FEELING INADEQUATE
2 Corinthians 12:7-10

Before looking at our reading for today | just wémtake a brief look
at the background to that reading. Throughout @held of Paul’'s
second letter to the Corinthians Paul has beemtaloout his unique
qualifications as an Apostle and as an evangeistgaspel teacher.
To use his own words he’s been boasting. Welhqes | could
boast, | could tell you what a great preacher | laumwhen | think of
people like John Stott | realise I'm just a verdioary preacher. Paul
certainly had far more reason to boast than | dbabthe beginning
of Chapter 12, he qualifies what he’s been saynijlee talks about
his special revelation from Christ and says thdt bely boast about
that, but not about himself — he’ll only talk oslweaknesses. Let's
hear it in Paul's own words from the first six vesof Chapter 12:

“l must go on boasting. Although there is nothiagpe gained, | will
go on to visions and revelations from the Lordndw a man in
Christ who fourteen years ago was caught up tehing heaven.
Whether it was in the body or out of the body Inidd know—God
knows. And | know that this man—whether in the bodwapart from
the body | do not know, but God knows— was caughtiouparadise.
He heard inexpressible things, things that mamigpermitted to tell.
| will boast about a man like that, but | will nobast about myself,
except about my weaknesses. Even if | should chimolseast, |
would not be a fool, because | would be speakiegrih. But |
refrain, so no-one will think more of me than isrveated by what |
do or say.” (2 Corinthians 12:1-6 NIV)

Now, having looked at the background, let’s turotm reading for
today and as we study this together, the relevarses will be
displayed on the screen, or you can find the massage on page
[***] of the church Bibles.

Paul speaks of a “thorn in the flesh” which wasegi¥o him on
account of the great revelations given to him byi€th Look at verse
7



“To keep me from becoming conceited because oktteagassingly
great revelations, there was given me a thorn irflegh, a messenger
of Satan, to torment me.” (verse 7)

Paul's saying that he’s being tormented by a “thmrsharp pointed
stake in the flesh” on account of the revelatiorsjust read about in
verses 1-6. Well, this phrase “thorn in the fleeh% given
theologians almost as much trouble as the iniffataon gave to

Paul. Paul never tells us what this thorn in tesif was, but there are
five major theories about it:

It was an illness or physical malady;

It was demonic attack;

It was his human opponents;

It was sinful desires he experienced; or

It was a parody to mock those who were opposingihim
Corinth.
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Whatever it was it was certainly fairly serious &ese, as we shall
see, Paul pleaded with God on several occasiotakéat away from
him. Let’s look at various theories in reverseasrd! think we can
dismiss the fifth theory of parody immediatelyjust doesn’t fit in
with what the scripture says — it's stretching gsnoo far. | think we
can also dismiss the fourth theory of sinful desfearly quickly. It
seems to derive more from the Latin Vulgate trarmteof “thorn in
the flesh” asstimulus carnis rather than from anything in the original
Greek text. The third theory of human opposit®slightly more
difficult to eliminate. Pauils writing about opponents — the “Super
Apostles” mentioned in verse 11 — but this doesedm to fit well
with them being a source of weakness — as veraesd 90 tell us the
thorn in the flesh was. | don’t think this is st likely answer.

Turning now to the second theory, demonic attacsdieem to fit
quite well. Paul himself says in our verse 7 thatthorn in the flesh
was a “messenger of Satan”. In the Greek the Warthessenger is
anaggelos or angel and the word translated “torment” cousa doe
rendered “buffet” or “beat” as with a fist. Additially the Greek
translated “take it away from me” in verse 8 regsia personal object



— a him — again consistent with the idea of demattack. So this
theory is plausible.

The first theory of illness or physical malady relpably the most
widely accepted. The idea of “thorn in the fle§ks with the
physical body. Also thereakness of verses 9 and 10 and the iliness
suffered by Paul which he writes of in his letiethe Galatians
(Galatians 4:13) are both translations of the Grgefd asthenia.
Many widely different illnesses from epilepsy tolaréa have been
proposed, but, if the thorn in the flesh was aresls, scripture gives
us no further clues. Certainly the affliction appeto have gripped
Paul from time to time — which fits with either Egmsy or malaria —
because verse 9 tells us that Paul prayed foem®val upon several
different occasions.

My own conclusion is to combine the first and settreories and
take the view that Paul’s thorn in the flesh wagllaess which
afflicted Paul periodically and that this illnesasva result of demonic
attack designed to make his ministry less effective

As we've said Paul prayed to Christ several tinoesélief, look at
verse 8:

“Three times | pleaded with the Lord to take it gvilamm me.” (verse
8)

The “three times” parallels Christ's prayers fdrakin the Garden of
Gethsemane and it might well be a symbol for regmband persistent
prayer, but Christ answered Paul’s prayers witesaunding NO —
look at verse 9:

“But he said to me, "My grace is sufficient for ydar my power is
made perfect in weakness." Therefore | will bodigha more gladly
about my weaknesses, so that Christ’s power mayresie.” (verse
9)

Although this answer is superficially negativethat Paul doesn’t get
what he’s asking for — it's also wonderfully posdi Christ is telling
Paul that his grace is sufficient to deal with pneblem. Christ’'s
grace is still sufficient for us today no mattemhdire our



circumstances may be. There is no circumstanefflaition which
cannot be overcome through God’s grace. Furtherrmaul is telling
us that Christ’'s power is brought forth, is peréetin human
weakness

This verse 9 is probably the most important vefdeaul’'s second
letter to the Corinthians. The idea of Christ’sveo being manifested
in human weakness is a theme of this letter whaelthes its clearest
expression here. Christ’s death and resurredfiemte reproduced in
the lives of his people. God’s power through Gleiweakness in
death by crucifixion is brought forth in the “crucifixid’ of Paul’'s
inflated pride, by means of the thorn in the fle§od'’s power, which
caused Christ to be alive in resurrection — ancebets with him — is
brought forth in the power of Christ experiencedna patience,
endurance, meekness, and gentleness of ChrisCHsist's reply to
Paul’s prayer for the removal of the thorn or stakkis flesh is given
to Paul in terms of the very gospel of the deathrasurrection of
Christ that Paul and the other apostles proclain@ukist’'s answer is
clear and Paul has told us what he said.

