A Practical Study of 2 CORINTHIANS:
Turning Tough Times into Triumph
“Using Adversity to Gain an Advantage”

Study Number Twenty-One — 2 Corinthians 11:16-33

Dr. Hans Selye wrote a great book on stress not being distress.
He was probably the world’s foremost authority on stress
during the years of his life and he says this:

(None of These Diseases by S.I. McMillen, M.D.)

... long and continued stress results in exhaustion. [It’s] Not
work but worry [that] makes us weary.

p. 89

(None of These Diseases by S.I. McMillen, M.D.)

Two men look out through the same bars:
One sees the mud, and one [sees] the stars.

This quotation was written long before any of us kicked at the
slats in our cribs. However, the medical significance of it was
not sensed by scientists until the past decade. The two men
who looked through the same prison bars reacted in widely
different fashions to the stress factors in their confinement:
one was frustrated by the bars, whereas the other, subjected
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to the 1dentical environment, was inspired by the stars. The
frustrated man developed stress in his body and thus exposed

himself to many serious, even fatal, diseases.
p. 106

(None of These Diseases by S.I. McMillen, M.D.)

Most of us have been guilty of generating ten dollars’ worth of

adrenaline over [a] ten-cent incident.
p. 108

(None of These Diseases by S.I. McMillen, M.D.)

Is 1t not a remarkable fact that our reactions to stress

determine whether stress is going to cure us or make us sick?
p. 109

We're going to talk about the stresses of life and how the
Christian relates and handles those.

Here’s a great piece put out by LSU basketball:

“A PERSON NEVER KNOWS WHAT HE CAN DO UNTIL
HE TRIES”

An Asian monk who lived in a remote village spent most of his
time tending his garden and in prayer. One day, this monk
thought he heard the voice of God telling him to go to Rome.
Wanting to obey his Lord, he set out on foot to being a long,
arduous journey.
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Many weeks later he arrived in the capital of the Roman
Empire at a time of a great festival. Caught up in the crowd,
the little monk suddenly found himself being thrust forward
toward the Roman Coliseum.

He took a seat in this magnificent structure and watched
as the gladiators came forth and addressed the crowd, “We
who are about to die salute you.”

When the monk realized that these men intended to fight
to the death for the mere entertainment of the crowd, he
shouted, “In the name of Christ, stop!” No one heard him as
the cheers of the crowd echoed throughout the coliseum.

When the games began, this man fought his way, tier by
tier, through the cheering, screaming crowd. He made his way
to the front row, then over the wall and into the arena itself.

When the crowd saw this tiny figure making his way out
to the center of the arena, they thought this was part of the
entertainment and they began laughing. They couldn’t hear
his constant plea, “In the name of Christ, stop!”

The monk repeated these words over and over. When the
crowd finally realized that this was not part of the day’s
entertainment, they became angry that he would interfere
with their pleasure.

As the man of God stood before the gladiators pleading fox
them to stop, one of them plunged his sword into the monk’s
body. He fell to the sand-covered floor of the arena, still
pleading, “In the name of Christ, stop!”

Then a strange thing began to happen. The gladiators
stood still, looking at the tiny figure lying in the sand. A hush
fell over the Coliseum. Far up in the upper tiers a man stood
and made his way to the nearest exit. Others soon began to
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follow.

In deathly silence, everyone left the Coliseum, leaving the
gladiators standing alone in the arena beside the body of one
who dared to care.

That was the last battle to the death between gladiators
in the Roman Coliseum. Never again in the great stadium did
men Kkill one another for the entertainment of the crowd...and
all because of one tiny voice that could barely be heard above
the roar of the crowd. One voice...one lonely voice that would
not be hushed before the world had heard it.

The point is that there is greatness in everyone. The
difference between the great and the mediocre, the powerful
and the poor, the remembered and the forgotten is
commitment to a purpose.

(source unknown)

Paul 1s just a little guy and yet he has a profound impact as a
result of meeting Jesus Christ. His life is never the same and
ultimately his voice is going to be hushed too as he is
beheaded outside the city of that same city—the city of Rome.
But he i1s proclaimed a shout that’s going to be heard around
the world and his message is still proclaimed today.

As we talk about Paul in his relationship to the Corinthians,
we realize that he’s dealing with some very, very serious
matters.

In our first study together we asked:

1. Is dJesus Christ Lord of our checkbook?—and we took a
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tour, with regard to our possessions.

In our second study we asked:

2. Is dJesus Christ the Lord of our mind?—“Bringing every
thought captive to the obedience of Christ.” (see 2 Corinthians
10:5)

In our third study we asked:

3. Is dJesus Christ Lord of our tongue?—because they

criticized everything Paul said, everything Paul wrote, and
how he looked.

And then in our last study we talked about:

4. Our battle against Satan.

1 John 4:4

“Greater 1s he that 1s in us than he that is in the world.”

This gets our focus off of him and gets him on the Person of
Christ, because He’s the One who gets all the glory and the
victory.

Now the question that comes naturally is a question that
everybody wants to think about but they don’t want to talk
about. And that is:



5. How are we handling our stress? How are we handling
the tough times?

What we’re talking about is the fact that sometimes God
allows great circumstances, difficult circumstances for us to
run uphill into the wind and to find difficulty and in the midst
of those, to become better individuals.

These next two studies are going to be matched together.
We're going to talk about some of the things that Paul has
been through and then we're going to talk about his “thorn”—
the thing he prayed arduously about that God would deliver
him from. And God gave him a “no” and we’re going to
understand the reason why in our next study.

How are we facing stress? What is our stress level?
Scripture tells us:

Philippians 4:6

Be anxious for nothing, but in everything by prayer and
supplication with thanksgiving, let your requests be made
known unto God.

Are we handling it pretty well? Or are we becoming bitter?

BITTER or BETTER—that’s really the only two choices there
are when it comes to facing stress.



