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“Paul Boasted about his Hardships” 
2 Corinthians 11:16-33 

John Hattenberger  -  October 24, 2021 
 
We’re continuing our series Shaped by the Cross in 2nd Corinthians, Paul’s letter to the troublesome 
Church in Corinth.  We are in 2 Corinthians Chapter 11. 
 
Some Jewish false teachers had slipped into the church, saying that the Corinthians needed to  
follow legalistic Jewish traditions.  And they were slandering Paul, the founder of the Corinthian 
church.  The said Paul was weak, an unskilled preacher, not a proper apostle.  Paul confronted these 
men in his letter.  Paul called them false apostles, deceitful workmen, and servants of Satan (11:13-15).  
Paul was angry.  He was fed up with the false apostles.  Paul couldn’t stand it anymore.  He decided he 
needed to boast to get the attention of the Corinthian Christians.  
 
Read 2 Corinth 11:16-33.  Let’s break this down.  Paul starts out by explaining he’s going to boast. 
 

2 Corinth 11:16-18:  I repeat, let no one think me foolish. But even if you do, accept me as a fool, 
so that I too may boast a little. What I am saying with this boastful confidence, I say not as the 
Lord would but as a fool. Since many boast according to the flesh, I too will boast. 

 
Paul knew that boasting about yourself is foolish.  Paul didn’t want to boast about himself.  But Paul 
found himself compelled to boast.  Paul had to boast.  Why?  Because the false apostles had boasted.   
In verse 18, when Paul said “Since many boast according to the flesh”. By “many” he meant the false 
apostles.  They boasted “according to the flesh”, meaning, in a worldly manner, the way that non-
Christians would.  The false apostles had boasted, bragged, blew their own horn.  About what?  About 
their background, qualifications, education, skills.  The Corinthians had foolishly listened to this 
boasting and swallowed it, hook line and sinker.  They had welcomed the false apostles into their 
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church, and gladly sat under their false teaching.  They had rejected Paul.  They had rejected the real 
gospel message. 
 
So Paul felt compelled to speak to the Corinthian believers in the same foolish language that the false 
apostles had used: the language of boasting.  Paul made it clear he was simply role playing here.  It was 
not in Paul’s nature to brag and boast about himself.  It was not in Jesus’ nature either.  Paul basically 
said:  OK, if you’re going to listen to the false apostles, who are boasting like fools, I will boast too, but 
just a little, if that’s what it takes for me to get your attention! 
 

2 Corinth 11:19-21:  For you gladly bear with fools, being wise yourselves! For you bear it if 
someone makes slaves of you, or devours you, or takes advantage of you, or puts on airs, or 
strikes you in the face. To my shame, I must say, we were too weak for that!  But whatever 
anyone else dares to boast of—I am speaking as a fool—I also dare to boast of that. 

 
Paul was angry at the Corinthians for putting up with the false apostles.  So angry that Paul resorted to 
dripping sarcasm.  Sarcasm is saying the opposite of what is true for effect.  For example: Get a bad 
haircut.  No one says “Hmmm. That’s not a very good haircut.” Instead, they say, “Nice haircut, man!”   
Sarcasm is not a healthy way to communicate.  Sarcasm is often used to shame or tear down someone 
else.  How did Paul use sarcasm? 
 

“being wise yourselves.” No. The Corinthians were foolish, not wise. 
“we were too weak for that.” No. Paul and his friends were strong, not weak. 

 
Paul’s motive was not to shame them or tear them down.  On the contrary, Paul loved them, and 
wanted the best for them.  Paul’s motive in using sarcasm was to get their attention in order to correct 
them, because they were on a road to ruin.  Paul wanted them to wake up and realize they had been  
duped, tricked, fooled by the false apostles.   
 
The false apostles were actually abusing the Corinthian believers.  And the Corinthians accepted it 
gladly… 
 

2 Cor 11:20:  For you bear it if someone makes slaves of you, or devours you, or takes advantage 
of you, or puts on airs, or strikes you in the face. 

