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Introduction: Open your Bible to 2 Corinthians 11.  We are continuing our series through the book of 2 Corinthians entitled, “Confessions of an Imperfect Church”.  And like the imperfect church at Corinth, we have a long way to go in our growing and changing in Christ.  

Today’s confession is this: “We’ve Not Boasted Enough in Weakness”.

The Value of Human weakness

Human weakness is greater than human power.  It is weakness that allows us to rely on God alone to work on our behalf.  

Nicoleta Valeria

Nicoleta Valeria was raised in a believing home in Romania and was active in standing against the Communists who terrorized the country after World War II. Although Nicoleta knew about the Lord, she quickly forgot what her parents taught her after becoming an adult.  After a comfortable life and promoting the People’s Peasant Party in Romania, Nicoleta found herself arrested by the Communists.

Day and night they tortured her.  They tried to force her to give out names so that the Communists could arrest and imprison them too. Nicoleta refused.  They put her in her new home: CELL 24.  One day, Nicoleta came to the end of herself in the prison.  She began to remember all the Scripture that her dear mother taught her.  God brought the truth of His love and mercy to her mind.  And something strange happened.  She began to be thankful – thankful that she was in that prison.  Had she never come there to CELL 24 and come to that place of despair, she may never have seen her need of Christ.

Nicoleta got to work.  Immediately she wanted to write the Scriptures on the walls.  She had nothing to write with.  One day the guard brought her meal, and there was a plumb.  She took the core of the plumb and sharpened one end of it so that she could carve what she wanted into the wall.

Her days became very full.  Between beatings and awful interrogations where they would pour freezing cold water over her, she wrote on that wall.  

She wrote Psalms and Scriptures about Christ.  She numbered them all and put arrows from one to another, so that if another person were to read it, they would understand that Christ died for them and loves them.

Something strange began to be observed about Nicoleta. Each time the guards would check on her, she would smile at them.  She would thank God for them.  Actually, all the guards thought she had gone insane – so they transferred her to a work camp where one day she met the former Prime Minister’s wife.  Since communism had taken over, the high ranking officials of the previous government were imprisoned.
Here was this very sophisticated, distinguished woman, hovering like a deer in the headlights.  She looked like she was about to go insane.  One day they took the Prime Minister’s wife to be interrogated to the same prison where she was to be tortured.

Many months later upon her return Nicoleta was in the prison barracks teaching the women about Christ, and she began to quote Psalm 27…
“The LORD is my light and my salvation; whom shall I fear? the LORD is the strength of my life; of whom shall I be afraid? 2  When the wicked, even mine enemies and my foes, came upon me to eat up my flesh, they stumbled and fell…”

The Prime Minister’s wife interrupted and continued…

“One thing have I desired of the LORD, that will I seek after; that I may dwell in the house of the LORD all the days of my life, to behold the beauty of the LORD, and to enquire in his temple” (Ps. 27:4).

Nicoleta asked the Prime Minister’s wife where she learned this.  She began to tell her how if she ever got out, she wanted to thank the person who wrote on the prison cell wall about her Jesus.  She learned from the prison cell wall in CELL 24.

Nicoleta told her that she was the scribe in CELL 24.  And they began to bless the Lord for putting them in the prison.

The Blessing of Human weakness

Let me say again, human weakness is greater than human power.  It is weakness that allows us to rely on God alone to work on our behalf.  Have you suffered in your life?  Have you felt weakness?  If you know Christ today, you can bless Him and boast in your weakness.  

Are you boasting in your weakness today?  Or are you complaining about the hard situations in your life?  Are you glorying in your trials and difficulties?  Or are you murmuring?  

Perhaps you are here today and you want to boast in your position in life.  You have a nice car, a wonderful job, a beautiful family. And you have much knowledge of the Lord.  We’re going to find that Paul would never boast that way.  We ought to be thankful for all the bountiful blessings God gives us, but if we are to boast, let us boast in our weakness.

The key verse in 2 Corinthians 11 is verse 30, “If I must boast, I will boast of the things that show my weakness.”

It is often in the lowest, weakest point in our lives, that God uses us the most.  How can we boast in our weakness?  

First…
I. Let us boast in our sovereign place in God’s plan (vs. 21b-22).
The Corinthian false teachers want to boast about their education and their nationality and how they are so superior to everyone else.  Paul began to speak like them, and really to mock them.  He says he’s going to speak like an irrational fool, like an insane person, and join them in boasting.  Listen to what he says in the last part of verse 21…

2 Corinthians 11:21b-22 (ESV) —“But whatever anyone else dares to boast of—I am speaking as a fool—I also dare to boast of that. 22 Are they Hebrews? So am I. Are they Israelites? So am I. Are they offspring of Abraham? So am I.”

