       POWERFULLY WEAK ‑ 2 COR. 12:7‑10

                      Biblical Paradoxy #6

What joy entered the household as the little, baby girl was born.  She was a precious, tiny gift that God had given, and she was immediately received by the parents with thankful joy.  They named her Frances Jane.  What high hopes and dreams they had for this healthy young baby girl that God had given to them.  

But then, just 6 weeks later, an event happened which would change the entire course of the child's and parents' lives.  A well‑intentioned but sadly mistaken friend put a wrong poultice on the eyes of the infant.  In a tragic evening, the child's eyes were blinded for life.  Never would she see the beauties of the world around her.

     We would think that such an event would ruin the child's entire life.  But a remarkable blessing began to emerge out of this event as the child grew.  Unable to see and participate in the active games with other children, this young girl, at an early age, began to develop an inner ability that she had.  She began to  write beautiful poetry.  Later in life, as she had grown in her relationship with the Lord, she found her mission in life‑ writing songs for God's people to sing in church.  Before she died at the age of 95, the hymn writer that we know as Fanny Crosby had composed more than 8,000 hymns and songs.  We have 14 of them in our hymn book alone.  To God be the Glory, great things he hath done; Praise Him, Praise Him; Tell me the story of Jesus; Redeemed, How I love to proclaim it; Blessed Assurance, Jesus is Mine; All the Way My Savior Leads Me; I am thine, O Lord; Jesus, keep me near the cross; A wonderful Savior is Jesus my Lord; Rescue the Perishing; Will Jesus find us Watching?, He Hideth My Soul in the cleft of the Rock‑ just to name a few.  

     Late in her life, Fanny Crosby would call herself "the happiest creature in all the land" and would say that she likely would have never been able to compose all of her songs had that seemingly tragic accident not occurred early in her life.  

     Fanny Crosby is one of innumerable examples that could be given where great blessing came out of a seeming tragedy in life‑ where great strength came out of human weakness.  It should not surprise us that this is the case, for the Apostle Paul gave this very principle to us.  He said of himself‑ when I am weak, then I am strong.  We would like to look at this apparently paradoxical statement this morning as we turn to 2 Cor. 12.

     Throughout these summer Sunday mornings, we have been looking at Biblical Paradoxy‑ statements that the Bible gives that appear to be contradictory to us.  *You save your life by losing it.  You sure don't hear that message promoted, but that is exactly what Christ told his disciples.

*The first shall be last and the last first.  Greatness in the kingdom of God is measured in service to others ‑ World says greatness is found by being served by others;  God says it is found in serving others

*Foolishness brings wisdom‑ 1 Cor. 3:18.  What the world considers great wisdom is foolishness in God's sight.

*Paul said he was dwelling below while he was seated above.  All the time he was active in service for the Lord here on this earth, his true citizenship was in heaven above.  
*Last time we looked at Joyful Trials.  James encourages us to be joyful in the midst of our trials for great blessing can come from trials.

*Now today, we want to look at this matter of powerful weakness for the Scriptures teach us that when we think we are strong in the flesh, then we are really weak in God's eyes.  But when we  become weak in our own natural strength, then we are really strong in his eyes.

READ 2 Cor. 12:2‑10:
2 I know a man in Christ who fourteen years ago was caught up to the third heaven. Whether it was in the body or out of the body I do not know--God knows. 3 And I know that this man--whether in the body or apart from the body I do not know, but God knows-- 4 was caught up to paradise. He heard inexpressible things, things that man is not permitted to tell. 5 I will boast about a man like that, but I will not boast about myself, except about my weaknesses. 6 Even if I should choose to boast, I would not be a fool, because I would be speaking the truth. But I refrain, so no one will think more of me than is warranted by what I do or say.

    2CO 12:7 To keep me from becoming conceited because of these surpassingly great revelations, there was given me a thorn in my flesh, a messenger of Satan, to torment me. 8 Three times I pleaded with the Lord to take it away from me. 9 But he said to me, "My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness." Therefore I will boast all the more gladly about my weaknesses, so that Christ's power may rest on me. 10 That is why, for Christ's sake, I delight in weaknesses, in insults, in hardships, in persecutions, in difficulties. For when I am weak, then I am strong.

