Of Ministry and Ministers #23

“A Reverse Résumé”

2 Corinthians 11:16-33

 

We are probably all familiar with the concept of a résumé, even if we do not have one currently. (I guess the new name for this is “curriculum vitae.”) I found an old one of mine—the home address isn’t up to date on it—and printed it out for illustration. On it I have listed my contact information, by educational and employment experience, other related experience and skills, and personal references. A résumé is a brief synopsis of one’s abilities and accomplishments, and can be essential in applying for certain jobs. Tonight I want to look at another résumé, one very different than we would see today.

In the city of Corinth in the middle of the first century, the absence of a strong apostolic witness like Paul, Peter, or even the gifted teacher Apollos, created a vacuum of sound leadership that was quickly filled by false teachers. In they marched, looking better than Paul, preaching better than Paul, and touting impressive credentials Paul didn’t appear to have. As a result, in 2 Corinthians 11:1-6, Paul had to resort to a little boasting of his own qualifications and accomplishments, which he referred to as “foolishness.” The dazzling impression the false teachers made on the Corinthians forced Paul into the uncomfortable situation of having to assert his own credentials as an apostle. I use the word “uncomfortable” because Paul never made it a point to display fancy rhetorical footwork or to emphasize his résumé. He didn’t hang his diplomas on his front door or drop names of the famous people he knew or studied under.

In the latter half of 2 Corinthians 11, Paul presents what I am calling “A Reverse Résumé.” What we are about to consider is far removed from anything we would give to a perspective employer today. You see, when asked to provide a résumé, we tend to pick things that make us look good in the eyes of others. Paul turns instead to what makes him look bad.

The Boasting of the World

Paul begins by referring to the boasting of the world in 2 Corinthians 11:16-21,

I repeat: Let no one take me for a fool. But if you do, then receive me just as you would a fool, so that I may do a little boasting. In this self-confident boasting I am not talking as the Lord would, but as a fool. Since many are boasting in the way the world does, I too will boast. You gladly put up with fools since you are so wise! In fact, you even put up with anyone who enslaves you or exploits you or takes advantage of you or pushes himself forward or slaps you in the face. To my shame I admit that we were too weak for that! 

These verses are not easy to interpret unless we realize that Paul’s pen is dripping with sarcasm as he writes. He begins by asserting that he is not a fool (as, by implication, the false teachers in Corinth were). Paul doesn’t want to be thought to be a fool, but he figures it’s okay if they do, if that means the Corinthians will then listen to his boasts.
 “Since boasting is the ‘in thing’ in your fellowship,” Paul seemed to be saying, “then I will boast.” Paul may have had the principle of Proverbs 26:5 in mind, “Answer a fool according to his folly, or he will be wise in his own eyes.”

We can tell that it goes entirely against the grain with Paul to have to defend himself against his detractors with words of self-praise.
 He could barely tolerate the uncomfortable position in which the false teachers had put him. He had no qualms about writing page after page about Jesus Christ, His saving work, and our faith response to the gospel. He could pen long letters on grace, practical instructions for the Christian life, or manuals for pastoral ministry. But when it came to pointing to his own accomplishments, he would rather hide under a rock than brag about himself. Something tells me that if Paul had to write a résumé today, he would leave so much out about himself that he would never get the job.

Why is this? What’s wrong with letting people know about your accomplishments and abilities? Verse 17 gives the answer: Because Christ never spoke boastfully, His Spirit never leads His disciples to do so. No boasting could ever be said to be a fruit of the Spirit!
 An honest appraisal of what we have done and can do is not wrong in and of itself, but when we arrogantly brag about such, we have crossed the line into sin.

The biting sarcasm of Paul’s next remark is unmistakable. Having begged their indulgence, he now points out that bearing with his senseless boasting should pose no great problem for them, since they are used to putting up with fools. Paul minces no words when it comes to the Corinthian intruders. In verse 13 they were labeled “false” and “deceitful”; now they are called fools (v. 19). The term “fool” denotes a lack of sense or reason. The intruders are fools on account of the exaggerated opinion they have of their self-importance. And the Corinthians gladly put up with them. They have been duped by these pretenders—yet they think themselves so wise!
 I love how Philip Hughes, a scholar of an earlier generation, comments on verse 20,

As we look back over [the] history of the Christian Church, we cannot help being struck by the manner in which for most of the time so many of its adherents seem to have been content lamely to tolerate the impositions and extortions of ecclesiastical despots whose lives are a contradiction of the meekness and gentleness of Christ and whose concern has been less for the souls of the perishing than for the buttressing of their own reputation in the eyes of the world.

