
Text:  I CORINTHIANS 16:5-9 
Title:  “OPPORTUNITY … OPPOSITION” 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
Open your Bibles to the last chapter of the book of First Corinthians.  I mentioned last week that the 
last verses of NT epistles (letters) are fascinating.  We get a glimpse into the personal lives of the 
people involved, including the great Apostle Paul, the man whom the Spirit inspired to write a huge 
portion of our NT. 
 

And what you see is that here is a guy who struggled with his plans just like we do.  He had 
dreams and aspirations, goals and visions.  His life had been transformed by Jesus Christ in a 
dramatic conversion experience; and he was a powerful preacher and missionary.   
 
But as great as he was, he is not different than we are.  He still wrestled with the decisions he 
had to make, and the difficulties that he would likely face. 
 

And in the back of his mind always was the reality that in all of that he was called to do the work of 
the Lord.  He took seriously his own challenge to the Corinthians. 
 

1 Corinthians 15:58 (NIV) - Therefore, my dear brothers, stand firm. Let nothing move 
you. Always give yourselves fully to the work of the Lord, because you know that your 
labor in the Lord is not in vain.  

 
So this morning, let’s look over the shoulder of Paul as he sits at his table in a cottage in Ephesus 
wrapping up a tough letter he is writing to some special people a couple of hundred miles across the 
Aegean Sea in the city of Corinth.  Read text. 
 
What I want you to see this morning is that life is all about making tough decisions and facing 
difficult situations in life.  And it’s helpful to be able to learn from others how do to this. 
 

Maybe you’re a graduate (high school, college, grad school or seminary) and you have some 
decisions and plans to make about your life that is stretched out like a long journey ahead for 
you.  Or maybe you’re a senior adult, and you’ve come to face that reality that the journey 
ahead for you is not that long.  And you have important decisions to make and some very real 
difficulties to face.  And mixed in there for all of us is that ever-present challenge to always 
give ourselves fully to the work of the Lord. 

 
So in our lives of service to God and others there are certain tensions we have to deal with. 
 
1. THE TENSION BETWEEN MY PLANS AND GOD’S PURPOSES (vv.5-7) 
 
Now anyone who takes seriously our Lord’s command to always abound in the work of the Lord will 
have plans to that end.  This is vision, if you will.  As we think about our lives (personal, family, 
professional, social, etc) and how we serve God with our lives, we will make plans … looking for 
more ways to serve God with all that we are and all that we have. 



 
You can see the process working in Paul here in his words.  It’s like he has his atlas laid out in front 
of him, and a calendar also.  He’s making plans. 
 
1 Corinthians 16:5 (NIV) - After I go through Macedonia, I will come to you—for I will be 
going through Macedonia. 
 
Note:  Let me help you with the geography here.  Three places are in the picture:  Ephesus (the place 
Paul was writing from), Corinth (the place Paul was writing to), and Macedonia (the place planned 
on passing through going from Ephesus to Corinth).  Now it would be like I was writing to you here 
in Fort Worth, TX a letter from Shreveport, LA, telling you that I was going to come visit you, but 
that I planned first to go up to visit some people up in Oklahoma City before coming to you.  That’s 
the geographical layout.  And this travel would be taking place not by car or airplane.  Paul would 
travel by foot, or perhaps on horseback, and by boat. 
 
1 Corinthians 16:6 (NIV) - Perhaps I will stay with you awhile, or even spend the winter, so 
that you can help me on my journey, wherever I go. 
 

Paul wanted to spend quality and some quantity time with these people.  Why?  They were his 
spiritual children.  More teaching and discipling was needed, and that would take time. 
 

“So you can help me on my journey…” was a way of saying, “So you can support me as I continue 
on with the work God has called me to do.” 

 
1 Corinthians 16:7 (NIV) - I do not want to see you now and make only a passing visit; I hope 
to spend some time with you, if the Lord permits. 
 
All these plans were in Paul’s mind … and that is the mark of one who is committed to the work of 
the Lord.  He has a vision of what he hopes to be able to do for God and for others in the future.   
 
