paul’s deliberate use of the verb “to 

wage war” enables him to shift dramatically from the defensive (he has been attacked as weak 

and cowardly) to the offensive, but it is the nature of his offence that is significant, as we will 

see. 

 

The portrayal of the Christian life as a military operation is common in Paul.  It occurs in at least 

eleven other places in his letters.  What is interesting here is how he handles the idea of a 

military operation not just against the principalities and powers of darkness (as in Ephesians 6), 

but against actual human enemies.  The first thing of importance to note is that the whole 

depiction here is drawn from the language of siege warfare, beginning with “weapons” in verse 

4.  This word actually means “siege engines”.  This is very significant, because siegecraft is an 

entirely offensive operation.  Spiritual warfare at its heart is never defensive, but always 

offensive.  Why is it that we picture spiritual warfare as believers huddled behind shields while 



 

 

the enemy hurls his spears at us?  No, the truth is that the enemy is in a besieged city which we 

are aggressively attacking!  Many words in these verses have various meanings, but can be 

translated as terms of siegecraft: “demolish” (for “destroy” in verse 4). “fortresses” (for 

“strongholds” in verse 4), “bastions of argumentation” (for “arguments” in verse 5), “raised 

rampart” (for “lofty opinion” in verse 5), “carry off into captivity” (for “take captive” in verse 5), 

“battle plan” or “opposing design” (for “thought” in verse 5),  “be at the ready” or  “like a soldier 

on standby” (for “be ready” in verse 6), and “insubordination” (for “disobedience” in verse 6), 

and “subjection” (for “obedience” in verse 6).  If we translated verses 4-6 using these military 

meanings (which would be readily understandable to all Paul’s readers), the translation would 

read as follows: “For the siege engines of our military campaign are not the siege engines of the 

world, but are powerful for the demolition of fortresses.  We demolish bastions of argumentation 

and every raised rampart that sets itself up against the knowledge of God; we carry off into 

captivity every battle plan in subjection to Christ; and we stand at the ready to punish any 

insubordination once your subjection is complete.”  That puts a different perspective on it!  Even 

though this is not the normal translation, all these secondary meanings would be in the minds of 

his readers, as he adds one figure of speech onto another. 

 

“For the weapons of our warfare are not the weapons of the world [lit: fleshly weapons”] but 

are powerful for God in destroying strongholds” (verse 4).   Paul has been charged with living 

an unspiritual life.  This charge he now refutes.  The weapons he fights with are not forged by 

men, but by God Himself.  In siegecraft, the weapons (Greek opla) are siege engines.  Paul goes 

on in verse 5 to define the strongholds as human arguments which set themselves up against the 

knowledge of God.  The siege engines he is deploying against these fortresses of false human 

thinking represent God’s truth as opposed to man’s deception.  The siege engine is not the force 

of Paul’s personality, but the declaration of the gospel, accompanied by signs and wonders.  

God’s power operates in inverse proportion to our strength.  Only when we come in weakness 

does God come in strength, as he tells them in 12:9-10.  But long before that, he had made this 

clear when he first met the Corinthians: “And I, when I came to you, brothers, did not come 

proclaiming to you the testimony of God with lofty speech or wisdom.  For I decided to know 

nothing among you except Jesus Christ and Him crucified.  And I was with you in weakness and 

in fear and much trembling, and my spirit and my message were not in plausible words of 

wisdom, but in demonstration of the Spirit and of power, that your faith might not rest in the 

wisdom of men but in the power of God” (1 Cor. 2:1-5).  

 

Therefore, the warfare or military campaign in which Paul is engaged is not primarily a power 

struggle between him and his opponents, in which the strongest personality wins.  The real 

warfare is between the deceiving powers of darkness and the truth of the gospel.  We will never 

win a  spiritual battle through the force of our personality or the power of our intellect.  We will 

win the battle by using the weapon given to us, the pure and unadulterated declaration of the 

gospel of Jesus Christ, confirmed by the power of the Holy Spirit.  What we are to destroy in this 

warfare are the “strongholds” (lit. “fortified places”, Greek ochuroma) people have built in 

opposition to the Gospel.  We lay siege to the false thinking and lies that have gripped the hearts 

of unbelievers, and we set them free by the truth of the gospel.  We can try to answer questions 

about evolution, homosexuality, why a good God would have allowed evil, the reality of Hell, 

and so on, but none of these answers is going to win anyone to Christ.  At the most, it will open a 

door.  What will win them to Christ is their realization that they need a Saviour.  In this battle, 



