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Text 

What anyone else dares to boast about--I am speaking as a fool--I also dare to boast about. 22 Are they 

Hebrews? So am I. Are they Israelites? So am I. Are they Abraham's descendants? So am I. 23 Are they 

servants of Christ? (I am out of my mind to talk like this.) I am more. I have worked much harder, been in 

prison more frequently, been flogged more severely, and been exposed to death again and again. 24 Five 

times I received from the Jews the forty lashes minus one. 25 Three times I was beaten with rods, once I 

was stoned, three times I was shipwrecked, I spent a night and a day in the open sea, 26 I have been 

constantly on the move. I have been in danger from rivers, in danger from bandits, in danger from my own 

countrymen, in danger from Gentiles; in danger in the city, in danger in the country, in danger at sea; and 

in danger from false brothers. 27 I have labored and toiled and have often gone without sleep; I have 

known hunger and thirst and have often gone without food; I have been cold and naked. 28 Besides 

everything else, I face daily the pressure of my concern for all the churches. 29 Who is weak, and I do not 

feel weak? Who is led into sin, and I do not inwardly burn? 

 

    2CO 11:30 If I must boast, I will boast of the things that show my weakness. 31 The God and Father of 

the Lord Jesus, who is to be praised forever, knows that I am not lying. 32 In Damascus the governor under 

King Aretas had the city of the Damascenes guarded in order to arrest me. 33 But I was lowered in a 

basket from a window in the wall and slipped through his hands. 

 

2CO 12:1 I must go on boasting. Although there is nothing to be gained, I will go on to visions and 

revelations from the Lord. 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 
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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. 

 

Introduction 
In less than four days, the year 2008 will be history.  A brand new year awaits us 

just around the corner.  I’m sure many of you are excited about it.  My favorite time of 

the year used to be the stretch between Christmas and the New Year.  I remember when I 

was a kid I used to eagerly wait for this time of the year.  Well, for one, it was the time 

for gifts for me.  On Christmas morning I’d find the present I so wanted for the entire 

year nicely wrapped in a piece of colorful cloth just above my pillow (Well, in Korea 

when I was growing up there, they knew of Santa Clause and the presents he brings, but 

not the stockings.  Or it was just my parents who didn’t have that detail down). 

And a week later, when the New Year came, it was time for another material 

blessing.  One of the Korean New Year’s traditions is that the younger kids bow down to 

the older folks wishing them a happy and prosperous new year; and in return the older 

folks hand you cash.  So you can see why it was my favorite time of the year. 

But, looking back, I think it was more than the material or financial benefits that 

made it special.  I remember that time of the year was always festive.  Since my grandpa 

who was living with us was the head of the big family, all the relatives would come to 

our house for the New Year’s tribute to the ancestors.  So after Christmas, for several 

days before the New Year, my mom and other women like my aunts, great aunts, would 

work in the kitchen tirelessly making dishes after dishes – oh the smell of those dishes I 

can still taste.  And I would try to stay awake on New Years Eve because the adults 

would say to the kids that if they fall asleep, their eyebrows will become white.  I would 

always fall asleep of course and wake up with my eyebrows powdered with flour.  I 

remember, though, how I would be so excited for the New Year to come – not because I 

would make money the next day, but just because of the shear excitement of something 

new, the vague notion of something better is coming round the corner.  The life was a 

limitless potential.  The future was a blank canvas on which I would create a masterpiece. 

But, at this stage of my life, I must confess it’s not very fun anymore.  It means 

another year has vanished; another year of my last drops of youth spent.  And this time of 

the year seems to stare back at me asking, “So, what have you accomplished this year?”  

Well… let’s see.  The reading list I had at beginning of last year… not finished – not 

even close.  My cholesterol level is up 20 points – one of my 2008’s new year’s 

resolutions was to lose 10 lbs so I would drop the cholesterol level by 20.  I’ve 

accomplished the exact opposite.  How about my career?  I wanted to publish at least one 

journal paper this year.  Nope, I did not do that.  Ok…  How was my “Christian life” 

category this year?  Well, I finished the ‘read the Bible in one year’ plan.  Yeah!  But I 

have to be honest with you – in many parts I had to speed read just to check the boxes.  

Did I become a better Christian?  A better Christian co-worker?  A better elder?  A more 

loving husband?  My conscience tells me no.  In fact I saw more ugliness in my soul this 

year than others.  So you see: this time of the year can be depressing to me. 

I apologize if you came here with a cheerful heart and now you are all depressed.  

