Sharpening the Skill of Getting a Thick Skin #1

“Get Real!”

2 Corinthians 4:7-18

Throughout this year we have focused our Sunday morning messages on the theme, “Sharpening Our Spiritual Skills.” We have considered specific skills such as self-control, empathy, forgiveness, prayer, and meeting others’ needs. Some of those may have been anticipated, others may have not been.

My guess is that our next series would fall into the latter category, something not anticipated. In the month of August we will concentrate on developing a thick skin. You may question whether that is a spiritual skill that needs to be sharpened. I believe it is.

What do I mean by being “thick-skinned”? According to Webster’s Dictionary, the word can mean literally having a thick skin like an elephant or rhinoceros, or it can be used figuratively as one who is “impervious to criticism.”
 Of course, I had to then look up the word “impervious,” and that means “not capable of being affected or disturbed.” So the figurative meaning of thick-skinned is “not capable of being affected or disturbed by criticism.”
Some people need a thick skin figuratively. Part of being a leader is having thick skin. Chuck Swindoll observes,
Anyone who steps into the arena of leadership must be prepared to pay a price. True leadership exacts a heavy toll on the whole person—and the more effective the leadership, the higher the price! The leader must soon face the fact that he will be the target of critical darts. Unpleasant though it may sound, you haven’t really led until you have become familiar with the stinging barbs of the critic. Good leaders must have thick skin.

As leaders, sometimes confrontation is necessary and must be done. Other times, it’s good to have thick skin and strong shoulders to let some offenses run off. Solomon said, “A man’s wisdom gives him patience; it is to his glory to overlook an offense” (Proverbs 19:11).

Leaders aren’t the only ones who need a thick skin, though. Simply because you desire to live for Christ you will have people who once really enjoyed your company now talking about you behind your back, wondering if you’ve lost it. That is tough to take, but it’s to be expected, looking at life strictly from their pagan perspective.

Not everyone agrees with this idea. Hans Finzel, author of the book, Top Ten Ways to Be a Great Leader, suggests that, “developing a tough emotional hide is the worst thing you can possibly do.”
 

I understand where he’s coming from. Christians ought not to become hard, jaded, and cynical. We ought to remain sensitive and loving. Yet, as 1 Corinthians 13:5 indicates, love has a thick skin. The verse reads, love “is not easily angered, it keeps no record of wrongs.” In other words, genuine love isn’t fragile.
 It requires toughness.

All Christians need a thick skin and a tender heart. If you do, cutting comments from others won’t get to you. You won’t feel the need to “set the record straight.” Those maligning and ugly words kind of glance off, freeing you from an attack-back reaction.

So how do we do that? Al Siebert, in his book, The Survivor Personality, claims that emotional resilience comes from developing several attributes, one of which is: “Develop strong self-esteem. Self-esteem works like a thick skin or blanket of energy around you.”
 I believe the first step in sharpening the skill of developing a thick skin is to build a biblical self-image. In other words, get real! This morning we will be getting real about our inadequacy, our invincibility, and our identity, based on 2 Corinthians 4.

Getting Real about Our Inadequacy

We begin by getting real about our inadequacy. Paul writes in 2 Corinthians 4:7, “But we have this treasure in jars of clay to show that this all-surpassing power is from God and not from us.” Jars of clay—that’s his description of us. It’s not altogether complementary, but it indicates that we are very frail, weak and fragile creatures.
 

We might wonder, “Why?” God could have displayed His light through angelic beings, direct visions and dreams, or even through personal divine revelations to each individual. He could have, because God is bound by nothing but His own plans and promises. Yet God, for His own purposes, has decided to reveal the treasure through us. Us! Some days I wake up and wonder, “Why, God? Why us? Why me?” Considering our frailties, fallenness, and outright folly, it’s a fair question. Let’s face it: When Paul likens us to “earthen vessels,” in some ways he is being optimistic!
 As Tony Evans puts it, “On our best days we’re just dignified dirt.”

Yet there is a third part of the sentence: “We have this treasure in jars of clay to show that this all-surpassing power is from God and not from us.” In other words, God deliberately entrusted the gospel to weak and fragile human beings in order that it might be abundantly clear that the power is His and not ours.

