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“Power in Weakness”

2 Corinthians 12:1-10

In George Orwell’s book Animal Farm, the reigning pigs declare, “All animals are equal, but some animals are more equal than others.” This declares Orwell’s opinion of those in government who act as though they are better than others while proclaiming that everyone is equal. Of course, the idea of anyone being “more equal than others” makes no logical sense.

Similarly, we live in the age of the self-made person who is more than adequate. Not only do we want to appear as though we have our lives together, but we want it to appear that we have put our own lives together better than most. The word “adequate” originally comes from Latin meaning, “make level to” or “being equal to a requirement.” The common phrase “I’m equal to the task” would be a good way to put it. But the idea of more than adequate brings with it a touch of conceit, doesn’t it? “Not only can I do it, but I can do it better than most. I’m self-sufficient.” We dislike the thought that we might be unequal to any challenge…or that someone else might be more “equal” than we are! This kind of thinking tends toward competition, rivalry, and open conflict.

Throughout the book of 2 Corinthians we have been introduced to such characters posing as ministers for Christ. They promote themselves as “superstars” in the church having no weaknesses or issues. They remind me of a line I read this past week attributed to John Bright: “He is a self-made man and worships his creator.” 

The apostle Paul, on the other hand, made no such boasts. The imposters in Corinth took this meekness as weakness, his humility as an admission of inadequacy. For much of this second letter—and especially chapters 10-13—Paul is on the defensive. In chapter 11 Paul descends to the level of his opponents’ boasting…but instead of bragging about his abilities and accomplishments, he boasts about what many would consider failures, rejections, and weaknesses. In chapter 12 he brings this line of argument to a close, disclosing an amazing experience none of his opponents could match, followed by another liability that (quite literally) brings him back down to earth. While few (if any) of us can relate to this amazing experience, we can all relate to the difficulties of life, as well as what those difficulties force us to do.

Paul’s Heavenly Vision

We begin with Paul’s heavenly vision in verses 1-6,

I must go on boasting. Although there is nothing to be gained, I will go on to visions and revelations from the Lord. 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. And I know that this man—whether in the body or apart from the body I do not know, but God knows—was caught up to paradise. He heard inexpressible things, things that man is not permitted to tell. I will boast about a man like that, but I will not boast about myself, except about my weaknesses. 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.
Paul reiterates in verse one that he speaks of himself only because circumstances have compelled him to do so.
 He sees no benefit to be gained by bragging about himself, hence why do it? Yet, as he says in verse 11, “I have made a fool of myself, but you drove me to it.” 
Then he begins in verse 2, “I know a man in Christ…” It sounds at first as if Paul is talking about someone else, a Christian of his acquaintance who enjoyed a spectacular visionary experience almost a decade and a half previously. But it is soon clear that Paul is actually talking about himself.
 In verse 7 he switches to the first person and identifies himself as the recipient of the surpassing revelations.
 So why would he do this? Jewish rabbis were accustomed to speaking about themselves in the third person, and Paul seems to have adopted that humble approach as he unfolded this experience to his friends (and enemies) at Corinth.

This man in Christ—meaning Paul himself—was “caught up to the third heaven.” What does he mean by this? First, the niv “caught up” may more accurately be translated “seized” or “snatched.” The verb means to grasp something forcibly (“plunder,” “steal”) and suddenly (“snatch”). Luke uses it of the Spirit’s physically seizing Philip and transporting him to another geographical location (Acts 8:39–40); John uses this word describing Jesus’ ascension to heaven in Revelation 12:5; and Paul uses this term in 1 Thessalonians 4:17 regarding the rapture of the saints from the earth.

Here Paul was “snatched” from earth to “the third heaven.” What does this mean? Rabbinic Judaism and other religions taught of multiple heavens, often seven (as in the phrase “seventh heaven”), though some refer to five, seven, ten, or other numbers. In the intertestamental era, apocryphal books such as 2 Enoch and the Apocalypse of Moses speak of three heavens, and some of them relate the third heaven to paradise.

What does the Bible teach? Scripture understands three basic “levels” of the universe—the heavens (plural), the earth, and below the earth, as in Psalm 139:7-10 and Philippians 2:10. Further, the Bible views the heavens as threefold. The first heaven is the atmosphere. The second heaven is the place of the stars. And the third heaven is the where God dwells.
 This “third heaven” is where Paul was taken.
In verse 2 he mentions “the third heaven” while in verse 4 he refers to “paradise.” Are these two separate places? Is Paul referring to two separate experiences? The context indicates this is one instance, meaning the “third heaven” and “paradise” mean the same thing. The two places are identified with each other in the apocryphal Apocalypse of Moses, and sometimes also in the rabbinical literature.