I don’t mean to drag you into unnecessary misery.  Maybe you had a great year.  You had 

great experiences, learned a great deal about yourself and the world.  Maybe you 

accomplished some major feats professionally and personally.  Maybe you grew 
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tremendously in your understanding of God.  That’s great!  Praise God for those!  You 

should spend time remembering those and rejoice!   Be glad and be excited about the 

New Year because the God who blessed you this year is the same God who will bless you 

in the coming year. 

But, what I want us to do today is something I or others don’t seem to do very 

often which is to praise God for our failures this year.  Praise God for those moments you 

felt so weak and helpless.  Praise God for the moments of humiliation.  Praise God for the 

hardship without or within that left you powerless.  Praise God for the times you saw the 

depth of your depravity and your inability to love God.  Because whether you were aware 

of it or not, those were the moments given by your gracious Lord for the purpose of 

drawing you closer to him and granting you the understanding of the heavenly power that 

is only taught through weakness!  What we try to do here at Immanuel every Sunday is to 

preach Jesus Christ and Him crucified.  It is the gospel of weakness – God became weak 

for our power.  So the point of today’s message is just this: turn your weakness into an 

occasion for praise. 

 

The passage for today’s message sort of throws us right into the thick of things.  

It’s necessary that we spend some time understanding the context of the letter Paul is 

writing.  I’ll spend a chunk of time and try to quickly introduce you to the world of 

Corinth and the context surrounding this letter and specifically surrounding the passage 

we just read.  My prayer is that through this brief history lesson, we will be able to 

appreciate where Paul’s coming from and ultimately better appreciate his Jesus – our 

Jesus. 

 

1. City of Corinth and Paul 

 

1.1. Geography and culture 

First-century Corinth was an international city of wealth and culture.  It was a port 

city located in southern part of Greece.  It had two major harbors and enjoyed 

commercial prominence because of its strategic location that provided shortcuts and 

convenient alternate routes for merchant ships.  Like many sea ports throughout 

history, Corinth took on an international reputation.  As one can imagine, the city had 

people from all over the world; and therefore, naturally lent to religious practices of 

all kinds.  Corinth’s chief shrine was the temple of Aphrodite, the goddess of love and 

life.   It’s said that in Corinth, the worship of Aphrodite was mixed with certain 

Oriental influences resulting in a low moral tone and sexual perversion. 

 

In short, Corinth was a bustling city with colorful culture where prosperity, 

sophistication, and success were praised and sensuality worshipped.  Later on, 

“Corinthian life” became to mean luxury and licentiousness; “Corinthian word” a 

token of polished and cultivated speech, and “Corinthianize” to fornicate.  Someone 

likened Corinth to San Francisco during the Gold Rush.  But I think the first-century 

Corinth doesn’t sound too far from modern day Chicago, New York, Los Angeles, or 

other big cities in the world.     

 

1.2. Paul’s relationship and history with Corinth 
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In such a city, God built his church.  We forget, but God sent Paul and his 

companions on their missionary journeys to these cities of lifestyle and values that are 

so antithetical to Christian ethics.  Jesus did not come to a world that was ready to 

receive him, but to a world sick and lost.  If the world outside this building seems 

hostile to your God and its values contrary to yours, you are in the right place. 

 

Acts 18 tells us that Paul and Silas first came to Corinth from Athens during Paul’s 

second missionary journey.  We read in Acts 18 that Paul worked as a tentmaker.  

And through his work, he met his first converts in Corinth, Aquila and Priscilla, a 

Jewish husband and wife – Aquila was also a tentmaker.  After the fierce opposition 

from the Jews in Corinth, Paul then meets a Greek named Justus who with the rest of 

his family comes to believe in the Lord.  And a massive conversion follows: “And 

many of the Corinthians hearing Paul believed and were baptized (Acts 18:8b).”  And 

we read that Paul stayed in Corinth a year and six months preaching and teaching.  

That’s relatively a long time for an itinerant missionary like Paul.  There’s little doubt 

that Paul’s heart was poured into the church in Corinth and that the Corinthians 

became dear to his soul. 

