II Corinthians 11:18 – 12:9 February 26, 2026
2Co 11:18 Seeing that many glory after the flesh, I will glory also. This is the boasting that he is talking about here. He is using this to illustrate a point and it does not mean that he is out of the will of God. 2Co 11:18 Seeing that many glory after the flesh, I will glory also. 19 For ye suffer fools gladly, seeing ye yourselves are wise. 20 For ye suffer, if a man bring you into bondage, if a man devour you, if a man take of you, if a man exalt himself, if a man smite you on the face. 21 I speak as concerning reproach, as though we had been weak. Howbeit whereinsoever any is bold, (I speak foolishly,) I am bold also. 22 Are they Hebrews? so am I. Are they Israelites? so am I. Are they the seed of Abraham? so am I. 23 Are they ministers of Christ? (I speak as a fool) I am more; in labours more abundant, in stripes above measure, in prisons more frequent, in deaths oft. Paul did not glory after the flesh. Any time we allow fools to minister to us then we are going to suffer for it. To be wise in our own conceit is a very dangerous place to get into. If we just assume that we have all of this wisdom as the Corinthians did wise in our own conceits we open ourselves up to fools. We open ourselves up to be instructed by those that are fools. That is what the Corinthians did. 

They thought they were so wise and they knew so much that they actually allowed fools to come in. As a result of that it was the Corinthians that suffered. 2Co 11:20 For ye suffer, if a man bring you into bondage, if a man devour you, if a man take of you, if a man exalt himself, if a man smite you on the face. #1 people are brought into horrible bondage to so many things and to men. A man is just a vessel! The grace of God is a message of liberty. It sets us free. If we are not listening to the message of divine grace then we are going to be bound. Paul says when we allow the fool to reign, he will bring you into bondage. #2 if a man devour you; the word means to plunder and basically this is what had happened to the Corinthians. They allowed all of these other false preachers and teachers in there and they had taken them for everything they could. 
The Corinthians had given them of their substance and they were devoured by them. Then #3 if a man take of you; that means to rob you, and these people had been robbed from the Gospel. Because the preachers and teachers they were listening to were not preaching and teaching the message of the Gospel of divine grace. If we are not hearing the depth of that message today, then we are being robbed. So the Corinthians were robbed of what they could have had. 

Christendom today is being robbed, because they simply will not step out and believe God to reveal truth to them. Then #4 if a man exalt himself; This is the Nicolaitan condition that is mentioned in the book of Revelation. It means the clergy over the laity. It is those in the ministry; those in authority, they began to exalt themselves over the people that they are preaching to. The #5 if a man smite you on the face. That is if he insults you. This is what happened when these Corinthians suffered this foolishness to come in on them. This is one of the greatest tragedies in the Church today is that people are brought into horrible bondage. 2Co 11:21 I speak as concerning reproach, as though we had been weak. Howbeit whereinsoever any is bold, (I speak foolishly,) I am bold also. Paul warned them when he would come to them; I will not come as weak as you think I am. 2Co 11:22 Are they Hebrews? so am I. Are they Israelites? so am I. Are they the seed of Abraham? so am I. They had accused Paul of not even being a Jew. 2Co 11:23 Are they ministers of Christ? (I speak as a fool) I am more; in labours more abundant, in stripes above measure, in prisons more frequent, in deaths oft. These Corinthians were making all of these boasts as though none of them were true of him. The labors that Paul talked about here were in ministry and what he did working for his living. He was a tent maker by trade. 