 
The false apostles used 5 abusive practices:  1.  Made them slaves:  False apostles required them to 
follow their teachings to the letter.  They forced the Corinthians to practice Jewish law.  2.  Devoured 
them:  Exploited them for profit. Asked for money and got rich off the church.  3.  Took advantage of 
them:  The Corinthians were gullible.  So, the false apostles stole their money, and taught them lies.  4.  
Put on airs:  The false apostles acted superior, like they were better than everyone else.  5.  Struck 
them in the face:  Probably means: verbally attacked them.  Publicly embarrassed anyone who 
opposed them. 
 
Paul’s next line should have been “Shame on you!”  Instead, Paul said “Shame on me!”  For what?  For 
being “too weak” to act like the false apostles acted. 
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2 Corinth 11:21a:  To my shame, I must say, we were too weak for that!  

 
The false apostles had called Paul “weak”.  (10:10)  So Paul threw it back at them. Said he was “too 
weak” to be abusive to the Corinthians.  Then Paul launched into a wild comparison of himself with 
false apostles.   
 

2 Cor 11:22-27:   Are they Hebrews? So am I. Are they Israelites? So am I. Are they offspring of 
Abraham? So am I. Are they servants of Christ? I am a better one—I am talking like a 
madman—with far greater labors, far more imprisonments, with countless beatings, and often 
near death. Five times I received at the hands of the Jews the forty lashes less one. Three times I 
was beaten with rods. Once I was stoned. Three times I was shipwrecked; a night and a day I 
was adrift at sea; on frequent journeys, in danger from rivers, danger from robbers, danger from 
my own people, danger from Gentiles, danger in the city, danger in the wilderness, danger at 
sea, danger from false brothers; in toil and hardship, through many a sleepless night, in hunger 
and thirst, often without food, in cold and exposure. 

 
Verse 22: The false apostles were boasting about their credentials. They were: Hebrews, Israelites, 
Descendants of Abraham.  “OK, me too,” Paul said.  In verse 23, Paul said “Are they servants of Christ? I 
am a better one…”  This is odd.  Why?  Paul had just called the false apostles “servants of Satan” in 
verse 15.  In verse 23, Paul called them “servants of Christ”.  Was Paul contradicting himself?  No.  I 
don’t think so.  The false apostles probably described themselves as “servants of Christ” when boasting 
to the Corinthians.  So Paul used the same term, “servants of Christ” and then compared himself to the 
false apostles.  “Are they servants of Christ?  OK.  But I am a better servant.” 
 
Then in verses 23-27, Paul reeled off a long list to answer the question:  What are the real credentials / 
qualifications of a servant of Jesus?  Paul might have boasted about his education.  Or how many 
people he had led to salvation.  Or the size and growth of the churches he started.  Instead, he gave a 
very different list of credentials. Paul said, “The real credentials of a servant of Christ are the hardships 
endured while serving Jesus!” 
 
Paul listed his credentials:  Greater labors, more imprisonments, beaten with rods, lashed with whips, 
near death, stoned with rocks, shipwrecked, lost at sea, traveling all over the continent, danger from 
rivers, robbers, Jews, Gentiles, danger in the city, in the wilderness, at sea, danger from false brothers 
[like these false apostles], in toil, in hardship, without sleep, hungry, thirsty, tired, and cold. 
 
This is quite a list.  As a side note:  This list only covers the first 2/3 of Paul’s ministry.  Paul served in 
ministry for 32 years.  He wrote this letter 21 years into it.  So this list was only 2/3 of the way through 
his ministry.  Paul had a lot more hardships to come.  
 
Why did Paul say that hardships are the measure of a true servant of Jesus?  Because Jesus said so.   
 

…In the world you will have tribulation. But take heart; I have overcome the world. John 16:33 
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2 Timothy 4:5:  As for you [Timothy], always be sober-minded, endure suffering [“hardship” in 
the NIV], do the work of an evangelist, fulfill your ministry.  

 
Paul was confident the false apostles could not compete with Paul’s list of hardships.  Unlike Paul, the 
false apostles liked money, comfort, fame and glory.  The false apostles had never been beaten with 
rods.  Never suffered hardships like those Paul had endured.  Paul basically said, “As a servant of Jesus, 
I surpass all of the false apostles!” 
 
