7-5-09 Sermon
5th Sunday of Pentecost

2 Corinthians 12:2-10

Mark 6:1-13

Dear friends in Christ, grace and peace. Amen

The apostle Paul begins chapter 12 of 2 Corinthians in this way. I don’t know why it is left out of today’s reading but it is important;
It is necessary to boast; nothing is to be gained by it, but I will go on to visions and revelations of the Lord.

The apostle Paul had some competition within the congregation at Corinth. Else where in the letter Paul calls them super apostles and they were critical of Paul

It appears; now don’t be surprised by this, that there was some competition going on. It happened in the early church and if you ever have the occasion to be part of a gathering of pastors, it happens there as well.

We are a little more subtle about it but pastors are always comparing themselves to other pastors and churches and as we compare church size, worship attendance, how big is your budget, what are you doing to attract new people, how big is your building, how many children do you have in Sunday school or confirmation we are in competition with our fellow pastors and churches.

I don’t know why we do it; it is human nature I suppose to always compare yourself with other people and that is what Paul is doing here at the beginning of chapter 12; he is boasting.
I know a person 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 such a person—whether in the body or out of the body I do not know; God knows—was caught up into Paradise and heard things that are not to be told, that no mortal is permitted to repeat.
Most likely Paul is talking about himself here; in the 3rd person. Spiritual boasting; why does he do this? Why do we do it?
We boast to others to build ourselves up; to impress other people. But when was the last time you boasted to others about your weaknesses? When was the last time you boasted about something in your life that would be called a weakness, a deficit, a flaw, a blind spot or a problem?

We don’t talk about our weaknesses and if we do it is in very private conversations with people we trust? 

We don’t talk about our weaknesses because they are weaknesses and if we talked about them let alone boasted about them, then people would know we are less than perfect.

People would know that we have problems, that there are things we don’t like about who and what we are and how we live our lives and what is going on in our lives that we don’t like.

The apostle Paul is just plain weird but he is weird in an evangelical manner because he speaks about his weaknesses as a way to point us to Jesus.
Listen to how personal he gets; On behalf of such a one I will boast, but on my own behalf I will not boast, except of my weaknesses. But if I wish to boast, I will not be a fool, for I will be speaking the truth. But I refrain from it, so that no one may think better of me than what is seen in me or heard from me, even considering the exceptional character of the revelations. 
Therefore, to keep me from being too elated, a thorn was given me in the flesh, a messenger of Satan to torment me, to keep me from being too elated. Three times I appealed to the Lord about this, that it would leave me, but he said to me, “My grace is sufficient for you, for power is made perfect in weakness.” So, I will boast all the more gladly of my weaknesses, so that the power of Christ may dwell in me. 

What was Paul’s thorn in the flesh? We are not sure. A speech impediment perhaps; not something a preacher would wish for but a weakness, a thorn in the flesh, a messenger from Satan.

Paul appeals to the Lord to remove it. Not an unusual request from someone who performed what we would call miracles. And Jesus answers Paul and His answer says a lot; my grace is sufficient for you, for power is made perfect in weakness.
Do you suppose Paul was surprised by what Jesus said to him? No, I will not remove your weakness because your weakness provides a place for my power to come through your life Paul. Your weakness creates a place for my power to shine through your life.

Weird isn’t it. Strange. So contrary to how our world works. Power is strength. Control is power. Perfection of body and speech is power. Wealth is strength. Strength is power.

Weakness is bad. It is looked down on and we believe it serves no good purpose. 
Don’t appear weak. 
Don’t talk about your weaknesses. 
Don’t admit you have any? 
Don’t reveal them to anyone because you will be taken advantage of by others.

Weakness creates a void – an empty space and when there is an empty space it will get filled. 
It always does. 
It will get filled with something. 
For Paul that something was Jesus. Paul’s weaknesses and his honest assessment of those weaknesses became the fertile ground in which Christ was planted. 

· A garden of grace which produced the kind of strength that only comes from God. 

· A garden of grace where the fruit of the Spirit was harvested. 

· A garden of grace that was sufficient for all things and in all circumstances
Do you believe Jesus’ word to you; my grace is sufficient for you?

Do you believe His power is made perfect in weakness?

Paul doesn’t like this thorn in his flesh. He doesn’t like what it does to him and he asked Jesus to take it away. But the answer is no.
No, my power is made perfect in your weakness. 
This is the evangelical word.

My grace is sufficient for you.

What I have to give you is enough.
You are weak and I am strong.

Come to me all you who are burdened and heavy laden and I will give you rest.

I read this line in my devotional book this past week from Oswald Chambers; have you been bolstering up that stupid soul of yours with the idea that your circumstances are too much for God?

That hits kind of close to home for me.

My grace is sufficient for you. This is what it means.

My grace is sufficient for you. My weaknesses are ok.

My grace is sufficient for you. 
Real power comes from and through Jesus.

So, I will boast all the more gladly of my weaknesses, so that the power of Christ may dwell in me. 10Therefore I am content with weaknesses, insults, hardships, persecutions, and calamities for the sake of Christ; for whenever I am weak, then I am strong.
Do you have any weaknesses?
Of course you do. 

But remember this, hang on to this, trust this;

You are strong because His grace is sufficient for you and the power of Christ dwells in and is made perfect in those who are weak.
Thanks be to God. Amen