Then he says in stripes above measure. These stripes were many and not just the literal stripes that he mentions is v25. They were also the stripes that the enemy would bring against him. Then he says, in prisons more frequent, in deaths oft. A good commentary on this is 1Co 15:31 I protest by your rejoicing which I have in Christ Jesus our Lord, I die daily. 2Co 11:24 Of the Jews five times received I forty stripes save one. This is in persecution because he preached the Gospel. There were those that actually followed Paul around from town to town trying to tear down what he was building up. Paul was building with the Gospel and the enemy does not like that. Paul lived the Gospel. His very life was a testimony of living the Gospel. He had the care of all the Churches. Paul’s credentials, were his sufferings. 2Co 11:25 Thrice was I beaten with rods, once was I stoned, thrice I suffered shipwreck, a night and a day I have been in the deep; 2Co 11:26 In journeyings often, in perils of waters, in perils of robbers, in perils by mine own countrymen, in perils by the heathen, in perils in the city, in perils in the wilderness, in perils in the sea, in perils among false brethren; Paul’s labor was in the ministry. 

It was Satan himself who was trying his best to stop the furtherance of the Gospel message. Satan still comes against those today who are preaching the Gospel of divine grace. In the Roman world (and even within some Jewish circles), success was seen as a sign of God’s favor. Even today people gage by what you have. Paul argued the opposite: True apostleship is proven by how much one is willing to endure for the Gospel. Paul’s point was that the power of God is made perfect in weakness. If a man survives many beatings, any one of which could be fatal, and keeps preaching the same message, it’s a powerful testimony that the message is true and the power sustaining him is supernatural. But the Lord told Paul, My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness. 2 Corinthians 12:9 Note this: In V 26, Paul also says here, in perils among false brethren. These are ones who are saved but they are not true brethren. We have friends today and some are true friends and some that are not. They are still friends but they are not really loyal friends. That is what Paul is saying. These brethren were not loyal brethren. 

Brotherhood implies a bond of trust and a shared life, while false signifies a betrayal of that very principle. Paul uses Greek word meaning plastic brotherhood. It is someone who wears the uniform but serves a different general. A false brother isn't just someone who disagrees with you; it is someone who infiltrates the people under the guise of shared faith to cause harm. Why was it a peril? Unlike a physical shipwreck or a desert thief, you don't see a false brother coming. The danger is internal. It is the pain of a Judas kiss. Note these other perils of Paul. 2Co 11:27 In weariness and painfulness, in watchings often, in hunger and thirst, in fastings often, in cold and nakedness. This word watchings means sleeplessness and often this is in regard to prayer. All of these things could have been alleviated if the Corinthians had supported Paul. 28 Beside those things that are without, that which cometh upon me daily, the care of all the churches. 29 Who is weak, and I am not weak? who is offended, and I burn not? 30 If I must needs glory, I will glory of the things which concern mine infirmities. These are twenty three sufferings of Paul. I think Paul understood people better because of the things that he went through. Then we see the word burn. The anger was stirred up within Paul because of the inequalities. We hear things today on the news that burns us up inside, but we are not to be controlled by that. 


Paul felt the peril of false brethren so deeply because he lived his life according to the standard of “Friendship” that Jesus set. Paul was completely transparent and vulnerable, which made him an easy target for those who were false. Note what Jesus considered a true friend. Jesus said in Joh 15:15 Henceforth I call you not servants; for the servant knoweth not what his lord doeth: but I have called you friends; for all things that I have heard of my Father I have made known unto you. Jesus was telling them that everything that I learned from my Father I have made known to you. I have told you all the shared secrets. A servant just does what he’s told; he doesn't need to know why. A friend is brought into the inner circle. By calling them friends, Jesus was giving them the insider access to the heart and plans of God. In ancient royal courts, there was a specific title called the Friend of the King. This person had the highest level of closeness. He would be able to enter the King’s private chambers without a formal summons. Jesus was awarding that status upon His followers. Then we see the contrast of the friend in the Garden of Gethsemane in Matthew 26:50 when Judas arrives in the garden to betray Jesus. Jesus looks at him and says: friend, do what you came for. 