That’s a mouthful! What he is saying is how amazed he is that Christians will put up with preachers and teachers who exploit them emotionally, spiritually, and financially just to build their own reputations and fortunes, acting nothing like the Christ they claim to serve. We see it in televangelists, megachurch pastors, and self-proclaimed superstars.

Paul ended this exposure of the unspiritual attitudes and actions of the Judaizers by bringing in some more “inspired irony”: “To my shame I admit that we were too weak for that!”
 In effect, Paul says, “You are so brilliant that you put up with fools while they exploit you.” To which he adds with mock shame, “I was too weak to enslave you and devour your resources and ensnare you and lift myself up and abuse you. Shame on me!” The Apostle Paul knew how to make a point!

The Boasting of Weakness

In verses 21-33 Paul presents his “reverse résumé,” the boasting of weakness,

What anyone else dares to boast about—I am speaking as a fool—I also dare to boast about. Are they Hebrews? So am I. Are they Israelites? So am I. Are they Abraham’s descendants? So am I. 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. Five times I received from the Jews the forty lashes minus one. Three times I was beaten with rods, once I was stoned, three times I was shipwrecked, I spent a night and a day in the open sea, I have been constantly on the move. I have been in danger from rivers, in danger from bandits, in danger from my own countrymen, in danger from Gentiles; in danger in the city, in danger in the country, in danger at sea; and in danger from false brothers. 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. Besides everything else, I face daily the pressure of my concern for all the churches. Who is weak, and I do not feel weak? Who is led into sin, and I do not inwardly burn? If I must boast, I will boast of the things that show my weakness. The God and Father of the Lord Jesus, who is to be praised forever, knows that I am not lying. In Damascus the governor under King Aretas had the city of the Damascenes guarded in order to arrest me. But I was lowered in a basket from a window in the wall and slipped through his hands.
Paul starts with three rhetorical questions in verses 21-22. It is apparent that the false apostles were not Gentiles, but men who prided themselves on their pure Hebrew stock.
 The three classes mentioned were nearly synonymous, covering the racial, social, and theological aspects of God’s people. Paul claimed that he was equal to his critics in all national, linguistic, and genealogical ways.

Beginning in verse 23 we see what I am calling Paul’s “reverse résumé.” We might imagine Paul saying something like this: “I have established more churches; I have preached the gospel in more lands and to more ethnic groups; I have traveled more miles; I have won more converts; I have written more books; I have raised more money; I have dominated more councils; I have walked with God more fervently and seen more visions; I have commanded the greatest crowds and performed the most spectacular miracles.” Yet instead of talking about his exploits and his victories, Paul details his sufferings, loss, shame, and defeats.

Can you imagine someone going to a job interview and handing the perspective employer a rap sheet filled with arrests, convictions, and prison sentences? Or how many times they had been fired from a job, or had a business fail? The idea of a résumé is to impress people, right? So why would Paul list his rejections, afflictions, and (what the world would call) failures? 

The answer to that goes back to the question Paul asked and answered in verse 23, “Are they servants of Christ? …I am more.” The false teachers thought the way to prove they were truly serving Christ was by listing their accomplishments, abilities, and success stories. But is that what Jesus told His followers? Consider Matthew 24:9, “Then you will be handed over to be persecuted and put to death, and you will be hated by all nations because of me.” Or John 15:18-20,
“If the world hates you, keep in mind that it hated me first. If you belonged to the world, it would love you as its own. As it is, you do not belong to the world, but I have chosen you out of the world. That is why the world hates you. Remember the words I spoke to you: ‘No servant is greater than his master.’ If they persecuted me, they will persecute you also.”

In John 16:2 Jesus warned, “They will put you out of the synagogue; in fact, a time is coming when anyone who kills you will think he is offering a service to God.” Then He concludes in verse 33, “I have told you these things, so that in me you may have peace. In this world you will have trouble. But take heart! I have overcome the world.”
This proved to be true throughout the book of Acts and early church history. Brave men and women were persecuted, tortured, and even killed for their faith in Christ. A quick glance though Foxe’s Book of Martyrs bears witness to this fact. It has always been this way, and it still is. I have heard that more people were killed because of their faith in Christ in the twentieth century than in the past nineteen centuries combined. There will be times when we will do what is right and suffer for it. We will reach out with the right motive, for the glory of God, for the singular purpose of honoring the Savior, not keeping track of statistics, and we will get hurt. We will suffer for it.
 I like how Michael Green puts it: “You cannot follow a crucified rabbi and expect to be treated like a king. It is bound to be a hard path to deny oneself, take up the cross, and follow him.”

The five synagogue floggings, the three Roman beatings, the stoning, and the three shipwrecks cited here total twelve “near death” occasions—all this with more missionary work to go! To those caught up in the prosperity gospel of the super-apostles, these were hardly résumé enhancers, but foolish admissions. But to Paul, they were proof positive that he was a servant of Christ. Suffering, not success, authenticated Paul’s ministry.

