
because they are so obstinate (12:20–21) and so easily fooled by those who take 
advantage of them (11:19–20).

Boasting

Paul is generally opposed to self-commendation and boasting; it is unseemly 
(Rom. 1:30; 1 Cor. 13:4) and credits mere human beings with what should be 
attributed to God (Rom. 3:27; 11:18; 1 Cor. 1:29; 3:21–23; 4:7; 9:16). His usual 
slogan is “Let the one who boasts, boast in the Lord” (1 Cor. 1:31; 2 Cor. 10:17; 
cf. Jer. 9:24; see also Gal. 6:14). In 2 Corinthians, however, Paul brags quite a 
bit about himself and his credentials: he has authority over the Corinthians 
(10:8); he comes from good Israelite stock (11:22); he is an exceptional minister 
of Christ (11:23); he has made sacrifices and endured hardships for the sake of 
the gospel (11:23–29); he has received visions and revelations from the Lord 
(12:1–7); and he has worked signs and wonders (12:12).

Why is Paul so given to praising himself? He says that he has been forced 
into it because the super-apostles have offered unfounded claims to superiority 
(10:10; 11:5–6; 12:11). He has been forced into it also because the Corinthians, 
who should be commending him, have not done so (12:11; cf. 5:12). He often 
brags about them (1:14; 7:4, 14; 8:7; 9:2–3), but they don’t return the favor. He 
is forced to commend himself because no one else will do so. This may seem 
a bit silly, and apparently that’s the whole point! Paul admits that he is a fool 
to talk this way (11:1, 16–19, 21, 23; 12:11). An obvious implication of such 
an admission is that the super-apostles are fools when they talk this way too. 
Apparently the super-apostles were big on commendation (3:1; 10:18; 11:13), 
comparing themselves to others to see who measured up (10:12; 11:12). They 
liked to call attention to their abilities and achievements in ways that Paul 
thought evaluated them “according to human standards” (11:18). By admitting 
to his own foolishness, Paul exposes theirs. With biting irony, he says (in effect), 
“I am nothing, but that doesn’t make me inferior to them” (see 12:11). The 
difference is that Paul is well aware that he is nothing (cf. 1 Cor. 3:7), whereas 
the super-apostles do not seem to have grasped the reality of their nothingness.

Finally, Paul turns the table on his opponents by suggesting a different contest: 
Instead of comparing strengths, why not compare weaknesses? After all, he rea-
sons, our inadequacies are what ultimately prove that it is God who is responsible 

Box 15.4

Plutarch on Self-Commendation
But those who are forced to speak in their own praise are made more endurable by another proce-

dure as well: not to lay claim to everything, but to unburden themselves, as it were, of honor, letting 

part of it rest with chance and part with God.

Plutarch, Moralia, vol. 7, trans. Philip H. De Lacy and Benedict Einarson, Loeb Classical Library (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University 
Press, 1959), §542E (On Praising Oneself Inoffensively 11).
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