     Now this passage begins with Paul continuing to defend his apostolic position and authority to the Corinthian people‑ this defense started in chapter 11.  The church at Corinth contained many carnal, worldly people.  Paul's 2 epistles to the church at Corinth addressed more problems than any of his other epistles to other churches.  Many of these people were so worldly in their thinking that Paul felt it necessary to defend himself and his message just like someone else in the world might, for they weren't demonstrating the spiritual insights necessary to see that he was really a messenger from God.  So Paul told of all of his sufferings for the Lord which authenticated the reality of his calling in chapter 11.

     Now Paul goes on in the beginning verses of chapter 12 to speak of a unique experience that he was privileged to have.  Even though he speaks of "a man" who was caught up to the 3rd heaven, we can see from the context that it was Paul himself who had this experience.  Most commentators feel that this happened to Paul outside the city limits of Lystra, and this would roughly fit in with the chronology of Paul's life, 14 years ago as Paul says in verse 2.  It is recorded in Acts 14 about this time that Paul was stoned by the citizens of Lystra and left only when they were convinced that he was dead.  But after the disciples came and gathered around him, Paul's breath revived and he got up and actually went back into the city again (Acts 14:19,20).  It is obvious that some kind of miracle occurred at this time, and many feel that Paul did actually die at that time‑ certainly the citizens of Lystra were convinced that he did‑ and that he was raised back to life by the Lord for the continuation of his ministry.  

     Well, whenever the specific time was, Paul speaks of the incredible privilege he had of visiting paradise.  While there, he says, he saw things that were impossible to recount in human terms.  Now this experience was really something that he could boast about‑ how many people do you know who have been given the privilege by God to take a vacation up into heaven and look around for a while?  If someone had such an experience today, don't you think that he could make a living from it on the lecture tour and fill auditorium after auditorium night after night?  

     So Paul says that this experience gave a tremendous temptation to him to be proud, boastful‑ I am a very privileged man in God's sight.  God has allowed me honors that he just doesn't allow other, ordinary men.  To counteract this tendency towards pride, God gave Paul a second privilege.  God allowed a messenger from Satan to give him a thorn in the flesh‑ something that was not wanted by Paul and something that Paul at first thought was a great detriment to his life and ministry.  Now the exact nature of Paul's thorn in the flesh is not specifically given.  There have been many guesses made as you can imagine:

*some early middle age commentators‑ especially true of monks‑ felt that this thorn in the flesh was not physical but spiritual in nature‑ thorn for the flesh to keep the flesh in line.  Many advocated that Paul was plagued by lustful thoughts, that this was his thorn for the flesh.

*Chrysostom, the famous early pastor of Constantinople felt that this  messenger of Satan was Alexander the Coppersmith‑ the adversary that Paul speaks of in 2 Tim. 4 who mistreated him.  Some today continue to feel that this thorn in the flesh was some person who opposed Paul in his ministry.
*The generally accepted interpretation since the protestant reformation was that this thorn in the flesh was some sort of physical problem‑ perhaps a digestive problem, perhaps a speech defect for Paul makes mention of his not being eloquent in speech, perhaps an eyesight problem stemming back to the bright light that he experienced on the road to Damascus (cp. end of Galatians).

*And we could go on and on giving suggestions of what this thorn in the flesh could have been for there are almost as many theories concerning this thorn in the flesh as commentators.  But perhaps this is exactly the reason why God did not direct Paul to reveal the exact nature of this thorn in the flesh for it can now represent every type of malady, spiritual or emotional or physical, that is known to man.

     But whatever the nature of the thorn in the flesh, we do know from Paul's testimony that God allowed this messenger of Satan to torment Paul so that Paul might learn a great truth.  That truth Paul is summed up in the last words of verse 10‑ "For when I am weak, then I am strong".  An apparent contradiction.  How can a person be strong when he is weak?  But in the context, we see the answer to that apparent contradiction.  The weakness that Paul is speaking of here is fleshly weakness, being weak in the strength of the flesh.  He has just been speaking of all of the good things that he had done that gave him reason to boast to these Corinthian believers.  God has created us with the ability to do good things, to make good resolutions, to try our best to do what is right.  And it is right and proper that we should try to do what is right‑ this is pleasing to God.  But we go a step beyond resolving to do what is right in our own strength when we realize that the best that we can do in our own strength is still weakness compared with what God would like to do through us by His strength.  For the strength that Paul is speaking about in the context is the strength that comes from the grace and power of God.  So when we abandon ourselves to the Lord, when we give ourselves wholly over to him for his control, in that state of weakness of the flesh, God is then able to come into our lives with his grace and power so that we become strong spiritually.  When I am weak, then I am strong.