 

1.3. Paul’s letters to Corinthian church 

Like all churches, the Corinthian church had problems.  The devil prowls around like 

a roaring lion looking for people to devour.  The pull from the world where the 

Corinthian Christians lived began to have a foothold in the church.  First of all, the 

church was divided into rival groups that bickered with one another and even took 

one another to civil courts.  Heretical teachings also held sway in the church.  Some 

believed that there was no physical resurrection and that they already have achieved 

the ‘spiritual perfection’, which led to their so called ‘freedom’ that allowed them to 

do basically whatever they wanted in their ‘body’ to do.  We see the glimpses of these 

problems in 1 Corinthians.  For example, in chapter 5:1, Paul writes, “It is actually 

reported that there is sexual immorality among you, and of a kind that is not tolerated 

even among pagans, for a man has his father’s wife.” 

 

I think it would be helpful to see how Paul came to write this letter to the Corinthian 

church.  The following is a possible chronology of events that ensued between Paul 

and the Corinthian church.  1) Most likely Paul had written a letter addressing these 

issues that were threatening the health of Corinthian church.  2) And when the church 

asks some more questions, Paul writes 1 Corinthians (as we have it in our Bible) as a 

response.  3) Shortly after, a serious crisis breaks out in the Corinthian church when a 

ringleader launches a personal attack on Paul and challenges his authority.  4) 

Hearing of this crisis from Timothy, Paul pays a visit to deal with the issues only to 

be humiliated before the church and return to Ephesus in great distress.  5) Paul, then, 

writes a harsh and powerful letter to the church, which he says in 2 Cor 2:4 that he 

wrote it out of much anguish of heart and many tears.  6) After a while, Paul, to his 

delight, hears that the Corinthian church had responded in humility and repentance.  

7) And he writes another letter in response which is 2 Corinthians (as we have it in 

our Bible).  8) However, as Paul is writing this letter, he finds out there’s a fresh crisis 

brewing.  There rose these self-claiming ‘super apostles’ who came to Corinth and 
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won over the church’s heart with their eloquent speech and testimonies of spectacular 

spiritual experiences.  Not only was their teaching out of line with the true gospel, but 

they were also challenging Paul’s apostolic authority.  It never ends…  This brings us 

to our passage today.        

 

2. Context specific to 2 Corinthians 11:22 – 12:10 

 

2.1. Paul’s opponents  

Let’s just spend a few moments on finding out what sort of people these ‘super-

apostles’ were. 

• First, they were most likely Jewish people who became “Christians”.  Paul says in 

11:22, “Are they Hebrews?  So am I.”   

• Second, they were eloquent speakers and charged money for their speaking 

engagements.  They criticized Paul of his not-so-impressive speaking skills and 

the lack of charisma (10:10, “For they say, ‘His letters are weighty and strong, but 

his bodily presence is weak and his speech of no account.”  11:7, “Or did I 

commit a sin in humbling myself so that you might be exalted, because I preached 

God’s gospel to you free of charge?”).   

• These people acted like spiritual divas (11:19-20, “For you gladly bear with fools, 

being wise yourselves!  For you bear it if someone makes slaves of you, or 

devours you, or takes advantage of you, or puts on airs or strikes you in the 

face.”). 

• They claimed they had amazing spiritual revelations as we will see in today’s 

passage. 

• But, most of all, their teaching poisoned the Corinthian believers to turn away 

from the true gospel (11:3, “But I am afraid that as the serpent deceived Eve by 

his cunning, your thoughts will be led astray from a sincere and pure devotion to 

Christ). 

 

These ‘super-apostles’ worked the Corinthian Christians by feeding into their 

proneness to be impressed by outwardly displays of eloquence, sophistication, and the 

spectacular. 

 

To do this, they had to discredit Paul who originally brought the gospel to Corinth – 

he was the Corinthian Christians’ spiritual father!  They put down Paul and exalted 

themselves.  They highlighted or boasted of their strengths, their achievements and 

skills, their resume.  And in contrast, they made Paul look like someone oh so 

ordinary and average whose apostolic authority should be questioned.  And once 

again, the Corinthian believers were swayed and began to doubt whether Paul was 

really trustworthy – after all, he wrote some mean letters and said some hard things 

about them, but in person, the guy is not all that impressive and has no charisma. 

 

2.2. The occasion for “boasting” 

You know what I would have done if I were in Paul’s shoes?  I would have just said 

to them, “OK.  Fine.  You dumb Corinthians, just go ahead and follow those phony 

‘super-apostles’.  Just go!  I’ll have nothing more to do with you flaky, immature, 
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foolish people.”  But, that’s not what Paul does.  He is too godly and loving for that.  

It’s not really about Paul himself; it’s not about his ego, but it’s about Christ and the 

Corinthians’ – Christ’s people’s – wellbeing. 