Yet the key to this section is 2 Corinthians 11:28, which could be paraphrased: “Yes, I have been through many trials, but the greatest trial of all, the heaviest burden of all, is my concern for the churches!” The word translated care means “pressure, stress, anxiety.” The other experiences were external (“without”) and occasional, but the burden of the churches was internal and constant.

Paul was no mere professional, running a superb organization from the comfort of a well-appointed, air-conditioned office, but a pastor attuned to the needs of even the least brother for whom Christ died. Organization and competent administration there are, as a close study of the comings and goings of Paul’s numerous assistants reveals; nevertheless, this apostolic ministry is not discharged with aloof detachment but with flaming zeal, profound compassion, evangelistic fervor, and a father’s heart. Paul engages all his considerable intellectual and emotional power in his ministry to the whole church. Such an approach bears fruit; but it takes its toll in energy consumed and in deep involvement with people.

Paul climaxes this résumé of sufferings by telling of his humiliating experience at Damascus, when he—the great apostle—was smuggled out of the city in a basket let over the wall! Would any of the Judaizers ever tell a story like that? Of course not! Even when Paul did narrate his sufferings, he was careful that Christ was glorified, and not Paul.

What a difference! The false teachers were bragging about their supposed abilities and accomplishments and victories while Paul boasted of his sufferings, rejections, and apparent failures. Yet these comprised his certificate of authenticity as an apostle of Christ.

Not much has changed. Ours is a very hedonistic culture. We regard happiness, ease, and comfort as the highest goods in life, and we assume that they are ours by right. This is a failing that is prevalent among Christians. The feeling is that the Christian life is something like an insurance policy. We pay the premium of repentance and faith in Christ, and expect to have the hard times of life covered by the good Lord. When that does not happen, it is not uncommon to hear the complaint “Why has this happened to me? I’ve never done anyone any harm!”

The assumption is that because we follow Christ we shall be exempt from the thorns and boulders of life! We were never promised that. Dietrich Bonhoeffer wrote, “When Jesus calls a man, he bids him come and die.” Any prospective servant of God ought to know that Christ offers only toil, tears, blood, and sweat to those who set out on this pilgrimage with Him.
 To those who are called to “take up your cross and follow Me,” the boasting of weakness becomes a badge of genuineness.

The bottom line of this passage is seen in verse 30: “If I must boast, I will boast of the things that show my weakness.” Chuck Swindoll observes,

I’m convinced that Paul’s credentials for ministry would have driven a pastoral search committee or missionary-sending agency absolutely batty. His was not at all like the pristine and impressive résumés flaunted by his professional opponents in Corinth. The contents of Paul’s lengthy résumé in 2 Corinthians 11:22-33 were written in blood, stained with tears, smeared with dirt, and tattered by enduring too much action in a raging spiritual war that left him stooped over, not standing erect.

Paul has returned to the paradox of “power through weakness.” It is one of the main themes of his Corinthian correspondence. It was true in Christ and in Paul; it is true also in us.

We can learn much from this man. Candidly, we need to take care about talking too much about ourselves. It is a fine line between legitimately sharing a testimony of how God has worked in our lives in spite of hardship and becoming either a complainer or a braggart for our own gain. Our stories of agony and ecstasy can help comfort and encourage others. But we must always ask ourselves: Am I actually doing this because I want everybody to know what I’ve suffered in this life of faith? Are my reasons for telling this pure or tainted? What’s my motive?

It is always a temptation to use one’s authority or abilities or both to create a circle of admirers. Such a person exercises his ministry in the name of Christ but is really involved in an ego trip. More subtly, he may encourage people to lean on him like a crutch, out of his own need to be needed. Alternatively, he is capable of being corrupted by the power given him in the church so that he becomes a bossy authoritarian who must always have his own way. It must always be remembered that the word “minister” means “servant.”

Today we too find it easier to interpret the gospel in terms of our received culture rather than interpreting the culture by the gospel. We need to be wary of our Christianity becoming a Christianized version of our own culture. We must not write our résumés after the example of the world but after that of Paul. As Christians we must avoid boasting about our education and training and successes and bank accounts and vacation homes and honors as if it is these things that give us our value. As Christians we must acknowledge and embrace our weaknesses, because as we give them to Christ, they become occasions for his strength and glory.

God never said that the journey would be easy, but he did say that the arrival would be worthwhile. Remember this: God may not do what you want, but he will do what is right…and best. He’s the Father of the forward motion. Trust him. He will get you home. And the trials of the trip will be lost in the joy of the feast.
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