Jesus uses the Greek word meaning companion/associate rather than beloved friend that He used with His disciples. He was acknowledging the bond that they should have had, which made the betrayal extremely more piercing. While true friends love one another, they love the same thing, the Gospel. When Paul experienced this friendship, it was because he was yoked together by the Gospel. This is why false brethren hurt so much. False brethren pretend to look at the same truth as you, but their eyes are actually elsewhere. In 2 Corinthians, Paul’s heartbreak over the false brethren was there was no love for the Gospel. Paul offered them the intimacy and the love of a friend, and they responded with the coldness of a spy. A friend is someone you share your secrets and your burdens with. We see this in Genesis 18 when God is about to judge Sodom: Shall I hide from Abraham what I am about to do? (Genesis 18:17). Abraham is the only person in the Old Testament specifically called God’s friend (2 Chronicles 20:7, Isaiah 41:8, James 2:23). Jesus invites all his disciples into this Friendship. When Paul dealt with false brethren, he was grieving the loss of this Abrahamic model. He wanted the church to be a place where a stranger becomes a friend. 

When people use the Church for their own power like what Paul saw here, they were destroying the very “Friendship of God” that we saw with Abraham and God. Beside all these physical sufferings, Paul carried the burden of the care of all the churches. 2Co 11:31 The God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, which is blessed for evermore, knoweth that I lie not. 32 In Damascus the governor under Aretas the king kept the city of the Damascenes with a garrison, desirous to apprehend me: 33 And through a window in a basket was I let down by the wall, and escaped his hands. The ways that God delivers sometimes are not so fabulous looking, but we must accept His deliverance however it comes. This is an example of what he went through in Ac 9:25 Then the disciples took him by night, and let him down by the wall in a basket. This basket was a garbage basket and sometimes God doesn’t deliver us the way we would think or want to. The ways that God delivers can be sometimes humiliating ways. Note this: Instead of Paul pointing to a glorious throne or a miraculous fire from heaven that could have delivered him, he points to a garbage basket. What a contrast here between human pride and God’s methods of deliverance. In Rome at this time, there was a prestigious military honor called the Mural Crown. It was given to the first soldier to scale a city wall during a siege. 

It was a mark of supreme bravery and physical glory. Paul stands that image on its head. He didn’t scale the wall to conquer; he was lowered down the wall to escape. He wasn't a conqueror in the eyes of the world; he was a fugitive. The basket was likely a large, woven hamper used for hay, fish, or refuse. Paul says in verse 31 God knows I lie not. He is emphasizing that this embarrassing story is the absolute truth. He isn't trying to look cool; he's trying to be real. When deliverance doesn't look fabulous, because we often expect God to deliver us through the parting of the Red Sea, or some grand, cinematic miracle where our enemies are crushed and we walk through on dry land. But God often chooses the basket method which is a quiet, humiliating, way requiring the help of others. Why the basket method? It humbles the ego. We cannot boast about being lowered in a garbage basket. It reminds us that we are not the heroes of our own stories; we are the subjects of God’s mercy. Then get this, it requires false brethren protection. Remember Paul’s perils among false brethren? In Acts where Paul was let down in this basket was a city where the false brethren were looking for a high-profile target. These false brethren expected Paul to act like a typical great leader bold in public. 

Because there were so many people claiming to be brethren, some true, some false, the community became a confusing haystack. God hid Paul in plain sight. By using a humiliating, low-profile method like a garbage basket, he did the one thing a false brother wouldn't expect, he acted like a nobody. So, God used these false brethren as a protection for Paul. Then, for this escape to work, Paul had to trust true brethren to hold the rope. He was completely at their mercy to preserve the work of the Gospel, not the reputation. God’s priority was keeping Paul alive so he could write the Epistles that we have today. In Acts 9, Luke gives us the news report of the event. But in 2 Corinthians, Paul gives us the heart of the event. Sometimes we pray for a door to open, and God opens a window. Sometimes we pray for a chariot, and God gives us a basket. If Paul had been too proud to get into the garbage basket, he would have been executed in Damascus. His survival depended on his willingness to look foolish. Sometimes the humiliating way is actually a test to see if we love our reputation more than we love our calling.