     Now I would like for you to notice with me 4 results that Paul gives here in this passage‑ 4 results that occur in our lives when we give ourselves over wholly to the Lord, when we choose the position of being weak in the flesh so that God’s strength can flow in and through our lives.

     1.  First, we see the result of humility in verse 7.  READ 12:7

2CO 12:7 To keep me from becoming conceited because of these surpassingly great revelations, there was given me a thorn in my flesh, a messenger of Satan, to torment me.
     There are many reasons for suffering given in the Scriptures.  That's why we have so much trouble understanding the nature of suffering as human beings‑ because it is such a complex issue.  Just as doctors have had such a difficult time in isolating a cure for cancer for there are so many different possible causes for it‑ diet, stress, environmental pollution, etc., so it is difficult for us to fully understand the nature of suffering for there are many causes for it.  Some suffering is punitive in nature, some is instructive in nature, some is for  refinement of character as we saw last week, some is purely for the purpose of bringing glory to God, some is corrective, and on we could go‑ each reason has Biblical support.  But here is yet another reason for suffering that is brought to our attention by the Apostle Paul.  Paul's suffering here was preventative.  Paul's thorn in the flesh was designed in part to keep him from having spiritual pride based upon the thrilling visions of his earlier experience.  God knew that the great privileges granted to Paul could have become his greatest downfall, so he gave to him a continuous reminder of the weakness of his flesh to keep him from becoming conceited.

     One of the great benefits of continuously choosing to not rely upon the strength of our own flesh but rather choosing to rest in the power of God is our continuously being reminded of the weakness of our flesh‑ and this brings a proper kind of humility into our lives.  How easy it is to begin to live under the delusion that we can handle life's situations in our own strength, by our own wisdom.  It is so easy because it is natural to us.  But when we live our lives relying upon our own resources, something begins to happen to us‑ very subtly at first, but then it often becomes quite open in our lives.  We being to take great satisfaction in the good job that we are doing in running our lives, and we can become filled with pride.  Pride hinders the remainder of these blessings that Paul gives to us for the Bible says that God resists the proud, but he gives grace to the humble.

     2.  The second result in Paul's life was prayer.  READ 12:8

8 Three times I pleaded with the Lord to take it away from me.
The wording that Paul used indicates that he was not speaking of casual requests that he gave to the Lord as he was dozing off into sleep.  No, Paul uses the term parakaleo coming from 2 greek terms kaleo‑to call and para‑ alongside.  It literally indicates someone calling  someone else alongside to help him out.  Paul was pleading with God to come alongside of him and help him, to deliver him from this thorn in the flesh.  On 3 specific occasions Paul pleaded with God.  I am sure that these times were  times of extended fasting and prayer and waiting upon the Lord.  

     Now God answered Paul's prayer‑ God always answers prayer.  But the answer was not to heal Paul, but it was rather to give Paul grace to endure his affliction.  But it is important that we note that Paul's weakness of the flesh drove him to pray more fervently‑ and that was a good result.  As someone has said, Any situation is good for us if it causes us to pray more.  

      By the way, there is something that I just need to mention here in passing before we move on.  This passage of Scripture rebukes many false teachers who are promoting a prosperity type of theology in our world today.  There are some who are saying that any sickness in a person's life indicates that they are out of the will of God.  If a person only had enough faith, he would be totally well, all of the time.  Now God can heal our sicknesses, and we certainly should go to him in faith, as Paul did here, and pray for his healing hand to be upon us.  But here we have the example of a man of God who had healed countless other people, who had cast out demons, who had even raised the dead back to life.  Yet this man was unable to heal himself for this physical infirmity was clearly in the will of God.  Paul's weakness here was not a lack of faith; it was rather a purpose of  God.

     And here we find one of the great purposes of prayer illustrated for us.  So often we think that prayer is the vehicle by which we change God's mind into giving us what we desire to have.  That is not the Biblical purpose of prayer.  Biblical prayer is usually the process whereby God makes known his will to us and changes our minds so that we begin to think like he is thinking.  Through prayer, we are drawn closer to Him and we begin to see his purposes.  