Did 1t ever occur to us that God might want us to go through
something rather than to be delivered from it?

The thought 1s not preached in the theology of the day. It’s
obvious that if we have difficult circumstances, God wants to
free us from those circumstances and all of a sudden
miraculously heal us. We can’t go along with that.

Some of the greatest individuals in the world are people who
are facing insurmountable circumstances and for the glory of
God they’re victorious and triumphant. And God forges out of
that arena a ministry that makes an incredible impact.

Paul is just such an individual. And we’re going to see some of
the things that are going to literally blow us away in this
study. If we think being a Christian is for wimps who really
don’t have any emotional strength, we’re wrong.

Now he’s not doing this simply because he’s boasting. He’s had
to. They're giving him a hard time in Corinth and he’s going tc
tell us what a real servant looks like and what his credentials
are in these verses. These are just fabulous! Let’s get into
them.

v. 16 Again I am saying, let no one think me to be
foolish; but if you do, receive me even as foolish, in
order that I also may boast a little.

“Again I am saying, let no one think me to be foolish; but if
you do, receive me even as foolish, in order that I also may
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boast a little.”

He says, “It’s kind of silly to boast.” But he said, “If you think
I'm foolish for doing it, y’all press me into it so I'm going to
need to do it.”

And then we see in verse 17 that he doesn’t want the Lord to
be 1nvolved in this.

v. 17 That which I am speaking, I am not speaking as
the Lord would, but as in foolishness, in this
confidence of boasting.

“That which I am speaking, I am not speaking as the Lord
would,”—the Lord wouldn’t be going around crowing about
His credentials—“but as in foolishness, 1n this confidence I am
boasting.”

v. 18 Since many are boasting according to the flesh, I
also will boast.

“Since many are boasting according to the flesh, I also will
boast.”

A lot of people in Corinth are really carrying on about how
great they are and how great their ministry is. And so he says
since they are, he’s going to do the same.

v. 19 For you, being so wise, are gladly tolerating those
who are foolish.



“For you, being so wise, are gladly tolerating those who are
foolish.”

He says, “It’s amazing to me that ‘you, being so wise’ are so
unwise in the people you're listening to. That you act like

you’re so wise and you’re ‘gladly tolerating those who are
foolish.”

Remember the verse in chapter 117

2 Corinthians 11:4

If indeed one is coming and is preaching another Jesus whom
we have not preached, or you are receiving a different spirit
whom you have not received, or a different gospel which you
have not accepted, you are putting up with it well enough.

In other words, nobody’s raising their voice! They're just going
along with everything that’s being said, and so he returns to
that.

Now notice something. This twentieth verse is probably one of
the greatest verses in the New Testament to apply to the

present religious scene. We can tell the difference between
TRUTH and ERROR in verse 20, so get a handle on this one.

But there are FIVE THINGS that are said here and it just

makes us realize it looks like a lot of stuff we're seeing today.

Now let’s read it slowly and then we’re going to go back and
9



break 1t up.

v. 20 For you are tolerating anyone if he is reducing
you to slavery, if he is devouring you, if he is taking
advantage of you, if he is exalting himself, if he is
slapping you in the face.

“For you are tolerating anyone if he is reducing you to slavery,
if he 1s devouring you, if he is taking advantage of you, if he is
exalting himself, and if he is slapping you in the face.”

He says, “Y’all aren’t raising your voice and you're going along
with somebody there if he’s doing these FIVE THINGS. So the
little word “if” gives us all five of them.

Basically these people who are there in Corinth who are
eroding the confidence in Paul’s ministry could well be
singing, “I love you for all the wrong reasons.” Because when
we look at these things, there is nothing that would indicate
this is the way a real Christian ought to act. But now let’s just
take a look at it.

“You are tolerating” anybody who comes to town “if”:
1. “he1s reducing you to slavery,”

Does that remind us of the Moonies and of Jim Jones and

People’s Temple and a host of other cults? What’s their first

approach? It’s to get people to sell everything they have, turn

1t over to them and then literally reduce individuals to slavery
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by giving themselves to them because that’s their commitment
to God. It’s to get people into a position where they're totally
involved and enslaved to them in every way.

Now we can even find that in churches today. Where we can
get so wrapped up in one little slice of the action that we're
totally enslaved to. And people are threatened if we get
outside the boundaries of that.

1. “if he is reducing you to slavery,”

2.  “if he 1s devouring you,”

Okay, what’s that mean? He’s taken our house, he’s taken our
car, he’s taken our possessions. He’s after what we have. He’s
literally eating up every advantage we have. He’s devouring
us.

3. “if he 1s taking advantage of you,”

First of all he says, “Oh, you're a dentist. I need some work
done on my teeth.”

“Oh you'’re a clothier, I need a new suit.”
“Oh you sell cars, I need a new car.”
“Oh you do this, you do that?”

It’s like going down the church roll and finding out what every
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guy does and taking advantage of him. And these guys are
ogreat at that! Using our time, our talents and our abilities for
their own personal benefit.

4. “if he 1s exalting himself,”

He’s a cut above everybody else. He has a special message
from God. He has a special anointing. He’s somebody to whom
we better listen to because he really got the degrees. He’s Mr.
Cool and he’s got it together.

The focus 1s on the individual rather than on the Lord. If a
person has to be constantly focusing on himself rather than on
the Lord, watch it.

And then last:

5. “if he 1s slapping you in the face.”

Isn’t that the height of arrogance?

So we find out that the guy’s kind of crummy. We find out he’s
a little bit creepy. We find out we don’t quite go along with his
whole theological position. So what does he say?

He literally slaps us in the face and tells us to get lost. He’s
already fooled us, he’s gotten everything he needs. Just keep
our mouth shut and keep going and don’t look back.

And then so many times that’s exactly what happens in
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religious circles when it’s false teaching. There’s a
domineering spirit and then they’re telling people off when it’s
finally all over and they’ve been found out. And the picture is
arrogance.