Chap 12
It’s no coincidence that the Holy Spirit places the basket story at the very end of Chapter 11 and immediately transitions into Paul’s thorn in the flesh in Chapter 12. God’s strength is best seen when we are at our lowest. From Basket to Thorn. In the original letter, there were no chapter breaks. Paul finishes the story of being lowered like garbage and immediately says: 2 Cor 12:1 It is doubtless not profitable for me to boast. I will come to visions and revelations of the Lord. He is showing the two extremes of his life. The high point of being caught up to the third heaven and seeing paradise. Then the low point of being stuck in a basket and having a messenger of Satan buffet him. Paul links them by saying the thorn was given to him specifically to keep him from being exalted above measure because of the revelations. The humiliation of the basket and the pain of the thorn serve the same purpose. They kept him dependent on God. This is where Paul’s commentary becomes radical. Most people want to get out of the basket and get the thorn removed. Paul prayed three times for the thorn to be taken away, but Jesus said: 2 Corinthians 12:9 My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness. Why is the humiliating way the better Way. Paul concludes that he will actually glory in his infirmities because when Paul is strong, people see Paul. But when Paul is in a basket, or when Paul is limping through a thorn, people see the Power of Christ resting upon him. 

If Paul had walked out of Damascus with a sword and a golden shield, he would have looked like any other Roman hero. By leaving in a basket, Paul looked like a man who was entirely sustained by God who saves the lowly. This is the key to Paul’s endurance. If we demand a fabulous deliverance, we might reject the very basket God has sent to save us. If we demand a life without thorns, we might miss the sufficient grace that only comes through the struggle. 2Co 12:1 It is not expedient for me doubtless to glory. I will come to visions and revelations of the Lord. 2 I knew a man in Christ above fourteen years ago, (whether in the body, I cannot tell; or whether out of the body, I cannot tell: God knoweth;) such an one caught up to the third heaven. The man in Christ was Paul as a New Creation. 3 And I knew such a man, (whether in the body, or out of the body, I cannot tell: God knoweth;) 4 How that he was caught up into paradise, and heard unspeakable words, which it is not lawful for a man to utter. 5 Of such an one will I glory: yet of myself I will not glory, but in mine infirmities. If men today would have such an experience, they would be all over every TV show across the country. Yet Paul didn’t even divulge this until 14 years after it happened. He did that on purpose because he did not want to focus attention or glory on himself rather than the depths of the Gospel. 

Then he says, 2Co 12:6 For though I would desire to glory, I shall not be a fool; for I will say the truth: but now I forbear, lest any man should think of me above that which he seeth me to be, or that he heareth of me. He said that before in Chapter 11. It is just foolishness for me to glory in the manner that I am doing. He says further I do not want to divert all of the attention to me and take the spotlight off of Christ and the Gospel. We must not be guilty today of anything that would rob Christ of the glory that He so richly deserves. He did not want to be put on a pedestal and undoubtedly wanted to put emphasis on the Word of God rather than experience. He did not want to glory after the flesh. He is talking about himself but he speaks of himself in the third person. Paul did not want people getting their eyes on him. He said, I knew a man in Christ. He levels himself with every other Christian because we are all in Christ. He was not making a claim to fame here as if no one had the opportunity to do such a thing. It is Christ who puts up whom He will. He did not want to put himself up head shoulders above everyone else. 2Co 12:7 And lest I should be exalted above measure through the abundance of the revelations, there was given to me a thorn in the flesh, the messenger of Satan to buffet me, lest I should be exalted above measure. That means that Paul suffered something in the body that was very uncomfortable. I don’t think you can narrow it down to one particular thing. 