Paul was equal to the false teachers in every way.  Three times he says, “So am I”.  Paul could make all the boasts about the false teachers made.  He actually had a very prestigious background.  But he counted it as nothing.  He was thankful that whatever background he had, that God had used it to bring him to Christ.  And that’s how we should look at our background.

A. Be thankful that whatever background you have, God has used it to bring you to Christ (Phil. 3:4-10).

Listen to what he says in Philippians 3:4b-10 (ESV) —“If anyone else thinks he has reason for confidence in the flesh, I have more: 5 circumcised on the eighth day, of the people of Israel, of the tribe of Benjamin, a Hebrew of Hebrews; as to the law, a Pharisee; 6 as to zeal, a persecutor of the church; as to righteousness under the law, blameless. 7 But whatever gain I had, I counted as loss for the sake of Christ. 8 Indeed, I count everything as loss because of the surpassing worth of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord. For his sake I have suffered the loss of all things and count them as rubbish, in order that I may gain Christ 9 and be found in him, not having a righteousness of my own that comes from the law, but that which comes through faith in Christ, the righteousness from God that depends on faith— 10 that I may know him and the power of his resurrection, and may share his sufferings, becoming like him in his death”.

B. There is so much in our lives that we did not choose, so we can only boast in God.
· You didn’t choose your hair color.  

· You didn’t choose your native language.

· You didn’t choose your mother and father.  

C. It is also silly to boast or be depressed about your past since you cannot change it (1 Cor. 4:7). 
DEPRESSION

Philippians 3:13-14, “Brothers, I do not consider that I have made it my own. But one thing I do: forgetting what lies behind and straining forward to what lies ahead, 14  I press on toward the goal for the prize of the upward call of God in Christ Jesus.”

BOASTING

1 Corinthians 4:7 (ESV) — “For who sees anything different in you? What do you have that you did not receive? If then you received it, why do you boast as if you did not receive it?”

If you are tempted to boast that you were raised in a Christian home, or that you had it made growing up, Paul says that’s silly.  You ought not to boast.  If you are blessed, you ought to thank the One who blessed you!

Paul could have been proud about his past.  He could have been depressed about his past.  Paul joins in as a fool and mockingly raises his boast with the false teachers…
2 Corinthians 11:21b-22 (ESV) —“But whatever anyone else dares to boast of—I am speaking as a fool—I also dare to boast of that. 22 Are they Hebrews? So am I. Are they Israelites? So am I. Are they offspring of Abraham? So am I.”

Now this is important, because there likely were rumors that Paul was not qualified to be an apostle, and may not have even lived and trained in Israel during his younger years.  After all, Paul was born as Saul from outside of Israel, in Tarsus.  

All of the original twelve apostles were Jews, therefore they were all Israelites – they were descendants from Abraham.

Look at Acts 22:3-6 where Paul gives his own history.  He was born in Tarsus, raised very strictly in Jerusalem under Gamaliel.

· Acts 22:3–6 (ESV) — “I am a Jew, born in Tarsus in Cilicia, but brought up in this city, educated at the feet of Gamaliel according to the strict manner of the law of our fathers, being zealous for God as all of you are this day. 4 I persecuted this Way to the death, binding and delivering to prison both men and women, 5 as the high priest and the whole council of elders can bear me witness. From them I received letters to the brothers, and I journeyed toward Damascus to take those also who were there and bring them in bonds to Jerusalem to be punished. 6 “As I was on my way and drew near to Damascus, about noon a great light from heaven suddenly shone around me.” And we know the rest of the story.  

Look also at Acts 26:4–5.

· Acts 26:4–5 (ESV) — “My manner of life from my youth, spent from the beginning among my own nation and in Jerusalem, is known by all the Jews. 5 They have known for a long time, if they are willing to testify, that according to the strictest party of our religion I have lived as a Pharisee.”

All the Jews knew Paul well. He had been there in Jerusalem since he was a very small child.  He had a covenant relationship through Israel with God.  He was a descendant of Abraham.  

But he also persecuted the church.  Your family and your failures and the failures of others are all part of your story.  

Remember the serenity prayer (by Richard Niebuhr)…

God grant me the serenity 
to accept the things I cannot change; 
courage to change the things I can;
and wisdom to know the difference.
So listen to Paul’s boast again…

2 Corinthians 11:21b-22 (ESV) —“But whatever anyone else dares to boast of—I am speaking as a fool—I also dare to boast of that. 22 Are they Hebrews? So am I. Are they Israelites? So am I. Are they offspring of Abraham? So am I.”

Remember Paul was raised in a religious home.  But where did it get him?  He rejected Christ, and persecuted his church.  Regardless of your family background, or your past, we can all clearly say that salvation is of the Lord.  