Isn’t that amazing that verse is in the Bible? Way back in the
first century and it fits today exactly! We can take near
eastern cults, we can take so many of the quotes that are
dominant in the religious world, and play those five things
against every one of them. And Paul says that’s what’s
happening in Corinth.

Now look at what Paul says—verse 21.

v. 21 To my shame I am saying that we have been weak
by comparison, but in whatever respect anyone else

is bold, (I am speaking in foolishness,) I am just as
bold myself.

“To my shame I am saying we have been weak by comparison,
but in whatever respect anyone else is bold, (I am speaking in
foolishness,) I am just as bold myself.”

What does he mean “by comparison...I am weak”?

That word 1s used 44 TIMES by Paul in the New Testament.
It’s the word asthenés. It’s the word to refer to his own
weakness so that God can get the glory and demonstrate His
power through him.
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If we want to know more about weakness, in our next study
we’ll see the glory of God’s power in the midst of Paul’s
weakness. He refers to it in this passage, but throughout the
letter it comes out again and again—29 TIMES that word is
used in 1 and 2 Corinthians to describe the characteristics of
his life.

Now what does it mean here? To say “I...am weak [in]
comparison” to what we’ve just read, we’'d have to say:

“We don’t do any of that stuff! We don’t reduce people to
slavery! We don’t devour people! We don’t take advantage of
people! We don’t absolve ourselves! And we’re not in the
business of slapping people in the face! We're servants! And
we don’t want anything from anybody!”

But simply to exist and to make a person’s life a blessing and
give them something in return, for the fact that they care and
they’re brothers and sisters in the body of Christ.

The whole focus is different. He says we're “weak [in]
comparison” to that. We don’t buy that line! We’re not like
that! We’re not focusing on what we can get out of people,

we're focusing on what we can give to people.

A servant never comes on strong. Get that. He’'s demonstrated
as “weak.”

Paul says:
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“I will act like a father instead of like a ruler.”
“I will speak with simple words instead of proud words.”

“I will preach the Gospel free of charge instead of demanding
apostolic wages.”

“I will humble myself instead of boasting.”

“I will lead the churches by example instead of forcing my will
upon them.”

“I'm happy to admit, thank you, ‘I am...weak.”

“If tyranny and arrogance and violence are God’s methods,
then forget 1t! I'm resigning!” Paul would say. “I am...weak.”

“To my shame”—if that’s what it 1s, Corinthians, then “we
have been weak by comparison.” We don’t fit that slot.

“but in whatever respect anyone else 1s bold, (I am speaking in
foolishness,) I am just as bold myself.”

And so he’s going to throw a few things on the table here. Now
these guys that he’s talking about, these false teachers, are
obviously Jews. They are Jews who are promoting some other
things that are not from the Gospel, and so he has a few
things to say to them. He asks some questions here—there are
FOUR of them here in verse 22 and 23—and then we're going
to get to the stress level.
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v. 22 Are they Hebrews? So am I. Are they Israelites? So
am I. Are they descendants of Abraham? So am 1.

“Are they Hebrews? So am I. Are they Israelites? So am 1. Are
they descendants of Abraham? So am 1.”

“I've got them covered on all three bases! You talk about those
things? Yes, yes, yes!”

v 23 Are they servants of Christ? (I am talking as if I
were beside myself) I more so; in far more labors, in
far more imprisonments, beaten times without
number, often in danger of death.

“Are they servants of Christ? (I am talking as if I were beside
myself) I more so;”

“Want to talk about servants? I want to tell you something,
I'm a better servant than they are. Especially if these other
things characterize them.”

Now want to know what’s going to happen? We're going to see
a gigantic list of what it is to be a servant—TWENTY-FOUR
THINGS that this man went through.

Can we handle the stress of these 24 circumstances and still
come up singing a song? That’s what we’re going to see in the

rest of this incredible passage.
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He’s going to take us through this, he’s going to say, “Now
look, this 1s a description of a real servant of Jesus Christ!”

Now some of us aren’t going to like this, but that’s alright.
Just remember that when we get to heaven, we're going to get
straightened out on that okay. But let’s play the health-
wealth-prosperity gospel against this and see how much of
this preaching is being done.

How many guys are preaching that this is what we can expect
when we become a Christian if we're really committed to God

and he’s really turned on!
2 Corinthians 4:8, 9

We are being hard pressed in every way, we are not being
crushed; perplexed but not despairing; persecuted but not
forsaken; struck down, but not destroyed,;

(Galatians 6:14-18

...I bear in my body the marks of serving Jesus Christ...

Let’s compare a current day resume with what we see here in
the apostle Paul.

Now let’s say that we're applying for a position in a big
church. What are we going to put on the resume?

All our degrees, where we've been to school, and then we're
)
going to put on our resume all the successes we’ve had in
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youth ministry. And then in pastoral ministry. We want to be
sure that they know all about our baptisms, our buildings, our
buses and our budgets. They have to know all of that! They
have to have all our statistics and all our successes!

Do we dare write anything about what we’ve suffered? We
don’t, because we don’t talk about that.

The authenticity of a servant of God is seen by what he has
suffered, not by what he has acquired or accomplished. And
that’s the reason we're so fouled up today about the fact that
when we become a Christian it’s supposed to be so wonderful!
And never have a problem! And then we do and we say, “God,
why are You mad at us because you're making life rough?”

Rather let’s expect it as part of the curriculum and then we're
not going to be so surprised when it comes. Paul appeals to
suffering and not his successes. His faithfulness is determined
by teaching the truth and not his successes! It’s not church
growth, it’s not conversions, it’s not churches that he started.
He can do all of those! When it comes to showing someone our
resume, we want to tell how much God means to us. It’s not
what we have, but what we have given. It’s our sacrifices and
our suffering that determines the level of our commitment.

