
Eastwood Baptist (AM, 20/1/’19) SUFFICIENT GRACE (2 Corinthians 11:16-12:10) 

Introduction As you are well aware, your Pastoral Search Committee has begun to evaluate 

possible Senior Pastors. As part of this process, we have been considering their credentials. 

It is clear that the Christians of first century Corinth were interested in credentials. Read 2 

Corinthians 3:1. There is further evidence in this morning’s passage that the question of 

credentials had arisen in Corinth, particularly with reference to the Apostle Paul. It seems 

that Christian teachers had come to Corinth, claiming to be superior to Paul. And it seems 

that they claimed to have better credentials than Paul. 

The Credentials of Paul’s Rivals What credentials did Paul’s rivals offer to the Corinthians? 

We don’t know exactly, of course, because we don’t have records of what they said. But we 

do have Paul’s response to them, and we can work out quite a bit from this. One thing that 

seems clear is that to some extent they relied on simply making large claims for themselves. 

Read 2 Corinthians 11:5, 11:13, 11:18, 11:20. They claimed, or at least implied, that they 

were not just apostles but apostles of superior grade. They boasted about their qualities and 

achievements, and they lorded it over the Christians of Corinth. Do you think that the 

Corinthians were gullible to be impressed by these boastful men? I suppose they were, but 

no more so than many people in other times and places. Even in our own time, aren’t we 

often impressed by people who have a confident manner and make large claims for 

themselves? This is often the case when we are deciding who to vote for in parliamentary 

elections, but is sometimes the case even when we are considering which Christian leaders 

most deserve our respect. In addition, these men seem to have offered more than mere 

boasting to impress the Corinthians. They seem to have been eloquent speakers, who 

charged for their teaching. Read 11:6-7, then elaborate with reference to 1 Thessalonians 

6b-9. These men also seem to have been able to claim a good Jewish pedigree – read 11:22. 

And they seem to have appealed to their spiritual experiences, to visions and revelations – 

read 12:1. In short, they claimed to be outstanding people. And many among the 

Corinthians seem to have been impressed. So what could Paul say in response? 

Paul’s Credentials Up to a point, Paul responded in kind. He asserted that he was a true 

servant of Christ, a true apostle. He pointed to his own Jewish pedigree. He wrote about his 

own spiritual experiences. But it is not these things which he primarily emphasises. And 

there are other things of this kind which he doesn’t mention in response to his boastful 

rivals. He doesn’t talk about his training under Gamaliel. He doesn’t talk about the many 

people converted through his ministry. He doesn’t even talk about Christ’s appearing to him 

on the Damascus road. What Paul does talk about at length is quite surprising. Read 11:23-

33. Paul “boasts of the things that show his weakness”. What a strange choice! Why does 

Paul make this choice? I think that there are at least two reasons. The first reason can be 

seen in the nature of Paul’s list in vv.23-28, in his listing things like imprisonment and 

flogging and stoning, in his listing many kinds of danger and adversity. These things declare 

Paul’s endurance as a faithful servant of Christ; these things declare the depth of his 

commitment to the gospel. Isn’t it true generally that we are rightly impressed by long, 

faithful service of Christ, and by faithful service in the face of adversity? In modern times we 

have been impressed by the long, faithful service of people like Billy Graham and John Stott. 



We have been impressed by the response to severe physical adversity of people like Joni 

Eareckson-Tada, and the faithfulness of missionaries who have not been deterred by 

hostility and unresponsiveness. Few, if any, of us have had or will have the opportunity to 

rival the ministry of the Apostle Paul, or of the people I have just mentioned. But we do 

have the opportunity to commend the gospel by living faithful Christian lives, and by serving 

faithfully in the ministries to which God has called us. We don’t have to look as far afield as 

Billy Graham or John Stott in order to see examples of long and faithful service, or as far 

afield as Joni Eareckson to see examples of faithfulness in the face of adversity. We have 

them in our church. But some of us may be intimidated by such examples, including those 

close at hand, and especially those involving adversity. We might ask ourselves whether we 

are strong enough. We might wonder, “Would I endure faithfully if I were to face serious 

adversity?” But when we ask such questions we are looking in the wrong place. We are 

looking at ourselves, hoping to find enough strength and afraid that we won’t. Paul, 

however, did not say that he was boasting of those things which showed his strength. He 

said precisely that he boasting of the things which showed his weakness. And this brings me 

to a second reason for Paul’s surprising choice of credentials. 

Paul’s Encouraging Example This second reason emerges in Chapter 12. Initially Paul seems 

to shift to the ground of his rivals, as he describes a wonderful spiritual experience. Partly he 

is answering these rivals in their own terms, but the primary point of his testimony is quite 

different. That point emerges in in the sequel to his account of his spiritual experience, and 

it is here that his final emphasis falls. Read 12:7-10. What a story to tell at this point! Paul 

ends this section of his letter with a story of weakness, indeed. It is not only a story of 

suffering, but of what his rivals would certainly have labelled as unanswered prayer. We 

don’t know what Paul’s “thorn in the flesh” was, although many people have put forward 

their guesses. But some things are clear: it wasn’t a good thing in itself, because Paul could 

call it “a messenger of Satan”; it was not a minor discomfort, but something which 

“tormented” him; it caused him to cry out repeatedly to God for it to be taken away; God’s 

response was not to take this thorn in the flesh away, but to enable Paul to bear it. And so 

the story powerfully illustrates Paul’s insistence that it is not his own strength which makes 

him effective as an apostle. Rather it is God’s strength working through his weakness. 

Conclusion This passage speaks to us as we look for a new pastor. Certainly we should look 

for appropriate gifts and experience. But even more importantly, we should look for 

faithfulness in serving God and genuine dependence on God’s strength. But the passage also 

speaks to us about our own lives. It offers us great encouragement, but at the same time it 

leaves us with no place to hide. God calls us to serve him faithfully, to live as Christ’s 

servants in the hard times as well as the easy. And when we say that we can’t measure up, 

that we are weak, God says through the Apostle Paul that weakness is no obstacle. God is 

looking for weak people to be his faithful servants. God wants us to acknowledge our 

weakness, then rely on his strength. 