We need to get real about our inadequacy. Jesus said in John 15:5, “Without Me you can do nothing.” Whenever we are tempted to think we are “all that,” we need to remind ourselves that we are human. On our best days we’re just “dignified dirt.”
Getting Real about Our Invincibility

Moving on, Paul is getting real about our invincibility in verses 8-15,

We are hard pressed on every side, but not crushed; perplexed, but not in despair; persecuted, but not abandoned; struck down, but not destroyed. We always carry around in our body the death of Jesus, so that the life of Jesus may also be revealed in our body. For we who are alive are always being given over to death for Jesus’ sake, so that his life may be revealed in our mortal body. So then, death is at work in us, but life is at work in you. It is written: “I believed; therefore I have spoken.” With that same spirit of faith we also believe and therefore speak, because we know that the one who raised the Lord Jesus from the dead will also raise us with Jesus and present us with you in his presence. All this is for your benefit, so that the grace that is reaching more and more people may cause thanksgiving to overflow to the glory of God.
At first glace this passage screams anything but “invincible.” I mean, hard pressed? Perplexed? Persecuted? Struck down? Hardly sounds invincible, right? We always carry around the death of Jesus? How does this speak about invincibility?

For starters, consider the contrasts. Hard pressed, yes, but not crushed. Perplexed, definitely, but not in despair. Persecuted, sure, but not abandoned. Struck down, okay, but not destroyed. Yes, we carry around the death of Christ, but the life of Christ is revealed in us. We may think it is the end, but it usually isn’t. In a quote usually attributed to Winston Churchill, “Success is not final; failure is not fatal. It is the courage to continue that counts.” I think we’re too ready to throw in the towel when we encounter adversity.

Furthermore, God will protect us. Years ago I read a quote from C. H. Spurgeon:

Are you a witness for the Lord, and are you just now in danger? Then remember that you are immortal till your work is done. If the Lord has more witness for you to bear, you will live to bear it. Who is he that can break the vessel which the Lord intends again to use?

Don’t forget that God is in control. When Satan went up against Job, God limited him—Satan could not take Job’s life, as much as I’m sure the Devil would have liked to! 

Now I’m not suggesting that God won’t give you more than you can handle. That is a popular saying but it is not biblically accurate. Earlier in this letter Paul wrote, “We were under great pressure, far beyond our ability to endure, so that we despaired even of life. Indeed, in our hearts we felt the sentence of death. But this happened that we might not rely on ourselves but on God, who raises the dead. He has delivered us from such a deadly peril, and he will deliver us. On him we have set our hope that he will continue to deliver us” (2 Cor. 1:8-10). John Bunyan wrote, “Hope has a thick skin and will endure many a blow.”

Getting Real about Our Identity

Finally we need to get real about our identity. Paul concludes in verses 16-18,

Therefore we do not lose heart. Though outwardly we are wasting away, yet inwardly we are being renewed day by day. For our light and momentary troubles are achieving for us an eternal glory that far outweighs them all. So we fix our eyes not on what is seen, but on what is unseen. For what is seen is temporary, but what is unseen is eternal.
Continuing the contrasts from above, Paul distinguishes the outward from the inward, the seen from the unseen, and the temporary from the eternal. We tend to focus on the obvious—the physical realm—and its limitations. But what is really important is the less obvious—the spiritual realm—which is eternal. We must acknowledge our inadequacies, but affirm that our identity is not based on them. 

What is the basis of my identity? I am a human being—body, soul, and spirit—created in the image and likeness of God. Yes, I am a sinner, but a sinner for whom Christ died. As a follower of Christ, I am an adopted child of God. That is reality! And nothing that can be said or done against me will change any of that reality.

At the beginning of this message I quoted one author who suggested, “Develop strong self-esteem. Self-esteem works like a thick skin or blanket of energy around you.” This is how we build a biblical self-esteem. What God thinks about us outweighs what others think about us…or even what we think about ourselves. 

I realize there is a fine line between confidence and arrogance. Paul says it best in 2 Corinthians 3:4-5, “Such confidence as this is ours through Christ before God. Not that we are competent in ourselves to claim anything for ourselves, but our competence comes from God.” This is the balance that understands, “I can do all things through Christ who strengthens me” (Php. 4:13) while acknowledging, “Without Christ I can do nothing” (John 15:5).
Let’s face it: We live in a tough world. As Christians we are going to face attacks from outsiders…and some insiders, too. Satan will try to convince us that we are too weak, too small, and too inadequate to matter. We need to get tough ourselves. As Ruth Graham, Billy Graham’s wife, stated, “Just pray for a thick skin and a tender heart.”
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