When it comes right down to it, our commitment is really
measured by these things. It’s what we’ve been through and
are still hanging in there that really counts.

Paul knew when to turn and walk away! And he knew when
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to stay and put his face in there to the wind and keep going.

Want to know something else? Read Hebrews 11. And
afterwards, realize all of those people are going to be people
we meet in heaven.

And what are they going to be talking about when we get to
heaven? They’re going to sit down next to us and they're going
to say, “Say, what have you been through to get here?”

Everybody in heaven—they’ve been martyred! They've had all
these things happen to them and they made the Great Hall of
Faith because of what they’ve been through and not what they
accomplished! None of them!

A guy’s going to saddle up to us and say, “Hey, what have you
been through?”

“Oh, our dog got so sick we had to take him to the vet and he
died!” Oh no, what a tragedy!

“Man, let me tell you about getting sawed in half—it’s the last
thing I remember!”

Some of us are going to have a tough time relating to some of
these softies.

J. I. Packer puts it this way:

(Hot Tub Religion by J.I. Packer)
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Sometimes, as a means to this end, 1t invokes the 1dea that
God’s promises are like a magician’s spells: use them correctly
and you can extract from God any legitimate pleasant thing
you wish. As a student I was jolted by the title of a book of
sermons by a well-known evangelist, How to Write Your Own
Check with God.

Today, forty years later, the so-called “health-and-wealth
gospel,” which promises miraculous healing for the sick
material enrichment for the needy, provided they act boldly on
the “name it—-claim 1t” formula (or “gab it—grab it,” as it has
been derisively [called]), has a large and fascinated following.
Many who are not full-blown health-and-wealth devotees will
yet treat James 5:15 (“the prayer offered in faith will make
the sick person well”) as a guaranteed magic formula for
miraculous healing every time that “faith” is achieved. When 1
speak of hot tub religion I have in mind positions such as this.

Confidence in God’s unlimited resources and high
expectations of being delivered from evil are right and good.
But to conceive petitionary prayer as a technique for making
God dance to your tune and do your bidding is neither right
nor good. In petition, we should try to discern God’s purpose ir:
the life or life-situation that we lay before him, and crystallize
specific requests as a spelling out of “Thy will be done, which
must always be our basic plea. Hot tub religion does not reach
the point where 1t sees this. The egocentricity that spawned it
1s overwhelming; prayer as our way of managing and directing
God’s energies so that he senses us rather than we him is
never far from its heart. Bad!
pp. 78-79
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That’s what he’s saying. Let’s play that against these 24
things as the apostle Paul talks.

Now we’ve got a problem. Some of these 24 things are not
recorded in the book of Acts. Now all the things that happened
to Paul aren’t, so we're going to embellish a little in some
places simply because it’s not there and to help us understand
what he means by these 24 things.

1. “Are they servants of Christ? (I am talking as if I were
beside myself) I more so; in far more labors,”

Paul says, “I work a lot harder than the rest of them!”

(Galatians 1:13, 14

You have heard my former manner of life and Judaism, how I
used to persecute the church of God beyond measure. Tried to
destroy it and I was advancing in Judaism beyond many of my
contemporaries among my own countrymen, being more
extremely zealous for my ancestral tradition.

2. “In far more imprisonments,”
He spent 7 terms in prison as far as we know.
3. “beaten times without number,”

He says, “I've been whipped so many times I don’t even
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remember how many times I've been whipped for the cause of
Christ!”

4. “often in danger of death.”

Many times circumstances were so difficult that he was very
close to death.

v. 24 Five times I received from the Jews thirty-nine
lashes.

5. “Five times I received from the Jews thirty-nine lashes.”
That’s something that made every person tremble.

The guy who was doing it was called the lictor. He came in to
do i1t and he was indemnified if the person died while it was
happening to him. Many fell unconscious in the process. They
brought them in, stripped them to the waist and they had
what was called the “glorified stump.” And they put their belly
on the stump and their hands up in the chains in the front
and their feet in the chains in the back. And he used a sawed-
off bat with long leather thongs, with little pieces of lead and
glass in it to let them have it 39 times—1 short of 40. And
usually a person fell unconscious and died.

Understand why he bears in his body the marks? He went
through that five times. In Acts 20 he claimed Roman
citizenship so he escaped it the sixth time. The apostle Paul
knows what it is to really suffer.
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It 1s said of Adoniram Jurdson, the renowned missionary to
Burma:

[He] endured untold hardship trying to reach the lost for
Christ. For 7 heartbreaking years he suffered hunger and
privation. During this time he was thrown into Ava Prison,
and for 17 months was subjected to almost incredible
mistreatment. As a result, for the rest of his life he carried the
ugly marks made by the chains and iron shackles which had
cruelly bound him. Undaunted, upon his release he asked for
permission to enter another province where he might resume
preaching the Gospel. The godless ruler indignantly denied his
request, saying, “My people are not fools enough to listen to
anything a missionary might SAY, but I fear they might be
1mpressed [more] by your SCARS and turn to your religion!”
(Our Daily Bread, December 9, year unknown)

That’s it. When people see we're really suffering and they

know we're really giving of ourselves, then they know—they’re

convinced of what we’re giving ourselves for.

And Paul says, “I got that one thirty-nine times.”

Now look at verse 25.

v. 25 Three times I was beaten with rods, once I was
stoned, three times I was shipwrecked, a night and

a day I have spent in the deep.
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6. “Three times I was beaten with rods,”—this 1s a different
deal.

In Acts 16 we have the one time when they got to Philippi.
They were beating him and Silas out there in the city square
and then they were thrown down in the dungeon. And this
was about 4:00 in the afternoon. It took them eight hours to
get their act together but then they started singing at
midnight down there and they shook the place. Remember
that?

And then the jailer became a Christian along with his whole
family. Got out of that whipping with the rods. Really got a lot
of fruit.

7. “once I was stoned,”—it wasn’t from a drug or alcohol trip
either.