ILLUSTRATION – A couple of summers ago Nan and I had the privilege of visiting the home and 
the church of William Carey, the Father of the Modern Missions Movement, in Olney, England.  We 
were able to step inside his cobbler’s shop where Carey kept above his workbench a crude leather 
map of the world.  That map stayed before him constantly as a reminder of a world that desperately 
needed to know about Jesus.  As he worked at making and repairing shoes William Carey prayed and 
wept over the lost condition of the world.  In a few short years, Carey would be aboard a ship headed 
for India where he would spend the rest of his life giving himself fully to the work of the Lord.  What 
a vision! 
 
But those personal plans have to be kept in a tension with God’s purpose.  And the fact that Paul 
knows this is revealed in the last four words of v.7. 
 
1 Corinthians 16:7 (NIV) - I do not want to see you now and make only a passing visit; I hope 
to spend some time with you, if the Lord permits. 
 



Those words, “if the Lord permits,” are not just there as an afterthought.  In fact I think there is a 
very important lesson woven through these verses about the tension between our plans and God’s 
ultimate, sovereign purposes. 
 
EXPLANATION – Paul was in Ephesus when he wrote this letter to the church in Corinth.  We’ll 
see that here in a moment.  Paul spent about three years ministering in Ephesus, and the evidence 
here is that Paul intended to come to visit the church in Corinth after he has passed through 
Macedonia.  Comments he made back in I Corinthians 4 indicate that he intended to come very soon 
to deal with the problems there.  But something happened.  His plans changed, and apparently Paul 
wasn’t able to come as quickly as he planned. 
 

And Paul knows this can happen.  That’s why the wording here in these verses is very 
interesting.   Several of the verbs in vv.5-7 are in the subjunctive mood.  (Now some of you 
came to church today and you were thinking all the way, “I sure hope the pastor tells us about 
subjunctive verbs today!”) 
 
All this means is that these verbs present the intended action as being probable or possible, as 
opposed to absolutely certain. 
 

You see, we have to be flexible when it comes to the plans we make for our lives and our ministries.  
Our attitude must be “if the Lord permits.”  Our vision, no matter how sincerely held, isn’t infallible.  
So we have to be flexible when God decides to change the course of our lives.  Flexibility isn’t a sign 
of weakness … it’s a sign of humility. 
 

ILLUSTRATION – For over a year John Lee and other leaders in our church were planning 
for one of the most ambitious mission efforts our church has ever undertaken.  Two hundred of 
our people were signed up and had their deposits made for a missionary journey to Merida, 
Mexico.  But as the time came for us to begin to solidify those plans and details, it because 
apparent that there were some serious issues that had arisen, totally beyond our control.  We 
did our best to maneuver around them, but it soon became clear that it would not be possible 
for us to overcome these obstacles, and the journey had to be canceled.   And to this day we’re 
not sure why God closed this door, but we have to believe that God is sovereign in all of our 
affairs.   Perhaps we will one day see what God was doing through this detour, but if not, we 
live our lives as His servants … “if the Lord permits…” 
 

ON SCREEN - James 4:13-17 (NIV) - Now listen, you who say, “Today or tomorrow we will go 
to this or that city, spend a year there, carry on business and make money.” 14 Why, you do not 
even know what will happen tomorrow. What is your life? You are a mist that appears for a 
little while and then vanishes. 15 Instead, you ought to say, “If it is the Lord’s will, we will live 
and do this or that.” 16 As it is, you boast and brag. All such boasting is evil. 17 Anyone, then, 
who knows the good he ought to do and doesn’t do it, sins.  
 
We are not always able to fulfill our plans and our vision.  We may not be able to go where we 
planned to go, do what we planned to do.  We are clay in the Potter’s hands.  He can mold our lives 
and our ways according to His plans. 
 



ON SCREEN - Proverbs 16:9 (NIV) - In his heart a man plans his course, but the LORD 
determines his steps. 
 
So there is the tension between our plans and God’s purposes.  But there’s another tension we have 
to deal with. 
 