 

 

the only weapons we need are the Word of God and the power of the Holy Spirit.  That is why 

the enemy makes so many desperate attempts to question the truthfulness or authority of that 

Word.  It is the Word of God which is powerful for the destruction of strongholds, and without 

the Word we have no power left.  The greatest tragedy is when we surrender the integrity and 

authority of the Word of God in a misguided effort to make Christianity more appealing to the 

lost.  All we will wind up doing is conveying to them that we have no certain basis for what we 

believe in, and are inviting them to join us in our lack of belief!  That is why no one goes to 

“mainline” (liberal) churches any more.  They compromised until they were blue in the face and 

had nothing left, and made themselves totally irrelevant to people who could just as easily find 

the same beliefs in any other social group or political movement. 

 

“We demolish human arguments and every proud obstacle that sets itself up against the 

knowledge of God” (verses 4-5).  These “strongholds” or fortified places are defined as human 

arguments and proud obstacles.  Human arguments are false arguments.  People resort to all 

manner of foolish and deceptive thinking in their attempt to deny God, and these lies become a 

prison.  Recently I was speaking to a group of non-Christian teenagers.  I spent a great deal of 

time establishing reasons for the truthfulness and reliability of the New Testament, and hence, 

the truthfulness of what is said in it.  At the end, one boy said, “That’s fine, it may be true, but 

what difference does it make?”  I felt like saying, “If it’s true, it makes the difference between 

heaven and hell for you, just for one thing.”   There is a nutshell is the stupidity of post-

modernism.   Truth may be true, but what difference does it make?   If that’s the case, it doesn’t 

matter whether the earth is round or flat, whether you chain-smoke cigarettes or not, whether you 

practice safe sex or not, or whether you choose to jump out of a window to get to the ground 

floor quicker than taking the elevator.  The “proud obstacles” are like high towers -- modern-

day Babels -- set up in defiance of God.  They represent every kind of idea or philosophy that 

keeps people from recognizing the truth of the Gospel.  Pride blinds us to our own stupidity and 

prevents us from admitting we are wrong.  We have many proud obstacles in our culture.  We 

pride ourselves on being open-minded, tolerant and permissive of any kind of behaviour.  We see 

the killing of unborn children as a basic human right.  We see ourselves as nothing more than the 

end product of an evolutionary process, a random bunch of atoms whose existence we have no 

explanation for, but that somehow rearranged themselves over time into human beings.  And 

these human beings -- these randomly rearranged groups of atoms -- we now consider to be the 

apex of creation and the pinnacle of all wisdom, able to sit in judgment on and dismiss the 

existence of God Himself!  We have reached such a peak of evolutionary development that we 

are the first people ever to have succeeded in reducing right and wrong to “you can do whatever 

you want as long as it makes you feel good”.   

 

And what is the result of our enlightened behaviour?  In the bad old days, when classes were 

begun with prayer and reading of the Bible, the worst thing that happened in most schools was 

boys carving their initials into their desk and sticking gum on their seats.  But now, in our higher 

stage of evolutionary enlightenment, having banned God and prayer from our schools, we have 

police officers patrolling the halls of our high schools and sometimes elementary schools 

because of theft, assault, knives, guns, drug abuse, rape and even occasionally murder.   And 

they call this progress!  Yes it’s evolution alright -- but downwards, not upwards!  Our strategy 

here is to be that of Paul.  We are not (as sometimes happens) to stick our heads in the sand and 

ignore the arguments and philosophies that are all around us, nor are we (as also happens), to 



 

 

make fun of them and mock them while not honestly grappling with them.  No, our task is 

neither to ignore nor to mock, but to destroy!  Not the people, of course, but the demonic powers 

behind them, for if all we do is throw mud at our opponents, we have lost the battle already.  