Acts 14—Iiterally stoned. Drug him out of the city for dead as
he was there in Lystra.

What did this guy do? He revived as they were standing
around planning his funeral. He walks into town, checks into
the emergency clinic, gets a few bandages and he takes a 50
mile trip to Derbe and starts preaching there the next day.

8. “three times I was shipwrecked,”
Now if we want to know what a shipwreck is like, the first

shipwreck 1s in Acts 27. Three of them we don’t even know
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about. But the fourth one was tossed in the sea for two weeks.
They hardly ate anything and all 275 of them are
miraculously saved as they hit a sandbar and they’re driven to
shore by the waves. They come in floating to the shore.

Then look at that next one:
9. “anight and a day I have spent in the deep.”

On one of those shipwrecks he found some floating mast and

stayed on it for 24 hours until he could get to shore. Wow!
Incredible.

v 26 I have been on frequent journeys, in dangers from
rivers, dangers from robbers, dangers from those of
my own race, dangers from the Gentiles, dangers in
the city, dangers in the wilderness, dangers on the
sea, dangers among false brethren;

“I have been on frequent journeys, in dangers from rivers,
dangers from robbers, dangers from those of my own race,
dangers from the Gentiles, dangers in the city, dangers in the
wilderness, dangers on the sea, dangers among false
brethren;”

10. “I have been on frequent journeys,”

We know that he went on three of them. Big long ones that
are recorded in the book of Acts—probably several little
smaller ones too.
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11. “In dangers from rivers,”

They didn’t have bridges in those days or ferry systems. They
probably had a rough time getting across a lot of rivers.

12. “dangers from robbers,”

That was a typical approach.

13. “dangers from those of my own race,”
The Jews were always harassing him.

14. “dangers from the Gentiles,”

The Gentiles sure didn’t like him either. He’s considered the
off-scouring of the earth

15. “dangers in the city,”

In Thessalonica he stirred up such a riot they drove him out of
there and he went down to Berea and started preaching.

In Ephesus he created such a riot, they got down into the
theater and stirred everybody up. They had to keep Paul away
from them lest he get killed.

16. “dangers in the wilderness,”
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We don’t have any reference to that. But obviously it must be
from wild animals or something.

17. “dangers on the sea,”

18. “dangers among false brethren;”

v. 27 I have been in labor and hardship, through many
sleepless nights, in hunger and thirst, often without
food, in cold and exposure.

“I have been in labor and hardship, through many sleepless

nights, in hunger and thirst, often without food, in cold and

exposure.”

19. “I have been 1n labor and hardship,”

Philippians 4:11, 12

Not that I speak from want; for I have learned to be content in
whatever circumstances I am. I know how to get along with
humble means, and I also know how to live in prosperity; in
any and every circumstance I have learned the secret of being
filled and going hungry, both of having abundance and
suffering need.

Look at that next one:
20. “through many sleepless nights,”
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Some of us, when we lose one night of sleep it really gets to us,
doesn’t 1t? And then we have an incredible ability to rise above
that for another day and then collapse.

Want to hear a story about Paul? In Acts 20 he lands at Troas
and he meets his interns. And he is so excited about seeing
these guys—they’re his understudies—that he starts teaching
them.

They get a little third-floor room where they’re meeting
together. They're going to have a little evening dinner, going
to have a little fellowship and Paul’s going to teach a Bible
class for 30 or 40 minutes and they’re all going to say the
benediction and go to bed.

So Paul starts talking. He gets so excited about talking. It’s in
this upper room and there are lamps burning around the wall
and they have to turn those on while he’s talking. And he
keeps preaching and low and behold it’s midnight. And old
Eutychus, he can’t quite handle it. His head is bobbing.

Now I lay down to sleep.

The speaker’s boring and the subject’s deep.
If I snore before I wake,

Please poke me for heaven’s sake.

(source unknown)

His head is bobbing so he goes over and sits by the window.

Well finally he just bails out and he falls three stories down

below—splat. And he is deader than a doornail laying down
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there.

This guy Paul didn’t quit! He goes down and he breathes the
breath of life into this guy and it says he goes back up and
they break bread and eat together and he preaches until
dawn!

Then he tells the rest of the guys to go get the ship. He’s going
to take a 20 mile hike down and he’ll rendezvous with them at
the next port. And he walks all that way. Why? He wants to be
alone with the Lord and refresh himself in spirit and in
fellowship with God. No big deal. We don’t keep hours on this
deal. It’s the ministry that we're concerned about.

21. “in hunger and thirst,”

He says, “I know what it is to be hungry—peel my stomach off
my backbone once in a while.”

He’s been:
22. “without food,”

“I've been thirsty too.”
23. “in cold and exposure.”

Ever been out on a camping trip when the snow starts to fall
prematurely and it gets colder than the dickens?

Know what 1s so cool about Paul? Wherever we drop him he’s
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not selfish, especially if he’s under stress.

For instance, remember the shipwreck in Acts 277 It’s pouring
down rain, it’s been storming for two solid weeks and it’s
colder than the dickens. And they’ve just come floating in on
these boards and they’re soaking wet and cold.

And the waves have been blowing to shore and when they get
there the natives are seeing the thing happen and they’'ve
already got a little bonfire going. So Paul gets on the shore
and he’s shivering like crazy!

He says, “Oh poor me.” Is that what he says? No way! He goes
chasing around and he gets an armload full of timber and he
brings it over and he goes POOSH! Throws it on the fire and a
snake jumps out of there that’s wintering and, what are the
odds, he grabs him on the hand!

It’s about that time most of us would say it’s time to fold up
and go to the house. We could probably take the shipwreck
and the swim, but this business of shivering and being a
servant and getting bitten by a snake goes beyond our stress
level!