 

But, Paul is put in a very difficult place here.  He must turn the Corinthians’ hearts 

back to him from the false teachers.  Again, it’s not because Paul is an egomaniac, but 

because he is the one who is holding the true gospel while the ‘super-apostles’ are 

leading them astray from Christ.  Because the false teachers’ tactic was to undermine 

Paul’s credibility and authority, Paul must restore that by defending himself.  This 

puts Paul in a really slippery place.  He has to play the false teachers’ game.  They 

boasted of their credentials and sabotaged Paul’s.  Paul must also ‘boast’ of his 

credentials and expose their false claims.  Paul does not want to do this.  Boasting in 

one’s own credentials is so contrary to Paul’s gospel.  But, he sees no other choice.  

So he plays their game by ‘boasting’ of his own, reluctantly. 

 

But, as we will see, Paul will turn his boasting into boasting of his weakness and use 

it as the stage on which he will display that one thing which truly deserves boasting – 

Jesus and his grace! 

 

3. Moments of triumph sandwiched with moments of humiliation. 

 

3.1. Paul’s worldly boasting of his credentials (11:21-29) 

So Paul begins in 11:22b, “But whatever anyone else dares to boast of – I am 

speaking as a fool – I also dare to boast of that.”  “Ok.  Here it goes.  Let me show 

you what I have.  This is crazy I’m doing this…” 

• He first mentions his prestigious heritage.  He is a Hebrew; he is an Israelite – an 

offspring of Abraham.  In Philippians, we find out more details about his heritage 

and pedagogy.  He was a Hebrew of Hebrews, from the tribe of Benjamin. 

• He was faultless when it came to living up to the rules of the law.  We also learn 

from Acts 22 that he was taught under Gamaliel, a prominent rabbi of his time. 

• Paul continues to ‘boast’ concerning the merits of his apostleship – “Are they 

servants of Christ?  I am a better one – I am talking like a madman – with far 

greater labors, far more imprisonments, with countless beatings, and often near 

death.”  “Do they think they are worthy servants of Christ?  Well, I’m more 

qualified.  Again, I can’t believe I’m doing this…  I have more badges of honor.  

Look at my scars!” 

o He lists his marks of persecution in vs. 24-29: five times he got scourged forty 

lashes minus one – forty lashes were thought to kill a man.  Three times he 

was beaten with rods; he was stoned, shipwrecked three times.  He went out 

about in constant danger from those without and from those within.  He spent 

many sleepless nights in hunger and thirst and in cold.  In addition, there was 

the constant pressure of his ministry – his anxiety for all the churches.  If 

anyone had the reason to feel like a worthy worker for Christ, it was Paul. 

 

3.2. Humiliation account 1: escape in a basket (11:30-33) 



7 

But, notice how even in his boasting of his merits, he ends up talking about his 

weaknesses.  Yes, all the persecutions and hardships do prove that he worked hard for 

Christ, but there’s a sense where Paul is becoming increasingly uncomfortable.  He 

does not want to give the Corinthians the wrong impression that he himself was 

strong enough and godly enough to deal with all the persecution and hardship.  

Therefore, he ends his list of his merits with one of his most painfully humiliating 

moments – escape in a basket through a window. 

 

Notice how Paul prefaces it with “The God and Father of the Lord Jesus, he who is 

blessed forever, knows that I am not lying (11:31).”  So what’s the big deal about this 

story?  We can better appreciate the significance of that event for Paul when we 

understand the context surrounding the event. 

 

This event occurred not too long after Paul’s conversion.  Paul used to be called Saul.  

He was, as mentioned before, a highly educated and zealous Jew, who lived out his 

religion with passion and determination.  When people began turning to Jesus as the 

Messiah of the Jews, he got really involved with the effort to exterminate these 

heretics.  He rose in the ranks and was overseeing some major operations.  In fact, 

when he was converted, he was on his way to Damascus to bring back Christians to 

put them in prison. 

 

But on his way to Damascus, Jesus met him and turned his life upside down.  We are 

told in Acts 9 that Saul (Paul) immediately began to preach in the synagogues saying, 

“Jesus is the Son of God.”  You can imagine the reactions from the Jews.  “What the 

heck happened to this guy?”  When they could not overcome him in debates and 

realized that Saul had turned to Jesus for good, they tried to assassinate him.  And we 

read in Acts 9:25, “but his disciples took him by night and let him down through an 

opening in the wall, lowering him in a basket.” 

