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PAUL’S DISRUPTION                                               2 CORINTHIANS 11:22-30; 1:8-11 
 
We continue to walk through this disruptive year of 2020. A pandemic has taken the 
lives of some 180,000 Americans so far.  Events continue to cause social and racial 
upheaval almost weekly.  And now yet another contentious presidential election cycle.   
We’ve been reflecting together on why God allows disruption.  During the months of 
July and August, we’ve been considering the truth that God is perfectly comfortable with 
disruption.  He creates or allows it.  He works in and through it.  We’ve seen it in the 
lives of biblical characters such as Joseph, Moses, David, and Daniel.  We’ve seen God 
even creates or allows disruptive events like the Passover, the Red Sea Crossing, and 
– just last week - the persecution of the early church so that Christians were scattered 
out to share the good news about Jesus with others.   
 
Today, I want us to go consider Paul and the disruptions he faced in his life.  I believe 
Paul might well be the single greatest follower of Jesus who’s ever lived.  From being 
the archenemy of Jesus and all Christians, Paul became the greatest promoter of Jesus 
and the key person in spreading His message to lost people in the first century.  His life 
did a complete 180.  You might think that someone so anointed and filled with the Holy 
Spirit, so gifted, so valuable to the spread of Christianity, would be protected by God 
from any and all disruption in his life.  If so, you could not be more wrong!   I’d like to 
reflect with you on two passages in which Paul gave us a glimpse into the personal 
disruptions he himself endured.  As I reflected on and studied those passages, three 
truths emerged I’d like to share with you today.  First… 
 
DON’T MEASURE GOD’S APPROVAL BY THE AMOUNT OF DISRUPTION IN A 
PERSON’S LIFE. 
 
There’s a tendency to associate an easy life with God’s blessing and a hard life with 
God’s disfavor.  You know, good people have easy lives.  Bad people have hard lives.  
Now, it’s very true that pursuing sinful lifestyle choices or just making foolish decisions 
will result in lots of personal disruptions.  The Bible says we will reap what we sow.  If 
we pursue a life full of the things God wants us to avoid – pride, greed, lying, stealing, 
hatred of others based on their race or income level, selfish ambition, envy, sex outside 
of marriage, addictions, abusive treatment of others (I could continue, but you get the 
idea) – we invite endless and painful disruption into our lives.  Those kinds of 
disruptions are completely avoidable and they should be avoided!   
 
But loving God with all of our hearts and following Jesus with zeal and devotion doesn’t 
ever guarantee a disruption free life.  If you want an example of that truth, Paul might be 
the best one of all.  Once you understand what happened to him you have to come to 
these conclusions.  Lack of disruption doesn’t indicate God’s approval.  Lots of 
disruption doesn’t indicate God’s disapproval.  In 2 Corinthians 11, Paul provides a kind 
of catalog of the personal disruptions he endured.  And this wasn’t just random stuff that 
happens to everyone.  These were painful, hard, and very difficult disruptions Paul 
experienced as a direct result of his efforts to share the good news about Jesus with 
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everyone he met.  Let’s read now the first of those two passages.  You’d think God 
would protect someone like Paul from disruptions.  Think again!   
 
What’s going on in 2 Corinthians 11?  Paul had founded the church in Corinth (located 
in what’s now southern Greece), but he was likely living in Ephesus (in what’s now 
Turkey) when he wrote this letter.  Not everyone liked or approved of Paul even among 
the first Christians.  A group of Christian leaders or teachers had arrived in Corinth after 
Paul left and were trying to run him down.  They disagreed with some of his teachings.  
They resented his influence.  Apparently, they were ethnically Jewish; because they 
made much of the fact they were Hebrews, Israelites, and descendants of Abraham.  
Paul played along even though he rejected their argument.  If it was all that important 
for a spiritual leader to be so thoroughly Jewish, he was just as Jewish as any of them.   
 