And yet he did! It’s just absolutely incredible—the stress level
of the man and what he can take and what he can continue to
do to keep going. Sometimes when we get in these kinds of
circumstances and life gets so rough, we even like to listen to
other people’s problems because it’s good news! It’s really true.
It’s just our whole perspective on the deal!
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Here’s a cute story from Our Daily Bread:

A young marine was huddled in a foxhole with bullets
whizzing overhead and shells bursting all around. He had
received no mail for weeks, so he was delighted to be handed a
letter even in such imminent danger. Quickly [he rips open
the letter], he burst out laughing as he read this message from
a business establishment in his hometown: “Your account is
overdue. If the balance of $25 is not paid within 7 days, you
will be 1n serious trouble!”

(Our Daily Bread, August 3, year unknown)

Gosh, 1t’s just great to get a letter from home! Isn’t it though?
But we don’t handle it like that and nobody preaches that
kind of stuff. So as a result, when i1t happens to us, we get
bitter and resentful toward God and we think God’s dead. And
we're not ready for it and we get bitter and we get selfish, and
we don’t believe that God exists because He’s not handling it.
And we can’t figure out why bad things happen to good people.
We have to read a book about it so we’ve got something
against God. Shame on us.

God’s just trying to mold us into the image of His Son and
forge us into a position where He can have a ministry through

us by all the things we’re going through. If we’d just learn it.

Paul Tournier wrote a little book called A Listening Ear. This
statement says it all:
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(A Listening Ear by Paul Tournier)

The purpose of life 1s not the absence of suffering, but that
the suffering should bear fruit.... That is the triumph of the
Spirit and of faith which can transform suffering into the joy
of knowing God more intimately.

p. 92

Paul wants to tell us there’s one more thing that’s even bigger
than that.

v. 28 Apart from such external things, there is the daily
pressure upon me, of concern for all the churches.

“Apart from such external things, there 1s the daily pressure
upon me, of concern for all the churches.”

He says it’s one thing getting slapped from the outside but it’s
another thing getting it on the inside. He says, “I want to tell
you something. I really hurt—in deep concern for all the
churches.”

Paul has churches scattered all over Asia Minor. And he says,
“It’s not what’s happening to me. It’s the deep hurt I have
inside for the people that I love and the people I'm ministering
to.”

We really can’t understand that until we start to love people,
until we really start getting involved in their lives, and we
realize how bad they hurt. And we recognize how much we
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want them to be faithful, how much we want them to be

fruitful, how much we want them to flourish and to enjoy
fellowship with God.

So Paul says, “Take the 24. The big one 1s the loving ‘concern’
I have for all the people and why I'm involved in their lives.”

J. I. Packer, Hot Tub Religion again says:

(Hot Tub Religion by J.I. Packer)

Your heavenly Father loves you enough to school you in holy
living. Appreciate what he is doing, and be ready for the rough
stuff that his program for you involves.

So any form of the idea that since God really loves us he
must intend to keep us, or immediately to deliver us, out of all
the troubles that threaten—poor health, lonely isolation,
family disruption, shortage of funds, hostility, cruelty, or
whatever—should be dismissed as utterly wrong. Faithful
Christians will experience help and deliverance in times of
trouble over and over again. But our lives will not be ease,
comfort, and pleasure all the way. Burrs under the saddle and
thorns in our bed will abound. Woe betide the adherent of hot
tub religion who overlooks this [particular] fact!

p. 81

Now because of all that, look what Paul says in 29:
v. 29 Who is weak, and I am not weak? Who is being led

into sin and I am not burning with readiness to aid?
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“Who 1s weak, and I am not weak? Who is being led into sin
and I am not burning with readiness to aid [him]?”

“When people are ready to throw in the towel and quit, I want
to minister to them. I want to help them. I want to encourage
them. I wanted to meet their needs.”

v. 30 If I have to boast, I will boast of the things that
concern my weakness.

“If I have to boast, I will boast of the things that concern my
weakness.”

These demonstrate a real servant. “Yes, I'm weak in
comparison to the rest of those guys and I'll talk about the
things that make me weak.”

Notice the one thing that really impresses us about history?
It’s the people who overcame great adversity and they
triumphed in it. Why can’t we as Christians get that message
and start writing history again?

Abigail Van Buren put it this way:

e Cripple him, and [you've got] a Sir Walter Scott.

e Lock him in a prison cell, and [you’ve got] a John Bunyan.
e Bury him in the snows of Valley Forge, and [you’ve got] a

George Washington.
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e Afflict him with asthma as a child, and [you've got] a
Theodore Roosevelt.

e Make him play second fiddle in an obscure South
American orchestra, and [you've got] a Toscanini.

e Deny her the ability to see, hear, and speak, and [you've
got] a Helen Keller.

(Our Daily Bread, February 16, year unknown)

That’s exactly the way God works. And the credibility of our
ministry and the credibility of our witness can come only out
of the crucible of suffering!

Before God can use a man greatly, he must be hurt deeply!
And those things are going to happen to us. We're going to be
crushed and broken—and out of that comes a ministry.

This little poem says it well:

(Unworld People by Joyce Landorf Heatherly)

Hello,

Are you broken?

I’'ve been broken too.

I know what it’s like:

To cry in the night ...alone,

To scream obscenities in private rage,

To feel the endless put of pain,

To soak my pillow with tears,

To wonder when the pain will ever end,

To wonder if I'll ever, really, be whole again,
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To ask God why was I born,

To ask God why the pain,

How can He use what I've got,

How can He take a messed up life,

And turn it into something special?

Only one who has experienced brokenness can best recognize
and encourage one who has also been broken, and work to
encourage others who are also broken.

Written by Christa Hull and sent to Joyce Landorf Heatherly
p. 10

Now notice the most incredible miracle in the whole Bible—
verse 31.

v. 31 The God and Father of the Lord Jesus, He who is
blessed forever, is knowing that I am not lying.

“The God and Father of the Lord Jesus, He who 1s blessed
forever, 1s knowing that I am not lying.”

