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“Power Made Perfect” / 2 Corinthians 12:1-10  

As usual, let me set the context – we are in 2 Corinthians 12. Paul is writing to the young church at 
Corinth. There are some who are in opposition to his leadership and teachings. As part of their attack, 
they are questioning his credentials – they are even calling themselves super-apostles! Paul is put in the 
difficult position of having to defend himself. He wants to speak about his experiences without, as he 
says, “boasting”  

In the first part of our passage, Paul speaks of a vision or a revelation he experienced fourteen years 
earlier:   

2 Corinthians 12:1-7a: It is necessary to boast; nothing is to be gained by it, but I will go on to visions 
and revelations of the Lord.  2 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.  3 And I know that 
such a person – whether in the body or out of the body I do not know; God knows –  4 was caught up 
into Paradise and heard things that are not to be told, that no mortal is permitted to repeat.  5 On behalf 
of such a one I will boast, but on my own behalf I will not boast, except of my weaknesses.  6 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, 7 even considering the exceptional 
character of the revelations.   

A most unusual passage: Paul is describing an extraordinary experience. He was told to remain silent 
about what he heard and saw. He was taken up to the third heaven!   

And just what is this third heaven?  In Paul’s vision, it is the "hidden Paradise" of Jewish thought. It is 
the abode of the righteous dead – Paradise. He might have been certain of the location of the vision, 
but he is equally uncertain about whether the experience happened to him in his body or apart from it. 
Seems he was so astonished by the event, he could not recall if his body was along for the ride or not.   

Mere words are inadequate to relate what Paul heard and saw. What is more, he was not permitted to 
share the content of his experience. Maybe it had been designed for him alone, to fortify him for future 
service and sufferings. But in the heat of having to establish his credentials, he was forced to break a 
14-year silence.   

Remember – for Paul, it was not about him – it was about Christ. He did not want to bring any 
attention to himself. He wanted the Corinthians to look to him for himself, not his experiences. Any 
time he turned his attention away from Christ, the church was no longer edified.   

Let’s think about this for a moment – does this still apply? Any time we take our eyes, our hearts, our 
minds, our very selves away from Christ, what happens? The church is no longer edified, and we fall 
short. Unfortunately, the Corinthians were being led astray by others who did their own boasting, and 
he needed to point out this seduction.   

Paul speaks in the third person – he is not here attempting to pump himself up – famous athletes often 
use the third person when speaking of themselves. Paul refused to use the personal pronoun when 
describing what he had experienced.  
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Further, all the Greek is in the passive voice – he was caught up – the activity is from God. The point 
he is making is this – let’s imagine Paul himself saying the following:    

“If I wanted to, I could tell you all about what happened to me, and you would certainly be 
impressed. And I would not be bragging! I would be telling the truth! But in order to direct 
attention away from myself, and in order that the church is built up, I will not brag, even 
though what happened to me was especially impressive. Further, these other so-called super-
apostles have nothing to compare!”  

Instead of boasting about himself, Paul preferred to speak of his weaknesses:   

2 Corinthians 12:7b-10: 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.  8 Three times I appealed 
to the Lord about this, that it would leave me, 9 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.  10 Therefore I am content with weaknesses, insults, hardships, 
persecutions, and calamities for the sake of Christ; for whenever I am weak, then I am strong.  

Ah!  The thorn in the side! Anyone not familiar with this expression? How many of us have used it 
ourselves when speaking metaphorically? How many did not know it was from 2 Corinthians? How 
many did not know it was from the Bible?   

Paul is speaking about bragging, and then he adds, “Therefore, to keep me from being too elated, a 
thorn was given to me in the flesh” Another word we could use it conceited – Paul knew he was 
human, and he knew he was subject to conceit. God knew he might brag, so God sent him a thorn to 
keep him from getting too full of himself.   

By the way, notice the passive voice: We all thank God for sending us our blessings; what about 
thanking God for sending us our thorns? God does both, doesn’t he?  

How many think they know what the thorn is? I recall asking my NT professor what the thorn was, and 
she replied, “That’s a thorny issue”  

 

Calvin – spiritual temptations 

 

Luther – opposition and persecution  

 

Roman Catholic view – carnal temptations 

 

Paul’s physical appearance (2 Cor 10:10)  

 

Epilepsy, severe and prostrating headaches, eye trouble, virulent malarial fever, or some sort of 
addiction   

In the end, we really don’t know, and that’s not such a bad thing. If Paul had told us what the thorn 
was, those of us who did not suffer from such a thorn would find his comments irrelevant. If Paul had 
said, “I have trouble speaking in front of groups,” and we don’t, what good are his remarks? This 
passage wouldn’t be very important for us, would it? Instead, it continues to speak for all of us.   

So what did Paul do?  He not only prayed to God three times, but to help God out, Paul told him the 
answer! “Three times I appealed to the Lord about this, that it would leave me…” 
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Why did Paul want to be relieved of this thorn? Since we don’t know what it was, we don’t know how 
he might have been suffering. Did he simply want less pain? If it was about his appearance, did he 
want less embarrassment? If it was his speech, did he want to become more eloquent? In the end, 
maybe all these reasons are good, but God had something else in mind.   

"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.  10 Therefore I am content with 
weaknesses, insults, hardships, persecutions, and calamities for the sake of Christ; for whenever I am 
weak, then I am strong.  

As I was preparing this sermon, it struck me that these words may be some of the most difficult words 
in all Scripture. Power is made perfect in weakness – do those words make any sense to us this 
morning?  

How many of us here are praising God because of our own thorns? If we are riddled with pain each 
morning, do we thank God for it? If we are not the most eloquent person in the world, do we “boast?” 
If we have suffered brokenness and loss in our lives, are we thankful?  

This passage forces us to take a look at ourselves, in all our weakness, stuck with all our thorns, and 
thank Christ for sending the messenger.   

Let me give you a personal example – growing up, I had a terrible stutter. As you may know, it’s the 
only disability people laugh at. I was continually humiliated and laughed at.   

Here I am this morning, speaking God’s Word (I hope). How do you think I feel about that? Needless 
to say, I take this call very seriously. Out of my brokenness, I am preaching the Word of God. This is 
not about having a talent for public speaking, because I do not.   

Another example – there was a woman in my former church who was having breast cancer surgery. 
We were out of town, so one of our female elders prayed with this person before surgery. This woman 
had had the same surgery years before – who do you suppose was the better minister to this person? 
For all of us, there is power in our weaknesses – and where does that power come from?  

Therefore I am content with weaknesses, insults, hardships, persecutions, and calamities for the sake of 
Christ; for whenever I am weak, then I am strong.  

My friends, Satan is sending us messages all the time. I know it’s hard, but Paul is telling us to be 
content with those messages.   

Weaknesses, insults, hardships, persecutions, calamities? They are all for the sake of Christ. I can only 
imagine how many times (certainly more than three) we have asked for them to be removed.   

My grace is sufficient for you.   

Be content, because the power of Christ dwells in you.   