Then in verse 28, Paul took a sharp left-turn.  He stopped talking about hardships and went back to his 
love for the Corinthian Christians.  In verses 10-11, Paul expressed his sincere love for the Corinthians.   
Here Paul said: 
 

2 Corinth 11:28:  And, apart from other things, there is the daily pressure on me of my anxiety 
[or concern] for all the churches. 

 
After his long list of hardships, Paul had one more qualification that the false apostles did not have.  
Namely, he loved the believers in Corinth.  He loved them so much, that he felt daily pressure of 
anxiety and concern for all the churches.  Paul was responsible for the church at Corinth.  Paul founded 
the church, loved them, cared deeply for them, prayed for them, led them with letters and personal 
visits. He was concerned and anxious about their welfare every day.  But not just the church at Corinth.   
Paul was concerned for “all the churches”.  Which ones?  Paul was responsible for at least 15 churches 
all across Asia:  Corinth, Philippi, Ephesus, Colossae, Thessalonica, Iconium, Laodicea, Hieropolis, 
Antioch, Berea, Cyprus, Crete, Derbe, Lystra, Troas. 
 
Most of the churches were small, but growing quickly, populated by new, immature believers.  Which 
meant they had a lot of problems.  Paul was the “go to” man for answers about doctrine, false 
teaching, division in the church, public sin, church discipline, etc.  All of these issues they brought to 
Paul.  It had to be spiritually and emotionally exhausting for Paul.  “Yes, I have been through many 
hardships, but my greatest hardship, my heaviest burden, is my concern for all the churches!”  None of 
the false apostles could claim to care for the churches the way Paul did, with prayers, letters, visits, 
admonitions and words of encouragement. None of the false apostles loved the Corinthians the way 
Paul loved them.   
 
In Verse 29, Paul identified with the Corinthian Christians.  Said:  “Hey, I’m one of you!” 
 

2 Corinthians 11:29:  Who is weak, and I am not weak? Who is made to fall, and I am not 
indignant?  

 
Paul said:  I have spiritual weaknesses just like you.  When you are tempted by sin, I’m tempted too.  
When someone causes you to fall, that is, to sin, I get angry and “indignant”.  Paul was fully invested in 
the spiritual health of the Corinthian Christians. 
 
And finally, Paul ended this part of his boasting with an unusual climax. 
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2 Corinthians 11:30-33:  If I must boast, I will boast of the things that show my weakness.  The 
God and Father of the Lord Jesus, he who is blessed forever, knows that I am not lying. At 
Damascus, the governor under King Aretas was guarding the city of Damascus in order to seize 
me, but I was let down in a basket through a window in the wall and escaped his hands. 

 
Paul said it would be better to boast about his weakness.  Then he took an oath – “God knows I’m not 
lying” - that the next story he was about to tell was the truth.  Makes me think Paul was going to tell a 
fantastic, unbelievable story to top off his list.  Instead, Paul told an unusual, short story in 2 sentences 
about his escape from Damascus.  The story is unusual for 3 reasons:  It doesn’t fit in this long list of 
beatings, stonings, and shipwrecks.  It is a humiliating and embarrassing story for Paul.  It is a story that 
shows Paul’s weakness. 
 
Paul was in a tight spot in Damascus, trapped inside the city walls.  Soldiers were hunting for him.  
Guarding the city gates.  Fortunately, Paul got away.  But Paul’s escape was embarrassing and 
humbling.  Paul, the great apostle Paul, educated in the school of Gamaliel, former, zealous Pharisee, 
the man with access to the highest officials in Jerusalem, premiere missionary to the Gentiles, got 
recued.  How?  He got bundled up like a helpless little baby, put in a basket used for carrying dead fish, 
lowered through a window, and ran off into the night like a hunted criminal.  The climax of Paul’s 
boasting was  a short story of Paul’s weakness and God’s protective power. Paul was weak, but God is 
strong and powerful.  Let those who boast, boast in the Lord. 
 