     That's what happened here to Paul.  He was driven to prayer out of the weakness of his flesh.  He was motivated to pray fervently desiring to get rid of this thorn that was plaguing him.  But it was through the process of prayer that God made his will known to Paul so that Paul ends up saying in verse 9‑ Therefore I will boast all the more gladly about my weaknesses.  Paul's attitude was so changed as he saw God's purposes in this thorn that he came to the place where he not only was willing to tolerate it‑ he gladly accepted it.

     3.  Realizing that weakness of the flesh brings humility into our lives, which leads us to realize our dependency upon God and go to him in prayer, now leads to a 3rd wonderful result.  God's grace begins to pour into our lives.  As James says, God opposes the proud, but gives grace to the humble (James 4:6).

READ 12:9a

9 But he said to me, "My grace is sufficient for you . . ."
     Now I want to avoid a problem that we often have with God's gift of grace.  So often we think of God's grace as something that God dispenses to us like soup from a large kettle.

*illust:  dispensing soup to all the people from one large kettle

          God sitting in heaven with his large bucket of grace  

We get this misconception from the limitation of language‑ God gives grace to the humble‑ but this is really not the picture given in the Bible.  God's grace is not something out there that he dispenses to us; but God's grace rather is the result that occurs in our lives when a greater realization of the very presence of God is there.  You see, God has offered himself to us.  As we recognize our own weaknesses, and rely upon his strength, this gives God the opportunity to become more and more active in our life and He as Jehovah then begins to meet every one of our needs.

     Do you remember Paul's pleading with God to remove the thorn in the flesh from his life?  What was the Greek word used‑ parakaleo‑ to call alongside to help.  Paul was crying out for someone or something to come alongside of him to give him some help.  If that word sounded somewhat familiar to you, it is because that is the very same word, only in the noun form, which was used by Jesus Christ in John 14‑16 when he promised to sent another comforter, the 3rd person of the trinity, the Holy Spirit of God, to indwell each of his believers.  Paul prayed for someone to come alongside and help him, and God answered that prayer in the paraklete, the Holy Spirit who then was released in a new way in Paul's life to give encouragement and comfort and strength to him.  

      4.  And this brings us in conclusion to the 4th result.  As Paul was aware of the weakness of his flesh, this brought a humility into his life which then lead him to the Lord in prayer.  In response to his prayer,  God gave his grace to Paul in the person of the Holy Spirit who began to do some wonderful things in Paul's life, and the result of the Spirit's working was new strength and power in Paul's life.  

READ 12:9, 10:
9 But he said to me, "My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness."  Therefore I will boast all the more gladly about my weaknesses, so that Christ's power may rest on me. 10 That is why, for Christ's sake, I delight in weaknesses, in insults, in hardships, in persecutions, in difficulties. For when I am weak, then I am strong.

     As Paul saw the blessing of God's power in his life, he came to the place where he was happy for the thorn in the flesh, for Paul realized that even though the thorn in the flesh was brought by the messenger of Satan‑ through Paul's proper response, God had turned that which could have been destructive and demoralizing to Paul's morale into that which brought great joy and blessing and power into his life.

*I am reminded of the story of the young boy who was struggling to put together a model car.  It was really beyond his capacities at his age, so it was giving to him great frustration.  Finally in exasperation he through down the model and said "I have tried everything and I still can't get this model together"

     His father who had been sitting quietly observing the whole scene, interrupted him.  "No, son, you haven't tried everything yet.  You haven't asked me to help you out."

     The son realizing his error, asked dad to help, and soon the model car was all put together.

     God is like that father.  The father did not impose himself upon his child.  The boy had to come to his own conclusion that he couldn't do it.  Then the son was in the place where he could get the father's help.  So it is with God.  Every single believer is indwelt by the Holy Spirit of God, and so often in life it is as if the Holy Spirit were sitting there in our lives watching us struggle away in the weakness of the flesh.  When we come to the place where we admit our own weakness, when we turn to God in prayer and ask for his help, then the Holy Spirit, the one who has been given to us to be by our side to help, begins to work in our life, and the result is divine grace and power.  
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