This does not mean we reject reasoning, but rather that we employ all our resources, including 

our minds, in the proclamation of the truth.   But in the final analysis, the Gospel is not 

something that is to be proved; it is something that is to be proclaimed, with God Himself 

bringing the proof through outward signs and wonders, the evidence of changed lives, and the 

working of His Spirit in a person’s heart.  We are called to live such godly lives that those lives 

themselves, empowered by the Spirit,  will break down the barriers.  We are called to go forth in 

the power of the Holy Spirit, declaring the gospel and backing it up with signs following.   

 

“We take every thought captive for obedience to Christ” (verse 5).   Paul saw the day when 

every thought, every philosophy of man, every deceptive idea, would not only be captured, but 

would be reduced to servitude or subjection to Christ.  He wrote to the Philippians (2:9-11) that 

one day every knee would bow before Christ.  Here he states that even every thought will 

acknowledge the one true God.  Paul is not talking here about overcoming unclean or impure 

thoughts within our own minds (which this  statement is often understood to mean), though he 

does address that subject in other places.  But here the warfare he is talking about is conquering 

the lies about God that dominate the minds and thinking of the lost.  How foolish we are!  

History shows that every generation has its own philosophies and ideas, which eventually fall out 

of style.  The next generation then looks back on the views of the previous generation as 

ridiculous and out of date, not realizing their own children will in turn look at them the same 

way!  And we always present our revelations as new and better ideas no one has ever thought of 

before, whereas in truth they are nothing more than recycled failed ideas from the generations of 

the past.  Yet the gospel of Jesus Christ remains the same as it ever was, and is still setting men 

and women free, and in greater numbers by far than ever before.  “Jesus Christ is the same 

yesterday and today and forever” (Heb. 13:8).  What I declare to you today is no improvement 

or advancement on what Wesley, Calvin or Augustine said.  I am declaring the same truth, the 

same gospel in the same words, albeit perhaps with the help of electronic media or new forms of 

music, as all those faithful saints who have gone before me.   So when I read the words of 

Augustine, written fifteen centuries ago, about his walk with the Lord, or when I read the 

theology of Calvin, or Wesley’s Journals, or when I read the stories of General Booth or the 

simple faith declarations of Smith Wigglesworth, they are as powerful and real and relevant and 

right up to date as if these men had shared them with me over coffee yesterday!   And I don’t 

have anything new to add that God has not spoken in many other times and places through His 

faithful servants.   

 

The world is in a mess, as it always has been.  It has not reached a new high point of 

evolutionary progress.  It is just as bad as it ever was.  It may be wealthier, but it is not happier.  

It may have more knowledge, but it does not have more wisdom.  It is full of sinners who need a 

Saviour.  The only real progress has been in the advancement of the kingdom of God.  God’s 

kingdom has not advanced by the cleverness of men.  It has not been promoted by television 

evangelists or purveyors of smooth media clips.  It has not been made more appealing by the 

compromise of Biblical truth.  It has gone forward the same way it always has -- by the 

declaration of the power of Jesus Christ to save lost men and women.  The demonic powers have 

withdrawn to their fortresses of deception, in a desperate attempt to convince people they are just 



 

 

fine in themselves, that there is no such thing as right and wrong, that there is no judgment, there 

is only one great wave of love (however that is defined) which will engulf everyone not matter 

how they live or what they believe.  Our task is to bring up our siege engines against the walls of 

these strongholds and to bring them down the same way they have always been brought down:  

by the straightforward and uncompromised declaration that we are sinners who need a Saviour, 

and that Saviour has only one Name -- Jesus Christ.  As we go forth to this battle we, like Paul, 

can have confidence that God is with us, for as we come in our weakness, He will come in His 

power.  As Paul reminded these same Corinthians (1 Cor. 1:27-28), He has not chosen the great 

and mighty.  He has chosen what is foolish in the world to shame the wise, what is weak in the 

world to shame the strong, what is low and despised in the world, even things that are not, to 

bring to nothing things that are -- to destroy every stronghold that proudly raises its head against 

the knowledge of God and the salvation of His Son.   

 

This is a battle we must fight, but a battle we cannot lose! 

 
 