2. THE TENSION BETWEEN OPPORTUNITY AND OPPOSITION (vv.8-9) 
 
1 Corinthians 16:8-9 (NIV) - But I will stay on at Ephesus until Pentecost, because a great door 
for effective work has opened to me, and there are many who oppose me. 
 

• The Opportunity is seen in the first part of v.9. 
 

1 Corinthians 16:9a (NIV) - because a great door for effective work has opened to me… 
 
Literally a “mega-door” … also an effective or active door.  Paul is pumping his fist over the 
great opportunity that he has in Ephesus. 
 

• The Opposition is seen in the second part of v.9  
 

1 Corinthians 16:9b (NIV) - And there are many who oppose me. 
 
Literally, “There are many who are against me.” 
 
Paul’s calling was not to comfort or to convenience.  If it was, he would not remain in 
Ephesus. 
 

Now would you write Acts 19 in the margin of your Bible and notes here?  I won’t take us there this 
morning, but you can read there about the opportunity and the opposition in Ephesus.  Ephesus was 
one of the great cities of the world in its day.  There was a great temple dedicated to the Greek 
goddess Artemis.  Much of the activity of the city revolved around this paganistic worship.  
Religiously sanctioned sexual perversion was the way of life in Ephesus.  But Paul came there 
preaching the Gospel and perform many miracles, and people got saved.   
 

And these new believers began to renounce their paganistic ways.  Some who practiced 
sorcery brought all their paraphernalia and burned them publicly.  A great spiritual awakening 
was occurring across the city. 
 
Well some of the people who profited from the organized paganism in the city began to worry.  
If the worship of Artemis goes away, then so will our lucrative sales of all the little trinkets 
and shrines that people buy to use in their worship.  This threw the entire city into chaos and 
Paul was right in the middle of it.  He nearly lost his life. 
 

Opportunity and opposition go hand in hand.  Notice the wording carefully: 
 



1 Corinthians 16:8-9 (NIV) - But I will stay on at Ephesus until Pentecost, because a 
great door for effective work has opened to me, and (not “but,” but “and”) there are many 
who oppose me. 

 
This is how life will go for us as the people of God.  Our opportunities to give ourselves fully to the 
work of the Lord will be mixed with opposition. 
 
1 Pet 5:8 - Be self-controlled and alert. Your enemy the devil prowls around like a roaring lion 
looking for someone to devour.   

 
John 16:33 - “I have told you these things, so that in me you may have peace. In this world you 
will have trouble. But take heart! I have overcome the world.”   

 
2 Thessalonians 3:3 (NIV) - But the Lord is faithful, and he will strengthen and protect you 
from the evil one. 
 
The point here is that there is no ideal, perfect place to live or to serve God.  There’s no ideal job, no 
ideal marriage, no ideal church.  It all happens in a tension between opportunity and opposition. 
 
 
CONCLUSION 
 
ILLUSTRATION – Many of you know that a tragedy struck in the home of Stephen Curtis 
Chapman this past week as his little five-year daughter was killed having been struck by a car in the 
family’s driveway.  I remember when tragedy struck here in our city at the Wedgwood Baptist 
Church several years ago, Stephen Curtis Chapman came to Fort Worth to help us with the citywide 
memorial service and he sang a song that is one of my favorites and that spoke so powerfully to us 
all that day. 
 
Be still and know that He is God 
Be still and know that He is holy 
Be still, O restless soul of mine 
Bow before the Prince of peace 
Let the noise and clamor cease 
Be still 
 
Be still and know that He is God 
Be still and know that He is faithful 
Consider all that he has done 
Stand in awe and be amazed 
And know that He will never change 
Be still 
 
Be Still, and know that He is God 
Be Still, and know that He is God 
Be Still, and know that He is God 



 
Be Still; Be speechless 
 
Be still and know that he is God 
Be still and know he is our Father 
Come rest your head upon his breast 
Listen to the rhythm of his unfailing heart of love 
Beating for His little ones 
Calling each of us to come …  
Be still, Be still 