Paul starts out in verse 22 by showing that he is at least the equal of the false apostles. He does it by three times in verse 22 saying, "So am I...So am I...So am I." The false teachers parade their credentials:

· their racial credentials – they are Hebrews, so is Paul

· their national credentials – they are Israelites, so is Paul

· their religious credentials – they are offspring of Abraham, so is Paul.
Paul had all the credentials to be an apostle.    So Paul could boast in the graciousness of the Lord, but he was mocking the false teachers who were boasting they were Jews and Israelites.  So was Paul.  Paul was equal in all of those things.
But Paul was superior in his service for Christ.  And now this is where Paul begins talking like a madman! 

2 Corinthians 11:23 (ESV) —“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”.  What?  Paul is going to say that he is far superior than the false apostles in his suffering.
So if we are to boast, let us boast in our suffering, and glory in our infirmities!  
II. Let us boast in our suffering for Christ (vs. 23-27).
Listen to Paul in verses 23-27…
2 Corinthians 11:23-27 (ESV) —“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. 24 Five times I received at the hands of the Jews the forty lashes less one. 25 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; 26 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; 27 in toil and hardship, through many a sleepless night, in hunger and thirst, often without food, in cold and exposure.”

John MacArthur comments: “[This list is] quite remarkable because you would assume that if a man is going to show his superiority as an apostle and as a teacher, he might start out by talking about his heritage, his background, his education, his mentors, his schooling, his experience, his success, his achievements, his accomplishments and all of that. But he doesn't do that. He goes right to the most dominant feature of his life as an apostle, which was suffering.”

A. False teachers can seem to be true teachers, except in their willingness to suffer.

False teachers want to boast in how little they suffer.  The true teachers aren’t the fat cats with the big houses.  The true teachers want to lay down their lives for the sheep.

“We must learn to regard people less in light of what they do or omit to do, and more in the light of what they suffer.” - Dietrich Bonheoffer
What price is a servant of Christ willing to pay?  To fly around in a Learjet, speaking of how great your faith is, and this is why God is blessing you is a sham!  It is a spiritual smokescreen.  Those who do this are fleecing the flock of Jesus Christ.

Jesus said, in John 15:19, (ESV) —“If you were of the world, the world would love you as its own; but because you are not of the world, but I chose you out of the world, therefore the world hates you.”

Jesus prayed to His Father in John 17:14, (ESV) —“I have given them your word, and the world has hated them because they are not of the world, just as I am not of the world.”
1 John 3:13, (ESV) —“Do not be surprised, brothers, that the world hates you.”

Understand, who is it that hated the disciples?  It was the Pharisees.  It was the professing church! Those that hate true Christians the most are those who have been exposed to the light but preach another Gospel.  You see it throughout church history.  How has destroyed more true evangelical Christians with the inquisition and the persecutions?  It is the pope and Rome.  

2 Timothy 3:12 (KJV) — “Yea, and all that will live godly in Christ Jesus shall suffer persecution.”
B. True servants of Christ demonstrate their superiority over false teachers by their willingness to suffer.

1. Consider Paul.

· Verse 23, “with far greater 
· labors  - working to the point of exhaustion – in ministry and in laboring to support himself.  Paul worked a full time job as well as evangelizing the entire ancient world.  
· far more imprisonments –Paul was willing to preach whatever the consequences.  When the Gospel is preached, there is often only two responses: rejoicing and rioting.  When people rioted, Paul often found himself in prison.  There are five imprisonments recorded in Acts (Philippi, Jerusalem, Cesarea, and two imprisonments at Rome).  But one of the early church fathers, Clement, said that Paul was imprisoned 7 times.  
· with countless beatings – now torture is a tramatic experience, but Paul’s been beaten so many times he cannot number them.  Actually, when Paul wrote 2 Corinthians, it was 
· and often near death – Paul at times didn’t know if he was going to live or die. 
· 24 Five times I received at the hands of the Jews the forty lashes less one  – This is found in the Mosaic Law in Deuteronomy 25:1–3 (ESV) — “If there is a dispute between men and they come into court and the judges decide between them, acquitting the innocent and condemning the guilty, 2 then if the guilty man deserves to be beaten, the judge shall cause him to lie down and be beaten in his presence with a number of stripes in proportion to his offense. 3 Forty stripes may be given him, but not more, lest, if one should go on to beat him with more stripes than these, your brother be degraded in your sight.”

· 25 Three times I was beaten with rods  – this is similar to the Jews 39 lashes.