In addition, these false leaders must have offered up their own hard work and sacrifices 
serving Jesus and His cause as proof of their leadership credentials.  If that were true, 
Paul had all of them beaten, quite frankly.  He easily surpassed them all.  He might well 
have been the “world champion” when it came to disruptions endured for the cause of 
Jesus!  He then laid out a kind of catalog in 11:23-28 of all the disruptions he endured.  
What a list!  He’d been in prison, he’d been beaten, and he’d faced death repeatedly.  
He got more specific.  Five times he had survived a Jewish form of punishment – 39 
lashes with a leather whip – 26 to his back, and 13 to his chest area.  Five times.  In 
addition, three times he’d been beaten with rods – a Roman form of punishment.  Both 
kinds of beatings often resulted in the death of the one who was beaten.   
 
Paul had been stoned once.  He’d survived three shipwrecks, one of which included 
bobbing around in the ocean for some 24 hours waiting to be rescued.  He had endured 
many long, tiring journeys which included crossing dangerous rivers, waterless deserts, 
and storm-tossed seas.  He had survived many attempts on his life from people who flat 
out wanted him dead:  robbers who ambushed people on the highway, Jews who hated 
him, Gentiles who hated him, even people who called themselves Christians who hated 
him.  He had lived through sleepless nights, suffered prolonged hunger and thirst, and 
shivered through inadequate clothing.  When I read about the disruptions God allowed 
Paul to endure while he was just trying to serve Jesus well, it makes me think about the 
prayer attributed to the Roman Catholic saint, Teresa of Avila, from the Middle Ages:  
“Dear Lord, if this is how You treat Your friends, it is no wonder You have so few!”   
 
In addition to all of that, he lived with the daily pressure, concern, and worry over the 
churches he had birthed in his missionary journeys.  Paul had the heart of a spiritual 
father and a pastor.  We forget Paul lived in a day and time when it would take weeks or 
months to get any kind of news from friends or family.  No cell phones.  No Face time or 
Zoom.  No mass transit.  How were his fellow believers doing?  Were they growing in 
their faith?  Were they staying devoted to Jesus?  Where their leaders serving them 
well?  How – not if, but how - was Satan attacking them?  Would they survive and 
flourish spiritually despite those attacks?  This catalog of disruptions revealed Paul’s 
resilience and staying power.  He bore those scars – both literal and figurative – with 
appropriate pride.  They proclaimed him to be Jesus’ faithful servant.   



 3 

 
In 2 Corinthians 1 we read about what might well have been the greatest disruption Paul 
endured.  We don’t even know what exactly happened to Paul there in the province of 
Asia – present day Turkey.  Luke didn’t reference it when he described Paul’s ministry 
in the book of Acts.  This is the only place Paul mentioned it in his New Testament 
letters.  Bible scholars are at a loss to explain it.  Some speculate it was a serious 
illness.  Others think it might have been one of the many times he was threatened with 
physical violence.  Whatever it was, we do know this.  Paul definitely thought he was 
going to die right then and there.  “We were crushed and overwhelmed beyond our 
ability to endure, and we thought we would never live through it.  In fact, we expected to 
die.” (2 Cor. 1:8-9 NLT)  No way out.  No escape.  In fact, Paul had given up on this life 
so thoroughly that when God did deliver him somehow, it felt like he had been 
resurrected from the dead.  But Paul’s experience led to a life-altering insight. 
 
DISRUPTION REVEALS A TRUTH I EASILY FORGET:  I CAN ONLY RELY ON GOD 
ULTIMATELY. 
 
How did Paul put it, again?  “In fact, we expected to die.  But as a result, we stopped 
relying on ourselves and learned to rely only on God, who raises the dead.   And he did 
rescue us from mortal danger, and he will rescue us again.  We have placed our 
confidence in him, and he will continue to rescue us.” (2 Cor. 1:9-10 NLT)  Whatever 
happened to Paul, it changed his attitude toward life and living from that moment on.  
The experience pushed Paul to trust God at a far deeper and more profound level than 
ever before.  He traded in self-reliance for complete dependence on God.  
 
I know that sounds kind of matter of fact or obvious, but it’s not.  You don’t learn this 
level or kind of trust just by going to church, or just by reading the Bible, or just by 
having a quiet time, or just by tithing, or just by any other good and useful spiritual 
discipline.  You only learn this level of trust when God brings you through something - a 
profound disruption.  You just hang on for dear life, survive, get on the other side of it, 
and look back on it.  Paul learned – and we can learn – God alone was and is worthy of 
ultimate trust and confidence.   
 
