
1 

 

2 Corinthians 11:21b-30 Shepherd of the Hills Lutheran Church 

Fifth Sunday after Pentecost Winchester, VA 

Sermon Series: Follow Me Pastor Paul Krueger 

Unswerving Devotion June 26, 2016 

 

Whatever anyone else dares to boast about—I am speaking as a fool—I also dare to 

boast about.  22 Are they Hebrews?  So am I.  Are they Israelites?  So am I.  Are they 

Abraham’s descendants?  So am I.  23 Are they servants of Christ?  (I am out of my mind to 

talk like this.)  I am more.  I have worked much harder, been in prison more 

frequently, been flogged more severely, and been exposed to death again and again.  24 Five 

times I received from the Jews the forty lashes minus one.  25 Three times I was beaten with 

rods, once I was pelted with stones, three times I was shipwrecked, I spent a night and a 

day in the open sea, 26 I have been constantly on the move.  I have been in danger from 

rivers, in danger from bandits, in danger from my fellow Jews, in danger from Gentiles; in 

danger in the city, in danger in the country, in danger at sea; and in danger from false 

believers.  27 I have labored and toiled and have often gone without sleep; I have known 

hunger and thirst and have often gone without food; I have been cold and naked.  28 Besides 

everything else, I face daily the pressure of my concern for all the churches.  29 Who is 

weak, and I do not feel weak?  Who is led into sin, and I do not inwardly burn? 
30 If I must boast, I will boast of the things that show my weakness. 

 

 

It’s been a while since I’ve participated in any kind of organized sport.  I did a little bit of 

intramurals at the seminary and during college but it wasn’t anything to write home about.  In 

high school, though, I played on the football team in the fall and on the track team during the 

spring.  My parents lived about a half hour away so they made to most of my football games and 

even a fair number of track meets.  If they didn’t make it, I usually called them up that night or 

the next day to tell them how it went.  But the version that my parents got was always abridged 

and I was fairly biased in the details I shared with them.  I had no problem telling them if I had 

achieved a new personal best or placed highly in track, how many touchdowns our team had won 

or how many tackles or sacks I had gotten during the game.  But I wasn’t quite as forthcoming 

about my missed blocks, or penalties, or if I managed to hurl the discus in the completely wrong 

direction. 

I wanted my parents to know about my strengths, not my weaknesses.  And I’m not alone 

in that, am I?  Humans in general like to share our victories and accomplishments.  But when we 

fail or show weakness, we typically aren’t going to go boasting about it to our family or friends.  

We might even look around quick in the hopes that nobody noticed and if they didn’t, then we’ll 

just try to keep it that way. 

So it’s kind of surprising to come across a list like the one we heard today from Paul’s 

letter to the Corinthians.  It’s not exactly what most people would look at as a list of triumphs; in 

fact, these things Paul boasts about seem more like defeats.  So why would he do that? 

In order to understand what is going on in these verses it is important for us to know that 

some false teachers had wormed their way into the Corinthian church.  We don’t know much 

about these false teachers except that they were not preaching the true gospel or the truth about 

Jesus, they were calling the authority of Paul and the other apostles into question, and the 

Corinthians—or at least some of them—were taking it hook, line, and sinker.  It seems like part 
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of the appeal of these false apostles was the bold claims they were making.  So Paul says, “Fine.  

If they want to play the boasting game then let’s play it.  ” 

Are they Hebrews?  So am I.  Are they Israelites?  So am I.  Are they Abraham’s 

descendants?  So am I.  Whatever credentials these false teachers were providing Paul could 

match them stride for stride.  And then he takes it one step farther.  Are they servants of 

Christ?  (I am out of my mind to talk like this.)  I am more.  I have worked harder than 

them, I’ve been thrown in prison more often, I’ve been beaten worse than they have, and 

I’ve even been on the verge of dying many times.  “I’m a better servant of Christ than they 

are!” Paul was saying.   

It isn’t exactly the way we would expect a Christian to talk, is it?  But Paul acknowledged 

that.  If you back up a few verses before the start of our lesson this morning, he prefaces his 

boasting by saying, “Look, I’m not talking the way Jesus would talk.  I’m boasting like a fool.  

But since you’re so quick to listen to fools and accept what they have to say, then I guess that’s 

what it has come to.  They claim to be servants of the gospel but instead they’re just serving 

themselves.”  Paul’s desire in all of his boasting was to show the Corinthians what it really meant 

to follow Jesus—to be a servant of Christ.   

Five times, Paul had received from the Jews the forty lashes minus one.  In Deuteronomy, 

God had commanded the people not to flog someone more than forty times.  The Jews had 

created their own law that they would not exceed thirty-nine lashes lest they accidentally 

miscount.  In either case, whether it was thirty-nine or forty times, a beating like that was 

designed with one specific purpose: correction.  The intent was that the action had incurred the 

beating would never be repeated.  But in Paul’s case, the action that had warranted his 

punishment was faithful witness to the Gospel.  He would not back down and stop telling others 

the love of Jesus and so on five different occasions he received those thirty-nine lashes.   