==============================================================  
 
A 2-sentence summary of this section of Paul’s letter:  The real credentials of a servant of Christ  
are the hardships endured while serving Jesus!  Compared to the false apostles, Paul exceeded them 
all. 
 
Three applications:  Thank you!  Be Content!  Serve Fearlessly! 
 
1. Thank you! 
 
Paul had labored hard on behalf of the Christians in Corinth and the other churches.  Paul endured 
hardship after hardship to share the gospel, lead many people to faith in Jesus.  The believers in all 
those churches owed Paul a huge “Thank You”.  For what?  For enduring hardship, so that they could 
enjoy the blessings of salvation. 
 
We too should be thankful for the people who went before us, who endured hardships, so that we 
might enjoy the blessings of salvation.  Those people are what I call your “spiritual ancestors”. 
They might be your mom or dad, your spouse, a friend, a pastor, an outspoken Christian co-worker.  
Each of us got saved as the result of those people sharing the Gospel message, praying for us, 
encouraging us to believe in Jesus.  Here’s the 1st application:  Tell your spiritual ancestors thank you.   
 
Think back and remember those who labored for you.  Then reach out and thank them.  Face to face, 
video, phone, email, text.  Whatever way you prefer.  Thank them. 
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2. Be content! 
 
Paul’s list of hardships, trials, trouble, conflicts is impressive.  But more than being impressive:  It is 
shocking.  How one man had so many hardships is almost impossible to imagine, and certainly 
impossible to explain.  Paul was an expert in enduring hardships.   
 
All of us suffer hardships, trials, difficulties in this life.  Hardships come in a variety of ways:  death in 
the family, job loss, major illness, broken relationships, painful disease, financial trouble, frozen pipes, 
power outages, floods.  Unlike Paul, we are not experts in enduring hardships.  We can learn from Paul 
about hardships. Twice in his 1st letter to the Corinthian Christians, Paul said:  “Be imitators of me, as I 
am of Christ.” 1 Corinthians 11.1 
 
So how can we imitate Paul in the midst of our own hardships?  We can imitate Paul’s attitude in the 
midst of hardships.  What was Paul’s attitude in the midst of all these hardships?  Answer:  Paul 
learned to be content.  Philippians 4:11b: “… I have learned in whatever situation I am to be content.”  
“Content” means:   peacefully happy … satisfied … pleased.  Here’s the 2nd application: Imitate Paul:  Be 
content.  Learn to be content in all your circumstances. 
 
Easy to say, hard to do.  Being content is especially difficult to do in the midst of hardship.  How was 
Paul able to be content, peacefully happy, satisfied, pleased in the midst of his hardships?  What was 
Paul’s secret?  
 

Philippians 4:12-13: I know how to be brought low, and I know how to abound. In any and every 
circumstance, I have learned the secret of facing plenty and hunger, abundance and need.  
[Here is Paul’s secret:]  I can do all things through him [Jesus] who strengthens me. 

 
Pray for Jesus’ strength to be content in the middle of hardships.  Stifle the urge to grumble and 
complain.  Have a good attitude:  peacefully happy, satisfied, pleased.  We can do all things – and be 
content – through Jesus who strengthens us. 

 
3. Serve fearlessly! 
 
We can also imitate Paul’s perseverance in the midst of hardships.  For me, it’s hard to imagine what it 
was like for Paul to experience hardship after hardship after hardship.  If I had been Paul, the 3rd time I 
got beaten with rods I would have quit.  “I’m done”.  But Paul didn’t quit. In fact, he never slowed 
down.  Paul served fearlessly right up to the day he died.  He never quit.  Just a couple years before his 
death Paul looked back on his life and wrote this in his letter to Timothy: 
 

2 Timothy 4:7:  I have fought the good fight, I have finished the race, I have kept the faith. 
 
Imitating Paul’s perseverance means:  serve fearlessly and don’t quit.  Here’s the 3rd application: 
Imitate Paul:  In the midst of hardships, serve fearlessly and don’t quit.  No matter how difficult our 
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hardships and trials become don’t throw in the towel.  Fight the good fight. Don’t stop.  Finish the race.  
Keep the faith.  Serve fearlessly and don’t quit. 
 
===========================================================  
 