 

Notice the juxtaposition of two Pauls – the strong and triumphant Paul, with his 

entourage and with the air of self-confidence, making his way to Damascus to drag 

the heretics back to Jerusalem and the feeble and uncertain Paul, being lowered in a 

basket through a window at night to escape those trying to kill him.  What a contrast!  

That’s how his ministry began – in his weakness.  And that was going to be the mark 

of his ministry.  So with this story, Paul concludes his worldly boasting of his own 

merits with the display of his humiliation. 

 

3.3. Triumph account: vision/revelation of Paradise (12:1-4) 

Paul goes on and says that he has one more account to boast about – Paul is back to 

playing the opponents’ game.  This time it’s about visions and revelations.  There’s 

little doubt that Paul was pushed to this because the ‘super-apostles’ were claiming 

their own spiritual experiences and undermining Paul’s legitimacy as an apostle by 

pointing to how he doesn’t really have much to say about the spiritual world, 

spectacular visions of God, and so on.  Again, Paul reluctantly engages by talking 

about his own spectacular spiritual experience, but in third-person. 
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He begins by “I know a man in Christ who fourteen years ago was caught up to the 

third heaven—whether in the body or out of the body I do not know, God knows.  

And I know that this man was caught up into paradise—whether in the body or out of 

the body I do not know, God knows and he heard things that cannot be told, which 

man may not utter.”  It becomes obvious in the next few verses that he is really 

talking about himself. 

 

So fourteen years ago, Paul was caught up to the third heaven, i.e., paradise, saw and 

heard things so wonderful that he was not permitted to tell what he saw and heard.  

He doesn’t know if he was physically transported to the place or spiritually taken 

there.  Paul calls the place the third heaven and also paradise. 

 

We don’t know what was going on with Paul fourteen years ago, but most likely God 

took Paul and showed him these things for his own good.  It was going to be Paul and 

God’s secret, if you will.  This vision and revelations were for Paul’s alone and were 

graciously given to him by God.  I’m sure he always kept it with him close to his 

heart.  And most likely, Paul’s sharing it now with the Corinthian Christians came as 

a bombshell.  “Wow…. Paul really had these experiences?  He never talked about 

them!” 

 

But, what is notable is that Paul does not espouse on details of his spectacular 

spiritual experience.  He gives no juicy descriptions of his experience.  The lack of 

details may have given more ammunitions to the false teachers, but that’s the most 

Paul is willing to play.  In fact, Paul answers what he imagines the false teachers 

would say in v. 6, “Though if I should wish to boast, I would not be a fool, for I 

would be speaking the truth.  But I refrain from it, so that no one may think more of 

me than he sees in me or hears from me.” 

 

3.4. Humiliation account 2: thorn in flesh (12:5-8) 

Paul began his boasting by listing his personal merits in 11:22ff, but ended that 

boasting by mentioning one of his most humiliating moments – the escape in a basket 

through a window.  He again attempted to boast in the spectacular spiritual 

experience he had fourteen years ago, a bombshell of a revelation to those who knew 

him, but we see again, that this boasting also ends in mentioning of another of his 

humiliating moments – the thorn in his flesh. 

 

• First, we are told that the thorn was given for the purpose of preventing Paul from 

getting conceited or too elated by the spectacular vision he just had.  Whether 

Paul had a direct communication from God or he just knew, we don’t know, but 

Paul is certain of the purpose of the thorn in the flesh – it was to keep him 

humble. 

• Second, the thorn was given him by God.  It says the thorn was given him.  Paul 

says the messenger of Satan was the one who was harassing and torturing him 

through this thorn in his flesh, but it is clear that Paul knew that the ultimate giver 

of this trial was God himself. 



9 

• Even though and precisely because Paul knew that God was the giver of this 

thorn, Paul pleaded with God to take it away from him.  He did it three times.  

Most likely, it means that he pleaded with God about this thorn continuously for a 

while, desperately. 

 

We are not told what the thorn in the flesh exactly was.  It’s doubtful that it was a 

literal thorn stuck in the side of his body.  Scholars believe that the Corinthian church 

most likely knew what Paul was talking about, what the thorn in his flesh was.  But, 

we are not privy to that information, perhaps for a good reason. 

 

Throughout the history, many Christians tried to conjecture what the thorn possibly 

was.  Here are just a few examples of many guesses: 1) the false teachers who were 

accusing him, 2) the lack of his oratory skills – some thinks that he had a stuttering 

problem, 3) a sexual temptation – some even goes to say that he might have been 

struggling with a homosexual desire, 4) a chronic physical illness.  These are viable 

guesses, but the point is that we don’t know.  What we know is that Paul was hurting.  