· Once I was stoned   – In Lystra the Jews stoned him and he was left for dead!  Acts 14:39.
· Three times I was shipwrecked; a night and a day I was adrift at sea – This was before the shipwreck recorded in Acts 27.  
· 26 on frequent journeys –these are both the missionary trips across the Roman empire and countless smaller trips.  He would go anywhere do anything to preach Christ!
· in danger 
· from rivers –  There were very few bridges and very few dams – you can imagine that when it rained it was awful.  You can imagine crossing a river via a boat or swimming across.  
· danger from robbers –  There was no state or local police patrolling all the roads!
· danger from my own people – riots would break out among his people.
· danger from Gentiles – riots also broke out among the Gentiles
· danger in the city –
· danger in the wilderness –
· danger at sea –
· danger from false brothers – 
· 27 in toil and hardship –
· through many a sleepless night –  Sometimes with work.  Sometimes with preaching.  Look at Acts 20:7-11, ‘On the first day of the week, when we were gathered together to break bread, Paul talked with them, intending to depart on the next day, and he prolonged his speech until midnight. 8  There were many lamps in the upper room where we were gathered. 9  And a young man named Eutychus, sitting at the window, sank into a deep sleep as Paul talked still longer. And being overcome by sleep, he fell down from the third story and was taken up dead. 10  But Paul went down and bent over him, and taking him in his arms, said, “Do not be alarmed, for his life is in him.” 11  And when Paul had gone up and had broken bread and eaten, he conversed with them a long while, until daybreak, and so departed.”
Paul started in the morning on the Lord’s Day, preached till midnight.  A guy falls out of the window.  He raises him from the dead, heals him and then goes on preaching till day break.

· in hunger and thirst, often without food –  Paul often didn’t have the money to buy food, and sometimes he was travelling in treacherous places.
· in cold and exposure – Paul often had to spend the night outside in the elements.  
III. Let us boast in our sympathy for brothers and sisters in Christ (vs. 28-29).
2 Corinthians 11:28-29 (ESV) —“And, apart from other things, there is the daily pressure on me of my anxiety for all the churches. 29 Who is weak, and I am not weak? Who is made to fall, and I am not indignant? [INFLAMED WITH ANGER]”

1 Thessalonians 2:7 (ESV) — 7 But we were gentle among you, like a nursing mother taking care of her own children.  
Acts 20:28–35 (ESV) — 28 Pay careful attention to yourselves and to all the flock, in which the Holy Spirit has made you overseers, to care for the church of God, which he obtained with his own blood. 29 I know that after my departure fierce wolves will come in among you, not sparing the flock; 30 and from among your own selves will arise men speaking twisted things, to draw away the disciples after them. 31 Therefore be alert, remembering that for three years I did not cease night or day to admonish every one with tears. 32 And now I commend you to God and to the word of his grace, which is able to build you up and to give you the inheritance among all those who are sanctified. 33 I coveted no one’s silver or gold or apparel. 34 You yourselves know that these hands ministered to my necessities and to those who were with me. 35 In all things I have shown you that by working hard in this way we must help the weak and remember the words of the Lord Jesus, how he himself said, ‘It is more blessed to give than to receive.’ ”  It says that they wept so much for  

Verses 36-38, “And when he had said these things, he knelt down and prayed with them all. 37  And there was much weeping on the part of all; they embraced Paul and kissed him, 38  being sorrowful most of all because of the word he had spoken, that they would not see his face again. And they accompanied him to the ship.”

False teachers abuse the sheep.  True teachers lay their lives down for them.
IV. Let us boast in our smallness for Christ (vs. 30-33).
2 Corinthians 11:30 (ESV) —“If I must boast, I will boast of the things that show my weakness…”
A. God chooses the weak, lowly people of this world to be His servants.
Who is it that God uses?

He uses the Matthew Levi rejected tax collectors.

He uses the Mary Magdelenes

He uses the John Newtons.

1 Corinthians 1:26–30 (ESV) —“For consider your calling, brothers: not many of you were wise according to worldly standards, not many were powerful, not many were of noble birth. 27 But God chose what is foolish in the world to shame the wise; God chose what is weak in the world to shame the strong; 28 God chose what is low and despised in the world, even things that are not, to bring to nothing things that are, 29 so that no human being might boast in the presence of God. 30 And because of him you are in Christ Jesus, who became to us wisdom from God, righteousness and sanctification and redemption,” 

John 15:5 (ESV) — “…apart from me you can do nothing.”

SHARE TESTIMONY

I am nothing!!  You are nothing!

B. Christ’s servants will not find acceptance in this world, but will be treated as the scum of the earth.

2 Corinthians 11:30-33 (ESV) —“If I must boast, I will boast of the things that show my weakness. 31 The God and Father of the Lord Jesus, he who is blessed forever, knows that I am not lying. 32 At Damascus, the governor under King Aretas was guarding the city of Damascus in order to seize me, 33 but I was let down in a basket through a window in the wall and escaped his hands.”

Jesus said in Luke 6:26 (ESV) — “Woe to you, when all people speak well of you, for so their fathers did to the false prophets.”

Conclusion: A billion years from now no one will remember the fortune 500 CEOs.  We will not remember the strong and mighty.  We will remember those who were true servants of Christ – the weak, who were nothing, but laid down their lives for Jesus Christ!
