2 Corinthians 12:2-10 — When | am weak then | am strong

Strengths and weaknesses from different points of view

1.The world's way with strength and weakness

How many politicians would be re elected if they were to spearhead their election campaigns
with the words "When | am weak then | am strong?" How many leaders in commerce and
industry would boast about their weaknesses. How many tennis players at Wimbledon will be
following suit? Weaknesses are things to be hidden, they need to be swept under the carpet
and kept well out of sight. Strength leads to success. Weakness undermines and drags down
to failure. No, weakness is not the path to be taken by the world. As is only too plain from our
television adverts what is wanted is strength and vitality. These are the qualities that are
admired.

2. Paul's way with strength and weakness

Perhaps we need to look closer at Paul's words in order to make some sense of them. Earlier
in Paul's 2nd letter to the Corinthians it is obvious that he is being attacked, verbally, by those
who are false apostles. They accuse him of being bold while he is away and at a safe
distance, but timid when he is present with them. He is accused of living by the world's
standards. They say that although his letters are weighty and forceful, he was, in person very
unimpressive and that his speaking amounted to nothing. They poured scorn on him because
he was not a trained speaker. They would have stressed the importance of visionary
experiences and revelations and displays of power if he wanted to prove that Jesus spoke
through him. In the Greek world there was this emphasis upon the importance of oratory and
a fascination with wonder workers who experienced visions and revelations and performed
mighty works.

It is enlightening to see how Paul deals with these very cutting and hurtful remarks. Instead of
beating them at their own game he does the opposite. He has had marvellous visions and
revelations, but will not boast about himself. In 2 Corinthians chapter 12 verse 5 he says "l will
not boast about myself, except about my weaknesses." He goes on to say that he has been
given a thorn in the flesh to keep him from being too elated. This was in spite of praying three
times to God for this to be taken away. This too | find encouraging. We sometimes wonder
why we are not healed physically when we have prayed for healing. In Paul’'s case God gives
the answer, it was to stop Paul becoming too self confident in his own might and power. Paul
knew that he had to rely on God. We have those wonderful words of Paul's "So, | will boast all
the more gladly of my weaknesses, so that the power of Christ may dwell in me. Therefore |
am content with weaknesses, insults, hardships, persecutions and calamities for the sake of
Christ for whenever | am weak then | am strong.”

3.Jesus’ way with strength and weakness

When we read the Gospels we find, in many places the times when Jesus himself faced
rejection and difficulties. This morning’s Gospel Reading, Mark 6:1-13), is just one example of
that, when he was rejected in his home town of Nazareth. He was too well known over the
years as one of the family. How could he be anyone other than a carpenter who had helped in
Joseph'’s carpentry business? They were using words in a derogatory way “Is not this the
carpenter, the son of Mary and brother of James and Joses and Judas and Simon and are not
his sisters here with us? And they took offence at him.” He could do no mighty works there
because of their unbelief. But none of this stopped him. He then went about teaching in the
villages and then sent out the twelve disciples.

During Jesus' ministry on earth he particularly identified with those who were weak by this
world's standards. He healed the lame, the blind, and those suffering from leprosy and skin
diseases. He himself did not conform to this world's standards of being a victorious
conquering King, but rode into Jerusalem astride a donkey. "Look, your king is coming to
you, humble, and mounted on a donkey, and on a colt, the foal of a donkey." (Matthew 21:5).
But this humble king, who came to serve and not to be served, brought about the greatest
victory the world has ever seen; the victory over death and sin. It does not matter how weak
we are. Once we put our trust in Jesus, say sorry for all the wrong we have done and turn to
him completely we have his forgiveness and his promise of eternal life. He said to the penitent
thief on the Cross beside him. "This day you will be with me in Paradise."

4. Our way with strengths and weakness.

Paul knew that we can do nothing by our own strength. We too have to rely on God's
strength. This is where we as Christians, are so different from the world, with its own values of
strength. In our weakness God comes alongside us.

We can be encouraged by the way that God dealt with Paul in his weaknesses. During his life



Paul was shipwrecked, stoned, suffered hardship and found himself in many similar
situations. God did not keep these hardships from him, but he did deliver him through them. In
2 Corinthians chapter 1 verse 10 Paul says "He has delivered us from such a deadly peril,
and he will deliver us". He then goes on to ask the Corinthians to join him in asking for
deliverance in his present difficulty.

What difficult situations are we facing at the moment? Like Paul we need to ask God to
deliver us through these difficult times. It may not be easy, but God gives us the strength.
Paul suffered from anxiety due to the way that false prophets were attacking him. His anxiety
was also on behalf of the churches. But in Philippians 4 verse 6 he says "Do not worry about
anything, but in everything by prayer and supplication with thanksgiving let your requests be
made known to God. " Jesus says the same to us today. We need to bring all of our anxieties
before him in prayer.

That thorn in the flesh was such a constant weakness for Paul. Three times Paul asked God
to take it away from him. But God said "My grace is sufficient for you, for power is made
perfect in weakness." Let us remember that if God has perhaps not answered our prayer in
the way that we wanted, he has a purpose. Like Paul, God's grace is sufficient for each one of
us. Not only did God give Paul grace sufficient to accomplish his mission, God perfected his
own strength in Paul's weakness.

When we offer our weaknesses, our concerns, our hurts and whatever else is troubling us to
God in prayer may we remember Paul’'s words "When | am weak, then | am strong?" AMEN.