Whether physically, emotionally, or spiritually we don’t know, but we know that Paul 

prayed to God diligently and desperately that this trial be lifted from him. 

 

So let’s back up and see where we are before we get into the heart of the sermon 

today.  Paul loves the Corinthian Christians.  Even though they are worldly, brash, 

and foolishly arrogant, they are Paul’s spiritual children.  Paul would take out his eyes 

for them.  There’s a difficult problem.  A group of false teachers self-claiming to be 

‘super-apostles’ slipped into the church and began to lead the church members astray 

from the gospel of Christ.  They were doing this by undermining Paul’s apostolic 

credibility and attacking his weaknesses that prove that he must have not been chosen 

by God to be his servant. 

 

Paul is pulled into defending himself because the message of the gospel, its 

trustworthiness and authenticity are tied to the authority he received from Jesus.  So 

Paul plays the boasting game.  But the boastings of his personal merits are 

immediately followed by the accounts that display something about him that’s not 

very flattering, that makes him look like just an ordinary guy with some glaring 

weaknesses and like a guy not fit for a “super-apostle” status. 

 

Why does he do that?  We have enough information about Paul that even if he just 

laid out his achievements and experiences and wowed people of his extraordinary 

accomplishments, no one would be able to question him.  Is Paul just a shy guy who 

doesn’t want the spotlight on him?  Is he just being falsely humble?  Many false 

humble people really want the recognition and want to hear from people, “Wow… 

what a humble guy; and he did all this!”  Come on, Paul.  These weasels, the false 

teachers, who really have no idea what they are talking about, are taking cheap shots 

at you.  Why don’t you just slay them with your achievements and experiences that 

have to be just amazing?  Why don’t you tell them how many churches you built and 

how many people came to know Jesus because of you?  Why don’t you tell them all 

the miracles that you performed?  Why don’t you go more into details about your 
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amazing experience when you were brought to the third heaven, the paradise, for 

Pete’s sake?  Paul tells us the reason in the following verses. 

 

4. Sufficiency of grace 

 

4.1. Grace – Christ’s power perfected in weakness 

What Paul wanted most of all to teach the Corinthians was what he learned from the 

thorn experience (remember Paul loves the Corinthians like his own children and 

wants the best for them).  After the arduous and desperate pleading with God to take 

away the thorn, Paul finally receives the answer to his prayer.  It is not what he 

initially wanted, but what he really needed.  “My grace is sufficient for you for my 

power is made perfect in weakness.” 

 

Verse 9: But he said to me 

• “But” – even though Paul was asking Jesus to alleviate the pain from him.   

• “he said to me.” is in perfect tense.  Paul uses the perfect tense to show that the 

answer has been given to him in the past and is final, but more than that to tell us 

that “he still hears the echo of this divine oracle (Martin)”.  This Jesus’ response 

to his prayer was “ever sounding in his ears (Hodges, 286).” 

 

A commentator, Hughes, called this answer, “the summit of the epistle.”  In other 

words, if Paul’s intention of 2 Corinthians could be summed up in one sentence, this 

was it – that Christ’s grace is sufficient because his power is made perfect in 

weakness.  Let’s try to unpack what this really means. 

 

“My grace is sufficient for you”.  What is this grace that was sufficient for Paul – 

sufficient enough that his thorn did not have to be removed?  What is this grace that 

supplied Paul with sufficiency that he was propelled not only to cope with but also 

delight in his infirmity?  Maybe the grace was some intangible force that helped Paul 

through his painful trial – and still helping since the thorn is not removed from him.  

It’s true that God’s invisible, but gracious hands protect us and guide us through 

stormy nights.  Our God is merciful and kind and knows what we need.  He loves us 

and even when we do not see, he is carrying us through trials and hardships. 

 

I think many of you guys know the poem titled, “Foot Prints in the Sand.”  When I 

first became a Christian and read this poem hanging on one of my friends’ kitchen 

wall, I almost cried.  It sounds cliché and cheesy now, but most likely because my 

heart became hard since then.  For those who have never heard of it, here it is: 

 

One night a man had a dream. He dreamed  

he was walking along the beach with the LORD. 

Across the sky flashed scenes from his life. 

For each scene he noticed two sets of 

footprints in the sand: one belonging 

to him, and the other to the LORD. 
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When the last scene of his life flashed before him, 

he looked back at the footprints in the sand. 