The stake or thorn in the flesh remains, and Pentinues to be
afflicted or buffeted. But, the Lord’s repf§ands: his graceas
sufficient, his powers being made perfect in the unremoved
“weakness” of the stake or thorn.

This is God’s basic way of operating in the world:

“But God chose the foolish things of the world tkame the wise;
God chose the weak things of the world to shametiloemg. He chose
the lowly things of this world and the despisedgfs—and the things
that are not—to nullify the things that are, sa th@one may boast
before him.” (1 Corinthians 1:27-29 NIV)

The “Grace” of verse 9 means that “merciful kindstashich is
characteristic of God — and of Christ particulaflyn regard to
Christ’s humbling and impoverishment of himself foe sake of the
exalting and enrichment in salvation of his peoeit, God’s grace
isn’t for our salvation alone. There is a clossoasation between



“grace” and “power,” here. The grace that Chrispthys toward his
people is expressed in, and is inseparable fraspdiver. To be
shown the one is to be given the other. But thisqr is “perfected,”
or becomes a reality, \weakness, of which the thorn or stake “given”
to Paul is a concrete example.

Here we need to be very clear that this affliciaul experienced
wasn’t in any way because he was leading a siiiéul This wasn’t a
punishment from God. God allowed Satan to affiatl because
God knew that he could bring good out of this efftin. Equally
when we’'re afflicted, we shouldn’t see the afflictias a punishment
for our sins — real and serious as these sinsJagus was very clear
about this when he taught about those killed inféfieof the Tower
of Siloam (Luke 13:4-5).

I’'m sure that when Paul prayed he was thinking abweionset of the
stake or thorn and | believe this prompted himefitect on the
weakness and powerlessness of Christ in crucifigiwhthe power of
Christ in resurrection. This is how Christ spo&d”twul, the Lord told
Paul that his resurrection power in this age i$gqoéed in weakness,
that is, in the weakness of the stake or thornithaot taken away.

These words continue to be relevant for us allyodaatever
experiences and circumstances of life afflict wsevaen render us
apparently powerless. Whether our afflictions podierlessness are
bodily, relational, financial, or structural, wencaray for their
removal — just as Paul did. But, if they are mshoved, then we
must call out to the Lord, whereupon the graceluist is shown and
the power of Christ rests on us. The words of thellspoken to Paul
nearly 2,000 years ago, are universally applicahky’re for all of us
at all times. Yet they don't call for resignatiavhich is passive and
impersonal, but for acceptance, which is active @petlient to the
Lord. The same Lord who, in response to our prag@ntinues to
say, “My grace is sufficient for you, for my powisrmade perfect in
weakness.” Paul finishes verse 9 by saying thddaets in his
weaknesses so that Christ’s power may rest on him.



Paul goes on to say that he delights in weaknedfartship because
in and through these he is made strong in the pofveur Lord —

look at verse 10:

“That is why, for Christ’s sake, | delight in weagses, in insults, in
hardships, in persecutions, in difficulties. ForemnH am weak, then |
am strong.” (verse 10)

Paul concludes verse 10 with an original thougl# memorable form
— more technically called an aphorism: “When | apaly, then | am
strong.” This paradox is only resolved throughplgver of Christ.
Paul knows that his suffering follows the preceddrnChrist’s
suffering. Weakness (such as the unremoved statkeimn) creates
the human context of helplessness and utter vibiligyan and
through which — when we come in prayer and repe&atanChrist is
enabled to give his grace and resurrected powietone who calls
out to him. The fragile clay vessel which Paul kassl that he is and
that we are (2 Corinthians 4:7) is held togetheth@®ypower of God.

Paul’'s ministry wasn’t in fact hampered by the stakthorn. The
weakness which this caused in Paul enabled Chpetiger to be
released in and through Paul and that actually rh&lministry more
effective. May this be our own motto in our Chiastservice “When
| am weak then | am strong.” The success of omistty and
Christian service won't be determined by our owerggths or
abilities, but by Christ’s power working in andakigh us. God can
use our feeble words and our puny efforts in thetmamnderful way.

So let’s just briefly sum up what we've learnt tmerning. We see
that when we’re afflicted and buffeted by diffiaak and problems in
our lives we can and should turn to Christ in pralJT we need to
accept that Christ may not give us precisely treans to prayer that
we’re looking for, he may not remove our probleriisiere may not
be any miraculous fix. When that happens we havean on
Christ’s resurrection power and strength to makstusg as we are
troubled and afflicted, always remembering thosedsdrom verse 9
— “My grace is sufficient for you, for my powernsade perfect in
weakness”. God’s grace isn't just the unmeritedta that saves us
from our sins, but also a force that sustains t@utfhout our lives.



Let’s just close with a few words of prayer. Fathe sure that
many of us here this morning are suffering fronulries and
afflictions. Help us to turn to you in prayer aptirg that you may
decide not to take away those troubles and affingtiand, when you
do decide not to remove them, we pray that youseifid down your
grace and power so that we may stand not in ourstmemgth but in
your all sufficient resurrection power. Amen