What happened when Paul was snatched up to the third heaven? Paul does not say, except that in verse four he claims, “He heard inexpressible things, things that man is not permitted to tell.” Paul does not give details, not because they were unintelligible or because there was any deficiency in Paul, but because God had forbidden Paul to speak of them. They were given to Paul for his own personal benefit, not to pass on.

Apparently Paul’s opponents bragged about such visionary experiences, and in the minds of the Corinthians this proved their authenticity. So Paul feels compelled to match his rivals’ boasting or lose the church to those he thinks are deceitful workers and Satan’s henchmen.

Most people, had they been granted an experience like Paul’s where they had been raptured to heaven, would scarcely be able to contain themselves. They would write a bestseller—My Rapture: A Personal Account of My Trip to Heaven and Back. Seminars on “5 Steps to Your Own Rapture” would be sold out. The writer’s words would be accorded the status of divine revelation. Why, you could build an entire denomination on it and even fund a college—“Rapture U.”

But not Paul. He didn’t capitalize on his experience. No vying for speaking engagements or book contracts. No plans for a made-for-TV movie. No magazine articles, blogs, or websites. Paul’s visit to “the other side” stayed where it belonged—in his own heart and mind. He waited until circumstances required him to reveal it.

Verse 6 may confuse us. “Even if I should choose to boast,” he writes, “I would not be a fool, because I would be speaking the truth.” Although Paul is playing the fool, what he says is by no means foolish. And if he chose to boast in something other than his weaknesses, he would not be making a fool of himself (as the Corinthian intruders were). Why not? Because, unlike his rivals, who had an exaggerated opinion of themselves that had little or no foundation in reality, he would be speaking the truth.

Paul’s Hellish Villain

By contrast, in verses 7-9 we are introduced to Paul’s hellish villain,

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.”
The Lord knows how to balance our lives. If we have only blessings, we may become proud; so He permits us to have burdens as well. Paul’s great experience in heaven could have ruined his ministry on earth; so God, in His goodness, permitted Satan to torment Paul in order to keep him from pride.
 The goal is defined negatively: to keep him from becoming conceited. The Greek text is quite explicit. It was given “in order to” prevent an arrogant attitude from developing from Paul’s extraordinary experience.

Commentators have speculated without end on what the “thorn” represents because Paul gave no specific details. Some have suggested that it represented spiritual temptations—the urge for Paul to doubt and waver in his faith when things got hard. Others suggest the thorn refers to suffering and persecutions. Still others have guessed some kind of physical handicap, disfigurement, or disease: perhaps a speech impediment, poor eyesight, a hunchback, epilepsy, malarial fevers, or even migraines. Though we cannot be dogmatic, it may very well be that Paul suffered from failing eyesight. In light of his statement in Galatians 4:15—“if possible, you would have plucked out your eyes and given them to me”—many conclude that Paul suffered from some affliction of his eyes. Poor eyesight may also explain the reason Paul pointed out the “large letters” he used to write with his own hand.
 What seems clear, however, is that Paul’s thorn in the flesh, whatever it was, came to him after his “surpassingly great revelations,” and in consequence of them. In other words, it was not a birth defect or an impediment of character that had afflicted him long before the time he enjoyed being caught up to the third heaven.
 Whatever the reality, the fact was that Paul’s thorn was debilitating and, likely, humiliating. Actually, the thorn’s anonymity has proven a good thing, because it allows a broad application to the afflictions that God ordains for his children.

Hope of a conclusive identification is dim and also unnecessary. Interpretive profit is found in the purpose of the illness, not its identity. And about this purpose there is no doubt: Paul states it twice.
 The tense of the verb indicates that this pain was either constant or recurring.
 The present tense suggests frequent bouts. Paul’s stake was not an isolated episode. It repeatedly came back to plague him—like the school bully who waits each day for his victim to round the corner.

The thorn kept Paul from exalting himself. Not only was self-exaltation a trait of Satan’s messengers (11:20), but it was also a trait of the man of lawlessness, the Antichrist (2 Thess. 2:3, the only other New Testament use of the Greek word for exaltation). The thorn was for the flesh, rather than in the flesh. If Paul’s point had been to locate the thorn, he would have normally used the Greek preposition for “in.” His intent, however, was to discuss the thorn’s purpose. This supports the context of controlling Paul’s fleshly tendencies to boast. In this view, “flesh” means Paul’s old nature, not his physical body.

