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Introduction


Recall that in verses 1-6, the apostle recounted how he saw a vision of Paradise. He could not recount what he saw and heard there because it was not lawful to do so, and neither did he have the capability to describe those things because they were so holy. This really was the climax of Paul’s boasting about himself to the Corinthians to defend his ministry. But Paul did not want to do this and make others think that he was something special. And that brings us to verses 7-10.

I. Purposeful Affliction, v. 7

A. The Purpose of It


Paul also was aware that it was not only others that might begin to think he was more special than he was—he was in danger himself of getting a big head about this. After all, revelation and knowledge can puff up (1 Cor. 8:1-2). It was this pride that the Lord prevented Paul from getting. Twice Paul says that God intervened “lest I should be exalted above measure” by the many things that Paul had learned. Sometimes God does what seems to be a bad or inconvenient thing in order to help us avoid a worse evil!

B. The Ultimate Source of It


God’s intervention came in the form of a “thorn in the flesh.” Paul says “it was given to me.” The ultimate agent of this passive verb is God. The thorn is an unknown physical malady that was a chronic problem. It was a purposeful affliction because it reminded Paul of his inability, dependence, and mortality. It drove him to depend on God. Now we know that Paul was driven by both inner affliction and outward trials to trust God (2 Cor. 1:9).

C. The Satanic Involvement in It


This thorn in the flesh is also called a messenger of Satan. It “buffeted” Paul—it beat him up. It was a serious problem. We know from other passages that Satan afflicts people sometimes (Job 2:5-6, Luke 13:16). He is used by God as the intermediate agent to effect a good purpose! Satan does not work on someone without God’s permission. Note that Satan is limited (as in Job’s case) and cannot indwell a believer (1 John 4:4).


Note this truth: Satan is used by God (unwittingly?) for our good and sanctification. It is not that what Satan does is good, but God works all things together for good to those who love God (Rom. 8:28). It is like Eccl. 3:11 which says that God has made everything appropriate or fitting (beautiful) in its time. Some of those things in the list of 14 opposites are not “good” but can be used for good. Here, the good was to keep Paul humble.

II. Earnest Prayer, v. 8


At the point Paul received the thorn, he probably did not understand everything that he related in verse 7. So, he prayed earnestly that God would remove the thorn. Maybe he asked God to take the thorn away so that his ministry would be easier and more effective.

We should know that it is good to pray earnestly. Also, we should know that prayer in such cases is not sin. Paul asked God three times—probably three seasons of prayer, not just three times the same morning of one day or something. Again, it is not a sin to ask God several times for the same thing. This is the message of Luke 18:1-8. We can do that while at the same time avoiding the use of vain repetitions as unbelievers do (Matt. 6:7).

II. God’s Answer, v. 9a

A. The Short Answer

In Paul’s case, the answer to the prayer was basically “No.” The good type of prayer does not guarantee the removal of the problem! Don’t be crushed when the answer comes back as a no.

B. The Longer Answer

God said that His grace was sufficient for Paul. There was something better for Paul than the removal of the thorn. The rationale of God’s answer is that divine power is displayed most obviously in the context of human weakness. This is because God’s power is not alloyed with the arm of flesh; it is clear that it is God and not man accomplishing the work. But it is not just the display of power that we are talking about here. It is also the quality of the power. God’s strength is perfected in the context of weakness. God can work more effectively through a weak vessel than a strong, proud one. So if Paul prayed to remove the thorn because it would help him minister more effectively, he could not be more wrong—its presence actually helped God’s power to be more effectual and his ministry to be more powerful, despite how it may have seemed on the surface.

C. Application: When to Pray

We must continue to pray while the answer is still coming; but once it comes, we must accept it and not start whining to God. In this passage, God “said” in such a way that it was a final answer. There were no ifs, ands, or buts about it. There was not going to be a change in the situation—it was fixed by God. In other words, there is a time when we ought to stop praying—once we know the answer! There is a way to pray with faith that does not get crushed when the answer does not come the way we hoped. In other words, we can pray in faith, knowing God hears, but we must leave the answer to God. It is possible that we are not praying in accord with what God ultimately wills for the situation because we do not know or see everything that God does (James 1:6, 1 John 5:14-15).

IV. Paul’s Response, v. 9b-10

A. Boasting in Infirmity, v. 9b

The truth is “God’s strength is made perfect in weakness.” Once Paul got that truth, he did not grudgingly accept it. He gladly accepted it, so much so that he would glory before others about it. He knew that Christ’s power would energize him and his service. Paul would rather take weakness with the power of Christ than no weakness and no power of Christ because he was so dedicated to the work of His Savior. It would be dangerous to go without Christ’s power, and likewise dangerous to go without the weakness!


He was not happy in the suffering itself in some morbid way, but he appreciated its results. He could glory in his weaknesses because of what that allowed Christ to do through him. And it is all about Christ anyway—not us!

Attitude is everything here. Note that Paul is not saying weakness with a bad attitude leads to Christ’s power. I believe that he is teaching us there is an element of the correct attitude necessary in the equation to really have Christ’s power resting upon us. If we mope around about our problem we will not be useful to Christ at all.

B. Taking Pleasure in Infirmity, v. 10


Not only does Paul boast, but he also takes pleasure in such weaknesses. He expands his view now from internal weakness that prevents pride and enables Christ’s power. Now he includes also external problems (reproaches, needs, persecutions, distresses). They are welcomed by Paul for the sake of Christ. They are not good in themselves, but if endured for Christ in His service and for His message, they enable His power to be demonstrated.

Out of weakness then comes strength. How opposite the world’s view. But isn’t that how God operates? What is up with the world is down with God, and what is down with the world is up with God (Matt. 18:4, Luke 18:14, 1 Cor. 3:19, Mark 10:42-45). We ever must be adjusting our thoughts to the way God does things.

Conclusion

The right attitude in the affliction leads to the power of Christ resting upon you. The only things a wrong attitude leads to are grumpiness and bitterness. So, you must have a right attitude in whatever infirmities you have—for Christ.
MAP


We ought to know that our bodily afflictions help us avoid pride and remind us that we depend on God. As for Paul, so for us—watch out for arrogance.

Verse 9 – Paul does not say, “Therefore most bitterly I will rather grumble in my weaknesses, that the power of Christ may depart from me.” But it would depart if that were his attitude.