The infirmity of his eyes was one part. He describes a number of things in the closing of Chapter 11, the care of all the Churches and so forth. These caused Paul great pain even in the body.  The thorn in the flesh was and could have been a great number of things. Then he says, the messenger of Satan to buffet me. Satan has a multitude of ways to buffet us and God gives him permission to do it. We can refer to Job as an example of that. Because of all of these revelations that God had given to him, God also allowed the enemy to come in so that Paul would not be lifted up with pride. If a person is lifted up with pride, it is one of the greatest adversaries that we are ever going to have. It is one of the greatest robbers that we will ever have. These verses here capture the tension between human weakness and divine strength. Paul describes being caught up to the third heaven and receiving surpassing greatness of revelations. To ensure he didn't become arrogant because of these supernatural experiences, Paul explains: The Problem: It was a thorn in the flesh was given to him. He calls it a messenger of Satan sent to buffet (torment or strike) him. 

Paul’s Prayer: He pleaded with God three times to remove it. God’s Answer: God did not remove the thorn but gave him a promise: My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness. Why? The text offers a profound look at how spiritual growth often requires uncomfortable boundaries. There have been many thoughts over the centuries on what the thorn actually was. Could it have been physical ailments such as eye disease, malaria, or a speech impediment or psychological struggles or persistent persecution. However, the Bible leaves it vague. I believe it is likely intentional. It allows every believer to see their own thorn, whatever it may be, in Paul’s experience. God can use the very things intended by the enemy to harm us as tools for our refinement and protection against pride. 2Co 12:8 For this thing I besought the Lord thrice, that it might depart from me. 9 And he said unto me, My grace is sufficient for thee: for my strength is made perfect in weakness. Most gladly therefore will I rather glory in my infirmities, that the power of Christ may rest upon me. After God said, my grace is sufficient for you; I think Paul quit praying for God to remove the thorn. The rule for us is that we continue to pray until we get an answer. 

So, Paul finally got his answer, and it wasn’t the one that he would have liked to have. And it was not the one that he really longed for. He would have liked to have been rid of this thorn in the flesh. But God did answer it this way. He said unto me, My grace is sufficient for thee: Then he also told him why. For my strength is made perfect in weakness. That means that God cannot complete His strength in us until we discover what real weakness is. We don’t even know what weakness is until the Lord leads us through it. We are seeing the saints of God today going through some things that we didn’t think we would ever see. But at the same time, it is plain from scripture, God is bringing us down into that strength-less condition in order that His strength might be made perfect in our lives.  So Paul says, My grace is sufficient for you and we emphasize the word My, because it is God’s grace and not any other. It is His grace; for my strength is made perfect in weakness. And that is the only time that God’s strength can be made perfect in us is during our weakness. The core takeaway is a reversal of worldly logic. In Paul’s view, weakness is not a liability; it is a capacity. When Paul is empty of his own strength, he has more room for divine grace. One of the greatest robbers and adversaries is pride. 

Scripturally and psychologically, pride functions as a spiritual cataract that blinds a person. It blinds them of the reality of their true need of Christ and the reality of others need of Christ. When we came to Christ, we admitted our spiritual bankruptcy. Pride, however, is a master of spiritual accounting. It makes the individual believe their good works outweigh their debt of sin. They count how many times they do good works. Pride whispers that we are the captain of our soul. If we believe we are doing just fine on our own strength, the idea of a Savior feels like an insult rather than a lifeline. That’s what pride does. Pride rebrands sin by refusing to see the depth of our own brokenness. Pride in a person cannot see the height of the Cross. Pride says, as long as I am looking down on others, I cannot see something that is above me. We need to see the Cross. Paul highlights his thorns and scars instead of prizing his pedigree of success. Paul warned against human strength which often acts as a barrier to divine power. When a leader is full of their own talent, there is no room for God’s grace to operate. We don't need to be like the world to be used by God; we need to be available. Humility isn’t thinking less of ourselves; it’s thinking of ourselves less. It’s admitting that without the vine, the branches can do nothing. Paul didn't hate the prideful leaders because they were talented; he opposed them because their pride created a different gospel that relied on human effort rather than the sufficiency of Christ’s grace.
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