Because Paul had just called the false apostles messengers of Satan, some have concluded that his thorn was the continual distress caused by his many enemies.
 Lest there be any doubt, the purpose of this “gift” is to keep Paul from becoming conceited. Satan would certainly not be interested in that goal. His interests would be much better served if Paul were to become insufferably arrogant. The stated purpose of this gift must therefore be God’s: although the thorn is a messenger from Satan, it was nonetheless simultaneously given to Paul by God himself, whose purpose in giving it was beneficent: to keep Paul from becoming conceited.

The reply Paul received was undoubtedly not the one he was hoping for: He said to me, “My grace is sufficient for you.” The tense is perfect, denoting finality. What God said to Paul was not subject to change or revision. The first thing to observe is that Paul’s request was not granted. The thorn was not taken away. Instead he was provided the grace to bear it.

In certain circles within evangelicalism today, there is a belief that it is God’s will that everyone should be healthy and happy and that if healing does not occur in answer to prayer it is because a person lacks faith. This thinking clearly runs contrary to Paul’s experience. Without a doubt Paul had great faith, but his request for the removal of the stake was not answered. This is not to say that he didn’t receive an answer. He most assuredly did—My grace is sufficient for you. But it is not the answer the mindset focused on self and what God can do for me wants to hear. Yet hear we must, lest our witness to the world lack credibility and theological soundness.

God did not give Paul any explanations; instead, He gave him a promise: “My grace is sufficient for thee.” We do not live on explanations; we live on promises. Our feelings change, but God’s promises never change. Promises generate faith, and faith strengthens hope.

Grace is all of God’s saving presence in Christ through the Spirit, the comfort “in” suffering (1:5), and the fullness of promise (1:20). God’s grace is present with all His gifts, even the painful ones.
 It is God’s provision for our every need when we need it.
 The grace of God is not only for the beginning of the Christian life; it is for the beginning, the middle and the end.

God’s grace is sufficient because his power is made perfect in weakness (v. 9). There is a good reason for this. Where human strength abounds, the effects of divine power may be overlooked. But where human strength fails, the power is clearly seen to be God’s. Dynamis (“power”) denotes the inherent capacity of someone to carry out something. The dynamis in question is identified at the end of verse 9 as “the power of Christ.”

Paul’s Humble Viewpoint

We conclude with Paul’s humble viewpoint in verses 9-10,

Therefore I will boast all the more gladly about my weaknesses, so that Christ’s power may rest on me. 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.
I like the way J. B. Phillips renders this verse,

Therefore, I have cheerfully made up my mind to be proud of my weaknesses, because they mean a deeper experience of the power of Christ. I can even enjoy weaknesses, suffering, privations, persecutions and difficulties for Christ’s sake. For my very weakness makes me strong in him.
But God does not give us His grace simply that we might “endure” our sufferings. Even unconverted people can manifest great endurance. God’s grace should enable us to rise above our circumstances and feelings and cause our afflictions to work for us in accomplishing positive good. God wants to build our character so that we are more like our Saviour. God’s grace enabled Paul not only to accept his afflictions, but to glory in them. His suffering was not a tyrant that controlled him, but a servant that worked for him.
 Paul’s utter weakness was the platform for resurrection power.

This reminds me of Philippians 3:10-11,

I want to know Christ and the power of his resurrection and the fellowship of sharing in his sufferings, becoming like him in his death, and so, somehow, to attain to the resurrection from the dead.
Usually the emphasis in verse 10 is “the power of his resurrection,” but notice the connection with “the fellowship of sharing in his sufferings.” This sounds a lot like the theme “power in weakness.” This is a recurring theme in 2 Corinthians, in the letters of Paul, and in the Bible overall.

The world looks for power, for those who are more than adequate. The problem with those kind of folks is that they rarely need God, and thus miss out on His grace.

It was George Matheson of an earlier generation who wrote,

My God, I have never thanked Thee for my thorns. I have thanked Thee a thousand times for my roses, but not once for my thorns. I have been looking forward to a world where I shall get compensation for my cross: but I have never thought of my cross as itself a present glory. Teach me the glory of my cross: teach me the value of my thorn. Shew me that I have climbed to Thee by the path of pain. Shew me that my tears have made my rainbow.
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