He noticed that many times along the path of 

his life there was only one set of footprints. 

 

He also noticed that it happened at the very 

lowest and saddest times in his life. 

This really bothered him and he 

questioned the LORD about it: 

“LORD, you said that once I decided to follow 

you, you'd walk with me all the way. 

But I have noticed that during the most 

troublesome times in my life, 

there is only one set of footprints. 

I don’t understand why when 

I needed you most you would leave me.” 

The LORD replied: 

“My son, my precious child, 

I love you and I would never leave you. 

During your times of trial and suffering, 

when you see only one set of footprints, 

it was then that I carried you.” 

   

What’s true in this poem is that often when we wonder where God is during our trials, 

it is then he is most present and carrying us through. 

 

But, I think the grace of Christ that was sufficient for Paul is more than the invisible 

hand of God that gets us through hard times.  The fundamental nature of grace is the 

love of God shown in Christ to undeserving people. 

• Paul says in Romans 5:1-2, “Therefore, since we have been justified by faith, we 

have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ.  Through him we have also 

obtained access by faith into this grace in which we stand.” 

• Romans 5:8, “But God demonstrates his own love for us in this: While we were 

still sinners, Christ died for us.” 

• Again in Romans 8:1-2, “There is therefore now no condemnation for those who 

are in Christ Jesus.  For the law of the Spirit of life has set you free in Christ Jesus 

from the law of sin and death.” 

• And again in Romans 8:31-32, “What then shall we say to these things?  If God is 

for us, who can be against us?  He who did not spare his own Son, but gave him 

up for us all, how will he not also with him graciously give us all things?” 

 

The very essence of grace is that when we deserved nothing or deserved to be left 

alone in our rebellion against our Maker and meet our eternal destiny in hell, God 

gave us something we absolutely did not deserve – his own Son.  God did not spare 

him, but put him up on the cross so that he would pay for our sins with his blood. 
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This is what he began to realize when Jesus first met up with him on the road to 

Damascus.  Paul was called Saul then.  He was triumphantly heading to Damascus to 

hunt down the heretics called Christians.  He was zealous and doing very well in all 

categories of life so that he can stand justified before God.  But when he heard from 

Jesus, “Saul, Saul, why are you persecuting me?” he realized that all his religious 

rigor was just a poor attempt of justifying himself before God which resulted in a 

direct assault at God Himself.  He realized he needed a Savior. 

 

Brothers and Sisters, the greatest news is that God deals with you graciously – not as 

your sins deserve, but according to his abounding mercy so that his banner over you 

is not “judgment”, but “love”!  His grace is sufficient for you.  His grace is the 

ground you should never leave.  This grace was the grace Paul was reminded of when 

Jesus answered him. 

 

Oh how we need to be reminded of the grace of Jesus!  Brothers and Sisters: hear it 

again afresh today from Jesus.  His banner over you is love.  He calls you his friend.  

He extends his grace to you. 

 

4.2. Weakness – stage for Christ’s power 

But that’s not all.  The grace does not stop at canceling all your sins so that you are 

now righteous before a holy God, but goes on to fill you with power.  That’s the 

second half of Jesus’ answer to Paul, “for my power is made perfect in weakness.” 

 

But what does this really mean?  Is weakness and humiliation some right of passage 

before we become strong on our own?  Should we go seek out trials?  Should we beat 

ourselves and purposely put ourselves in situations that will humiliate us and deprive 

us of good things so that somehow as a result we will become strong at the end? 

 

I think it is important to note that Paul would have understood this in the light of 

Christ, his death and resurrection.  “What Paul has suffered has been done so for 

Christ (Martin).”  Matthew and Mark, the gospel writers, tell us that during the night 

before he was led to be crucified, Jesus pleaded with the Father three times that if it 

be the Father’s will, the cup pass from him – meaning if it is the Father’s will, please 

let Jesus avoid going to the cross.  Luke tells us that when he was pleading with the 

Father, Jesus was in agony with his sweat drops looking like drops of blood falling to 

the ground. 

 

You know.  Some people say that they don’t fear death.  That’s because they don’t 

know any better what awaits them on the other side.  Jesus knew what awaited him – 

not only the physical torture involved in the entire process of being crucified, not only 

the insults and humiliation, but the separation from his Father, the separation he never 

knew before, and the fury of His wrath upon him.  Some have said that there has 

never been and there will never be anyone who feared death more than Jesus did. 