A man by the name of Philip Poniz needed a safe place to stash his collection of rare 
watches.  At first, he kept his personal collection in his house, but he wanted something 
more secure.  In 1983, he arranged with his bank to rent a safety deposit box.  In the 
bank’s vault were hundreds of stacked metal boxes, each protected by two keys.  The 
bank kept one; the customer held the other.  Both were required to open a box.  Then, 
in April of 2017, he lifted the thin metal lid of his box. His box was empty.  “I thought my 
heart would fail,” Poniz said. “I was devastated. I never felt like that in my life before.  I 
had never known that (some)one can have a feeling like that.” 

There are an estimated 25 million safety deposit boxes in America, and there are no 
federal laws governing the boxes.  No rules require banks to compensate customers if 
their property is stolen or destroyed.  Every year, a few hundred customers report that 
valuable items—diamonds, jewelry, rare coins, stacks of cash—have disappeared from 

https://www.nytimes.com/2019/07/19/business/safe-deposit-box-theft.html?searchResultPosition=1
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their safety deposit boxes.  Poniz began piecing together what had happened to him. 
His bank had evicted another customer for not keeping up with payments, but bank 
employees had mistakenly removed Poniz’s box instead.  He estimated the value of his 
loss was more than $10 million - one of the largest safety deposit box losses ever. 

“My impression about safety deposit boxes was… nothing could happen to it,” he said.  
Philip Poniz doesn’t think that anymore.  No bank can guarantee the safety of our 
possessions.  Doctors can’t guarantee the length of our lives.  Insurance companies 
can’t promise the safety of our homes in natural disasters.  But our Father in Heaven 
unfailingly guarantees the protection of our eternal souls and our rewards in heaven. 

You and I can know intellectually that we can only rely on God ultimately.  We can 
believe it.  But we can’t know it experientially - this revelation, this insight, this truth - 
until we go through some kind of profound disruption in life and come through it on the 
other side.  No one seeks out this kind of disruption.  You can’t plan or produce it for 
yourself.  Paul certainly didn’t and neither should we.  This just happens to us and we 
survive.  Then, as we look back and reflect on it, we realize the only reason we survived 
is because God was there all the time.  Paul was as strong willed and independent as 
they come.  He was as “can do” a person as they come.  But profound disruption meant 
he gave up his self-confidence and placed radical confidence in God alone.  And when 
we experience God’s power to deliver us – be it one profound personal disruption or 
several of them – our confidence in God grows as well.  Now we know – really know - 
we can only rely on God ultimately.  And that changes how we live every day.   
 
There’s an Arab proverb that says, “All sunshine makes a desert.”  The danger 
everything going our way all the time is that it encourages a false independence.  See, 
we can handle life alone!  We don’t need God as desperately as we thought we did.  But 
it’s disruption that – like Paul – drives us back on God and convinces us of how much 
we need Him.  Abraham Lincoln said, “I have often been driven to my knees because I 
had nowhere else to go.”  Have you been there?  It’s not an enjoyable place to be, to be 
sure, but something good can come out of it.  The psalmist wrote, “I was facing death, 
and he saved me.  Let my soul be at rest again, for the LORD has been good to me.  He 
has saved me from death, my eyes from tears, my feet from stumbling.  And so I walk in 
the LORD’s presence as I live here on earth!” (Ps. 116:6-9 NLT)  Here’s a third and final 
truth that I see in God’s Word for us today. 
 
GOD USES PRAYER TO BRING ME THROUGH DISRUPTIONS. 
 