Why? He still has his song.

God be “blessed forever”!

That word means joy! It means “oh the happiness”! It means

”'

“God I'm ready to sing the doxology”!

“I've been through 24 deals and I'm worried about the
churches, but I haven’t lost my song! I've still got my joy.”
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And that’s the incredible mark of a Christian. He just keeps
on singing.

Tim Hansel says it so well in the telegram that he received
after a serious back injury:

“Celebrate till further notice! Just keep on dancing! Keep on
singing!”
(source unknown)

And Paul has his song after all we have seen. Does it almost
look like verse 32 and 33 are an addendum that doesn’t mean
anything at all?

v. 32 In Damascus the ethnarch under Aretas the king
was guarding the city of the Damascenes in order

to seize me,

“In Damascus the ethnarch under Aretas the king was
guarding the city of the Damascenes in order to seize me,”

v. 33 and I was let down in a basket through a window
in the wall, and was escaping out of his hands.

“and I was let down in a basket through a window in the wall,
and was escaping out of his hands.”

Alright, what is that?
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That is the height, ladies and gentlemen, of TOTAL
HUMILIATION.

All we want 1s to be 1n control! We want to come to town, we
want to crucify the Christians! We want to bring the letters!
We want to have it all together! We want to be popular! We
want to be successful! We want to have lots of people in our
church and in our classes! We want to demonstrate by bigness
that we're really great!

Come 1n as a great, independent individual who’s pursuing
the Christians! He leaves town as a crook, dependent upon
some others to let him down through the wall in a basket.

He came in LIGHT and he left in DARKNESS! Total
humiliation!

Why?

God has to cut us right at the pride so we don’t expect
anything more than what we’re getting.

What was the greatest suffering on the Cross? Was it the
nails? Was it the thorns? Was it the slapping in the face and
all the adversity?

It was when they took off His clothes, stripped Him naked. He
looked down and He watched a bunch of guys gambling for
those clothes. That’s total humiliation. That really hurt.
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That’s hard for a self-righteous Pharisee who’s so used to
handling it all in calling all the shots to say, “The hardest
thing in the world is not all the external things! The hardest
thing in the world wasn’t the internal stress over the
churches! It was coping with the fact that my pride was
destroyed when I was let down by a bunch of strange
Christians through a window in the wall and I had to escape
like a criminal in the night!”

Such humiliation. And out of that God built a fantastic
ministry through that man.

How are we handling our stress?
Steadman says:

Paul became a basket case.
(source unknown)

He really did.

“My thoughts are not your thoughts, neither are your ways my
ways,” saith the Lord. “For as the heavens are higher than the
earth, so are my ways higher than your ways, and my
thoughts than your thoughts.” (ref. Isaiah 55:8, 9)

These are the lessons we got and then we’ll wrap it up.

Lesson #1: There 1s a foolishness in boasting.
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Paul says, “The Lord wouldn’t do that and I'm just being
pressed to do it, and this is the way I'm going to handle it.”

Lesson #2: There are five things to watch for done in the name
of religion and they’re in verse 20: 1) reducing you to slavery;
2) taking all your money; 3) taking advantage of you; 4)
exalting themselves; and then 5) slapping you in the face.

Lesson #3: Commitment is measured by sacrifices made and
suffering endured.

Lesson #4: Paul appeals to his sufferings and not his successes
in boasting.

Lesson #5: It is not what you have accomplished that is
1mportant, but what have you given?

Lesson #6: When it comes right down to it, your commitment
1s really measured by the things you have been through.

Lesson #7: Paul faced both external and internal pressure in
his ministry.

Lesson #8: He still has a song in his heart after he has been
through it all.

Lesson #9: Expectations and anticipations must change in the
process of growth.

Don’t try to expect what God is going to do. Don’t try to
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anticipate it either because He'll never do it that way.

Isaiah 55:8. 9

“My thoughts are not your thoughts, neither are your ways my
ways,” saith the Lord. “For as the heavens are higher than the
earth, so are my ways higher than your ways, and my
thoughts than yours.”

Expectations and anticipations must change in the process of
growth.

Let’s close with a statement from David Needham’s book Closé
to His Majesty. He’s talking about Jeremiah the prophet.

Jeremiah the prophet was the weeping prophet. He suffered
probably as much as Paul did in the Old Testament. And yet
one of the great songs that’s written is called “Great Is Thy
Faithfulness” because 1t was Jeremiah 1n his lamentation over
Jerusalem who wrote:

Lamentations 3:23

Your compassions are new every morning,
Great 1s your faithfulness!

(Close to His Majesty by David C. Needham with Larry Libby)

Hymnwriter Thomas Chisholm based the words to “Great
Is Thy Faithfulness” on this part of Lamentations. But at one
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point Chisholm makes an error in his representation of the
passage. Remember the chorus?

Great 1s Thy faithfulness!
Great 1s Thy faithfulness!
Morning by morning, new mercies I see...

The point 1s, Jeremiah did not see. He didn’t see a thing!
He had no visible evidence of God’s mercies at all. Morning by
morning brought horror, pain, and dread, but not “new
mercles.” Jeremiah could not say “I trust You because I
understand it all—because I've got 1t all figured out.” He could
only say “I trust You because You are God and You cannot
lie.”

It’s in moments like these that we tremble before the
Word of God.

One hundred years before, God described this reverent
trust as a quality of the kind of person He favors.

But to this one I will look,
To him who 1s humble and contrite of spirit, and who

trembles at My word.
(Isaiah 66:2)

Jehoshaphat and Job both fell with their faces to the
ground and worshipped. But how could the circumstances
have been more different? Worship, then, is just as fitting
when you have the voice of God fulfilling your dreams...as it is
when you feel His hand destroying them. [As in Job’s case.] It
belongs in the midst of overwhelming joy as well as in
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overwhelming grief.
p. 148

Prayer will change circumstances or prayer will change us
because God said so.