 

Jesus praying in the Garden of Gethsemane was a weak man.  Jesus hanging on the 

cross was a powerless man.  But Jesus put his faith in his Father in his weakness.  The 
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writer of Hebrews says that Jesus went to the cross for the joy set before him.  Jesus 

trusted that he would again see his Father’s face in glory!  And Jesus gladly submitted 

to weakness so the power of God might be seen through him.  So writes Paul in 

Ephesians 1:20-21, “and what is immeasurable greatness of his power toward us who 

believe, according to the working of his great might that he worked in Christ when he 

raised him from the dead and seated him at his right hand in the heavenly places, far 

above all rule and authority and power and dominion, and above every name that is 

named, not only this age, but also to come.”  The greatest display of God’s power was 

through his Son’s weakness. 

 

Paul understood that his suffering was an opportunity through which Christ’s power 

could be displayed just like God’s power was displayed through Christ’s weakness.  

That’s what he says in fact: “Therefore I will boast all the more gladly of my 

weaknesses, so that the power of Christ may rest upon me.” 

 

But, what does the power of Christ look like?  Paul still had the thorn that bothered 

him like crazy.  Certainly, the power of Christ was not displayed through 

miraculously making his thorn disappear.  This is what I think and I think I’m right.  

What the power of Christ gave Paul was the peace of knowing that he is loved, the 

spark of love and courage in his heart, a sense of clarity and assurance of hope that he 

was able to continuously do all he did in the presence of his excruciatingly painful 

and shameful infirmity, and do it with the sense of joy and purpose, and with a heart 

filled with love.  Paul knew that with his own strength, he could not have done it.  

The temptations were too strong; the persecutions too much to take, and the 

understanding of his own inabilities too devastating.  His faith too weak!  But, when 

he cried out to Jesus saying how he needed him and how there’s no way he could go 

on without his help, Christ came through by filling him with the power to do the very 

things Paul said he was too weak to do. 

 

Of course, the thorn still hurt.  And I’m sure Paul many times thought it would be 

nice to live without it.  But, Paul would not have exchanged the exhilarating 

experience of Christ’s power enabling him to do what he could not do otherwise. 

 

4.3. Weakness – occasion for joy 

Paul ends this passage, “For the sake of Christ, then, I am content with weaknesses, 

insults, hardships, persecutions, and calamities. For, when I am weak, then I am 

strong.” 

 

The very important phrase here is “for the sake of Christ” because that is the only 

reason why you can be content or be happy with weakness, insults, hardships, 

persecutions, and calamities. 

 

When we are faced with our weaknesses, when we are insulted and persecuted, when 

we face hardships and calamities, we have several choices. 

• One: complain like crazy and live like God doesn’t exist, i.e., curse God and die 

as Jobs wife suggested him. 
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• Two: grit your teeth and tighten your fist and say to yourself, “I am not going to 

be knocked down by this.  I will overcome!” 

• Or Three (the option I would suggest): get on your knees and open your hands 

and lift them toward the heaven and say, “Jesus, see my weakness?  My God do 

you see my hardship?  Do you see me doubting?  Now come and fill me with your 

power and empower me to do what I cannot do.  Open my eyes to see the things I 

cannot see.  Renew the hope of glory within me.  Empower me to love those who 

insult me.  Fill my heart with joy that I may serve those around me with 

genuineness.  Jesus, you know that I can’t speak very well, but anoint my words 

so I would speak words of life and kindness and truth.  Jesus, this temptation of 

mine is just too strong for me.  Please help me.  Please turn my affections away 

from what the temptation offers and to you!” 

 

If you choose option three, you will be letting your life be the stage on which Christ 

will be showcased – because Christ will empower you and because he himself was 

weak and trusted his Father.  And you will know what Paul means when he says, “For 

when I am weak, I am strong.” 

 

Let’s rejoice in our weaknesses for they are the occasions for power!  1 Timothy 

1:15-17, “Here is a trustworthy saying that deserves full acceptance: Christ Jesus 

came into the world to save sinners—of whom I am the worst.  But for that very 

reason I was shown mercy so that in me, the worst of sinners, Christ Jesus might 

display his unlimited patience as an example for those who would believe on him and 

receive eternal life.  Now to the King eternal, immortal, invisible, the only God, be 

honor and glory for ever and ever. Amen.”    
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by 

Pastor Hobin Lee on Sunday morning, September 7, 2008.  It is not meant to be a polished essay, but was 

written to be delivered orally.  The vision of Immanuel Baptist Church is to transform sinners into a holy 

people who find eternal satisfaction in Christ. 