Sometimes we need to be reminded why we should do what we do.  Prayer is like that.  
We all know we should pray.  We all know it’s a good thing to pray.  Prayer is something 
we emphasize in our disciple making efforts here at KRBC.  It’s what the letter P stands 
for in ROPES – our KRBC picture of a disciple.  Relationships.  Obedience.  Prayer.  
Evangelism.  Scripture.  ROPES.  But sometimes prayer can seem so ineffective, so 
limited, so powerless.  Sure, God is all powerful – there’s no problem believing that to 
be true.  But, do my prayers really have any power?  When I pray for other people or 
other people pray for me, is that really important or valuable? 
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Let’s go back to 2 Corinthians 1 and see what Paul said.  “And you are helping us by 
praying for us.  Then many people will give thanks because God has graciously 
answered so many prayers for our safety.” (2 Cor. 1:11 NLT)  Right there Paul points to 
the power and value of what we call intercessory prayer – when we intercede before 
God regarding the disruptions in other people’s lives.  He was convinced God heard the 
prayers of God’s people for him and used them in some way that resulted in Paul’s 
deliverance from the profound disruption he described a few verses earlier.  No, he 
doesn’t explain how or why it worked then or why it should work for us now.  But, 
clearly, intercessory prayer puts divine action into motion.  And, then, when we see how 
God answers those prayers, it gives us yet another reason to thank and praise God.   
 
What can we do for each other when we experience disruptions?  We can’t solve each 
other’s problems.  We can’t stop or change disruptions in other’s lives.  But we can pray 
for one another.  We can intercede on behalf of one another.  Paul – maybe the 
greatest single Christian who ever lived – was not ashamed to ask for the prayers of 
any and all of God’s people.  You don’t think you’re “holy” enough for God to use your 
prayers?  Some of those folk in Corinth were really lousy, immature Christians.  But no 
matter.  What matters most is not who is praying but to whom I am praying.     
 
May I encourage you as your pastor and friend to pray for one another?  That’s one 
thing the pandemic shouldn’t alter or change.  We can still pray.  If you’re on our email 
prayer line, thank you for faithfully interceding for others as prayer requests are shared.  
You didn’t know we had an email prayer line?  You’d like to join it?  Great!  Go to our 
website.  Click on the Connect tab at the top.  You’ll see a drop down menu.  Click on 
Prayer, fill out the info, and you’ll be added to our prayer line.  You can share your 
prayer requests with us in today’s digital bulletin.  Our staff will get them and intercede 
on your behalf.  Please pray for me and for the other members of our staff.  We value 
your prayers more than you will ever know.  You don’t have to worry about the devil 
ever prompting you to pray!  That urge to pray for someone has one source:  the Holy 
Spirit.  When He prompts you to pray for someone, do it.  I don’t know how or why 
prayer works, but God says it does, so let’s do it.  The Bible says, “Devote yourselves to 
prayer with an alert mind and a thankful heart.”  (Col. 4:2 NLT)   
 
I want to close today’s message by sharing a portion of a video with you.  You’re going 
to hear today from a remarkable woman, Amy Shaw.  She talks about her experience 
with personal disruption at an alumni gathering at Wheaton College in October of last 
year.  Amy is married to Brian Shaw who grew up in this church.  Together they served 
as missionaries in China when tragedy struck in the death of their son, Oscar, in Amy’s 
39th week of pregnancy.  God then led Amy and Brian into a new kind of missionary 
outreach.  In addition to their four biological children, they’ve adopted seven children 
from around the world (six of whom have special needs).  Yes, that’s 11 kids in all.  Talk 
about doing God’s work!   But then just a few years ago, Brian was diagnosed with 
aggressive brain cancer and given 12 months to live.  I’d like you to hear for yourself 
what Amy has been learning through her profound personal disruption. 
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We’ve provided the You Tube link to that video in today’s digital bulletin.  I encourage 
you to watch all of Amy’s comments.  It lasts about 24 minutes.  Profound. Courageous.  
Brian and Amy’s story illustrates everything I’ve said in this message today.  Don’t 
measure God’s approval by the amount of disruption in a person’s life.  Paul’s life was 
full of disruption.  So are Brian and Amy Shaw’s lives.  But all of them were and are 
incredible, dedicated followers and servants of Jesus.  Disruption reveals a truth we 
easily forget:  we can only rely on God ultimately.  You heard Paul say that in the 
Scripture passage.  You heard Amy say much the same thing in the video.  Finally, God 
uses intercessory prayer to bring us through disruptions.  Brian’s cancer went into a 
significant remission.  But a month or so ago, we received word that Brian’s brain 
cancer has indeed returned just like Amy said it might in the video.  And so we pray 
again for this man and his family.  Why?  Because God’s Word tells us we should.  
 