And it was that confederate soldier who wrote this very
memorable prayer:

I asked for strength that I might achieve.
God made me weak that I might obey.

I asked for health that I might do great things.
I was given grace that I might do better things.

I asked for riches that I might be happy.
I was given poverty that I might be wise.

I asked for power that I might have the praise of men.
God gave weakness that I might feel the need of Him.

I asked for all things that I might enjoy life.
God gave me life that I might enjoy all things.

I received nothing I asked for, all that I hoped for;
My prayer was [really] answered.
(source unknown)

What do we do when we get a “NO” and it really hurts? Paul’s
going to tell us what it’s like to live with a thorn that we can’t
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explain. He begs for deliverance and he gets a “NO.” Then
we’ll see what it is to really live in the midst of constant pain
and suffering and to keep on serving the Lord.

Father, we thank You for Your presence with us. We realize
we’ve touched a nerve because it hits so many things that we
neglect to talk about. We thank You that Paul had the courage
to not delay out his successes but to be vulnerable enough to
tell You of the stresses. And we thank You too because he had
that internal power, he was ready for anything through the
strength of the One who indwelled him. They that wait upon
the Lord shall renew their strength. They shall mount up with
wings as eagles, they shall run and not be weary, and they
shall walk and not faint. Thank You Father that Your eyes
are running to-and-fro throughout the whole earth to show
Yourself strong on the behalf of those whose hearts are right
with You. As You look upon us, may You find our hearts right
and may You provide the strength for the stresses. We thank
You now Father for the privilege of meeting at Your feet,
having You speak to us and minister. If there’s someone
without Christ, we pray that the reality of Your presence will
draw them into Your Kingdom. And for those of us who know
You and we'’re really having a rough time, we can look into
Your face—even though we’ve got to shed a few tears—and
say thank You Father. We know that You’re working all
things together for good and we're going to trust You right
now even though we don’t understand it. In Jesus’ name we
pray. Amen.
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A Practical Study of 2 CORINTHIANS:
Turning Tough Times into Triumph
“Using Adversity to Gain an Advantage”

Study Number Twenty-One — 2 Corinthians 11:16-33

NOTES

v. 16 Again I am saying, let no one think me to be foolish; but if
you do, receive me even as foolish, in order that I also may boast a
little.

v. 17 That which I am speaking, I am not speaking as the Lord
would, but as in foolishness, in this confidence of boasting.

v. 18 Since many are boasting according to the flesh, I also will
boast.

v. 19 For you, being so wise, are gladly tolerating those who are
foolish.

v. 20 For you are tolerating anyone if he is reducing you to slavery,
if he is devouring you, if he is taking advantage of you, if he is
exalting himself, if he i1s slapping you in the face.

v. 21 To my shame I am saying that we have been weak by
comparison, but in whatever respect anyone else is bold, (I am
speaking in foolishness,) I am just as bold myself.

v. 22 Are they Hebrews? So am I. Are they Israelites? So am 1. Are
they descendants of Abraham? So am 1.

v 23 Are they servants of Christ? (I am talking as if I were beside
myself) I more so; in far more labors, in far more imprisonments,
beaten times without number, often in danger of death.

v. 24 Five times I received from the Jews thirty-nine lashes.

v. 25 Three times I was beaten with rods, once I was stoned, three
times I was shipwrecked, a night and a day I have spent in the
deep.

v 26 I have been on frequent journeys, in dangers from rivers,
dangers from robbers, dangers from those of my own race, dangers
from the Gentiles, dangers in the city, dangers in the wilderness,
dangers on the sea, dangers among false brethren;
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NOTES

v. 27 I have been in labor and hardship, through many sleepless
nights, in hunger and thirst, often without food, in cold and
exposure.

v. 28 Apart from such external things, there is the daily pressure
upon me, of concern for all the churches.

v. 29 Who 1s weak, and I am not weak? Who is being led into sin
and I am not burning with readiness to aid?

v. 30 If I have to boast, I will boast of the things that concern my
weakness.

v. 31 The God and Father of the Lord Jesus, He who 1s blessed
forever, is knowing that I am not lying.

v. 32 In Damascus the ethnarch under Aretas the king was
guarding the city of the Damascenes in order to seize me,

v. 33 and I was let down in a basket through a window in the wall,
and was escaping out of his hands.

QUESTIONS:

1. Read 2 Corinthians 11:16-33 and in your own words pull
out the main thought of this passage.

2. Describe the five ways the false teachers are treating the
Corinthians, according to verse 20.
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3. How bold 1s Paul, according to verse 217

4. How does he compare with these opponents, according to
verses 22 & 237

5. How easy 1s it to be in the ministry after reading verses 23-

28?

6. In what two ways does Paul identify with them, according
to verse 29?

7. What 1s Paul boasting in according to verse 307
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8. What i1llustration does Paul use from his life in verses 32 &
337

9. What verse in the study has meant the most to you?

10. What lesson have you learned from this study?

LESSONS FROM THE PASSAGE:

What are some of the lessons we can learn from this particular
study?

LESSON #1: There 1s a foolishness in boasting.

LESSON #2: There are five things to watch for done in the
name of the religion: 1) reducing you to slavery; 2) taking all
your money; 3) taking advantage of you; 4) exalting
themselves; and 5) slapping you in the face.
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LESSON #3: Commitment is measured by sacrifices made and
suffering endured.

LESSON #4: Paul appeals to his sufferings and not his
successes 1n boasting.

LESSON #5: It is not what you have accomplished that is
1mportant, but what you have given.

LESSON #6: When it comes right down to it, your
commitment is really measured by the things you have been
through.

LESSON #7: Paul faced both external and internal pressure
in his ministry.

LESSON #8: He still has a song in his heart after he has been
through it all.

LESSON #9: Expectations and anticipations must change in
the process of growth.
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