The Jews weren’t the only ones trying to stop Paul.  On three other occasions, he had 

been beaten by the Romans as they also attempted to convince him to stop following Jesus.  

Another time he had been rushed by a mob and stoned until, convinced that he was dead, they 

had dragged his body out of the city (Acts 14:19). 

Even when he wasn’t being directly opposed by Jews and Gentiles alike, his mission 

work put him in perilous situations.  He had been shipwrecked three times as he traveled back 

and forth across the Mediterranean and Aegean Seas, and was in danger from thieves and pirates 

and all the other dangers that accompanied traveling in the first century Roman world.  But 

despite all of those dangers, he remained unswerving in his devotion to his mission of spreading 

the news of salvation from sin though Jesus. 

But all of the physical dangers that Paul experienced were only minor in his mind 

compared to the pressure of his concern for the churches he had started.  His greatest struggle 

was when he heard that Christians in those churches (like those in Corinth) were being led into 

sin.  The unspoken challenge in all of Paul’s boasting was whether these “super-apostles” in 

Corinth could also claim that kind of unswerving devotion to the gospel.  But that challenge 

wasn’t just for those false teachers, it was also for the members at that church to whom Paul had 

first preached that message of the gospel, and it’s also a challenge for us.  What are you devoted 

to?   

There probably isn’t just one answer to that question.  There’s any number of things that 

you might be devoted to and some of those devotions will increase or decrease depending on 

where you’re at in your life.  We devote ourselves to schoolwork and our education, to friends 

and family members, to finding a job and establishing a career.  We devote ourselves to certain 



3 

 

hobbies, to sports teams that we play on, and even to some that we don’t play on.  We may even 

devote ourselves to a certain diet or workout regimen.  And when we’re devoted to so many 

things, we inevitably have to make sacrifices.  Those hobbies may have to get placed on the 

backburner for us to devote ourselves more fully to school.  A career might be put on hold for a 

while so that someone can be more devoted to family.  So as we prioritize all of these different 

aspects of our lives there can only be one to which we are unswervingly devoted.  There can only 

be one which we refuse to sacrifice for anything else.  It has to be our devotion to following 

Jesus. 

Unswerving devotion to Jesus and His gospel doesn’t mean that we have to get rid of all 

those other things in our lives that we devote ourselves to: family, education, career, friends, 

hobbies, or anything else there may be, but it means we need to be ready to—ready to give up, 

and lose any of those things if they should threaten to come in between us and our devotion to 

Jesus. 

The Apostle Paul had all kinds of things that he could have boasted about.  He could have 

listed the number of miles he had traveled he had traveled for the gospel, the number of cities he 

had preached in, how many souls had been saved through his preaching of the gospel.  But 

instead, he boasted about the sacrifices he had made, and all that he had lost for the sake of the 

gospel.  He was willing to boast about those because he knew it was only by the grace of God 

that he was able to make those sacrifices and that his unswerving devotion to Jesus through all 

those struggles was evidence of the power of the gospel at work within him. 

The life of Paul is a pretty amazing testament to the truth of the gospel.  That a man, who 

had previously been a persecutor of Christians, would be willing to endure so much suffering, 

make so much sacrifice, and eventually be willing even to give up his life for the gospel—in 

short, his unwavering devotion to the gospel—shows us that he was convinced that the message 

of the gospel was worth it.  

As we live in our time today, in this treasure of a country that God has given us, I don’t 

anticipate that many of us will be beaten, jailed, shipwrecked, or stoned for faithfully following 

Jesus.  But I can guarantee that you are going to have decisions to make.  I can assure you that 

you will have to make sacrifices to be a disciple of Jesus.  People are going to see that and more 

than anything else you do, those seemingly weak or foolish choices that you make and the 

sacrifices you endure to follow Jesus are going to force them to wonder what it is that you 

believe in that leads you to make the decisions you do.   

And I pray that God gives you the opportunity to tell them.  To tell them that those 

sacrifices are easy for you to make because you believe in the gospel of Jesus.  Because you 

know your weaknesses, you know that you are sinful and that there is nothing you can do to 

escape God’s punishment for those sins but He has sent His Son Jesus to pay for your sins, to 

bring you forgiveness, and to give you the promise of eternal life.  That there is nothing in this 

life worth losing the salvation Jesus gives me, and so as a disciple of Jesus I am willing to lose 

everything in this life to keep following Him. 

May our gracious God continue to work within you through the power of His Gospel, 

strengthening you to will and to act according to His purpose as you follow Jesus with 

unswerving devotion. 

Amen. 


