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2 Cor. 12:1-10…...………………………………………………………read vv 1-10

A commentator tells how when he was a young child he sat terrified in a church pew.  It

was a business meeting, and the men of the church were shouting back and forth at one

another over a controversial decision.  As he watched, one man who was older and had a

long white beard pointed his finger at the pastor and shouted, "Who died and made you

boss?"

The struggle over authority can be very damaging to a church.  Someone needs to take the

lead.

The Holman New Testament Commentary says:

In Corinth a power struggle was taking place between false apostles who

were usurping Paul's authority and Paul himself.  The false apostles stood

against Paul and his teachings.  Because this was so dangerous to believers,

Paul defended himself and his ministry.  He did this by denouncing the false

apostles and defending himself.

In the modern church, similar attacks against apostolic authority are

frequent, whether as explicit rejections of the Bible, as insidious undercutting

of its teaching, or as simple rebellion against its demands.  Like the

Corinthians, we must recognize the importance and authority of the apostles

and the Bible and then submit to them.  To do otherwise is to place ourselves

and our people in jeopardy of God's judgment.

End of quotation

I thought it would be interesting to read an account of what the great apostle looked like.

Herbert Lockyer writes,

As to his physical appearance, we are not left without means of knowing it

fairly well.  It was not prepossessing, and neither attractive nor dignified.  A

small man, feeble, plain, nearsighted, and early in life bald-headed.  An
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account in the apocryphal second-century Acts of Paul says, "He was a man of

little stature, partly bald, with crooked legs, of vigorous physique, with eyes

set close together and nose somewhat hooked."  His enemies said that "his

bodily presence is weak, and his speech contemptible"…

…All these features indicate that the apostle had a frail body which groaned

under the demands made upon it, barely able to meet them.  Yet the fire of

zeal glowed and burned in his feeble frame, and consumed him with its fervor.

How God magnified His grace and power by placing such treasure in a cracked

yet clean earthen vessel.

End of quotation

In chapter 12:1-10 Paul describes an incredible vision that he had.  The thorn in his flesh

given to keep him humble, his three-times-repeated prayer for God to remove the thorn, and

his strength through his weakness.

It is a rich passage filled with lessons for us.  We will go through the passage and then

consider some lessons from it.

Paul was not comfortable when boasting about his own experiences.  The false boasting of

his opponents forced him to do it.

There are several reasons why Paul would have been reticent to discuss an ecstatic

experience such as he describes:

1. People who read about it might think Paul was claiming to be superior to them.

2. People might wonder why they had not received a similar experience.

3. It was the kind of experience that could not be verified.

4. Apparently many were trying to boost themselves by claiming various kinds of

visions.  Paul was not comfortable joining that group.

There were at least two differences between Paul and the false boasters:

First, the false apostles talked a lot about their revelations; Paul did not.

Second, the false apostles used these experiences to build themselves up; Paul did not.
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The ESV translates v 1, "I must go on boasting. Though there is nothing to be gained by

it…"  "I must" speaks of the necessity caused by the boasting of the false apostles.  "nothing to

be gained" refers to personal gain to himself.

Because of the boasting Paul would not:

• Be a better apostle.

• Receive more income.

• Have a better self-image.

• or even cause the Corinthians to become better people.

They had come to Christ through the power of the Holy Spirit and Paul's preaching before

they even knew about this vision.

Up to this time Paul had spoken about:

• His zeal for the church.

• His concern about the Corinthian's devotion to the Lord.

• His financial policy.

• His suffering for the gospel's sake and his willingness to suffer for others.

Now Paul says, "… I will go on to visions and revelations of the Lord".

Both visions and revelations come from the Lord.

Apparently "visions" refers to what Paul saw, while "revelations" refers to what Paul

heard.  "Revelations" are not always mediated through what can be seen.  Most visions

however contain a revelation.

In v 2 Paul uses the third person to refer to himself.  I knew a man…  It is clear from v 7

that that man was Paul.  Paul says, And lest I should be exalted above measure.  Paul says

he is not sure if the man was in or out of his body.  It could have been an out-of-body

experience in which his spirit alone was transported to the third heaven, or he may have

gone in his body.

Paul says he was caught up.  The word is used only three places in the NT—Here and in

Acts 8:39 where the Spirit caught away Philip and in 1 Thess. 4:17 to describe the rapture of

Christians at the second coming.
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The words third heaven are used only here in the NT.

It was a Jewish expression for the immediate presence of God.  It is used by Paul to convey

a most sublime experience.

In v 4 Paul says he was caught up into paradise.  Paradise is a Persian word meaning

garden.  In the Septuagint it is used to describe the garden of Eden.

In Jewish thought the:

First heaven was the air / atmosphere that surrounds the earth.

Second heaven was the stars / heavenly bodies.

Third heaven was the abode of God.

So when Paul speaks of being caught up to the third heaven he was describing the place

where God lived.

Paul said he heard unspeakable words, which it is not lawful  for a man to utter1.  This

could be because the things heard could not be put into words or because they were

especially sacred.

Paradise is the place of the righteous departed.  The word was used to describe a park or

garden of a king or noble.

Jesus told the thief on the cross that he would be with him in paradise.  Wherever

paradise is Jesus is there.  That's what makes it paradise.  The book of Enoch talks of Enoch

paying a bodily visit to the heavenly throne and returning.

Jewish writers speak of persons who left their bodies and went on a journey by way of

visions.

Paul's attitude is one for us to copy.

Paul says, "I do not know.  God knows."

How often we need to admit that we do not know.  God or others can't teach us anything

if we "know it all" already.

One commentator says, "Too many times we get hooked on the method rather than the

master."  It is so important when we do His work that we hear Him and not just push our

own agenda.  There is another attitude here that deserves to be modeled.

                                                          
1The Holy Bible : King James Version., Electronic edition of the 1769 edition of the 1611
Authorized Version., 2 Co 12:4 (Oak Harbor, WA: Logos Research Systems, Inc.,
1995).
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This was apparently the first time in 14 years that Paul had shared his experience.  Paul

was called to preach Christ crucified.  He knew he was not called to preach about visions and

revelations he had received.  You and I are not called to exalt ourselves but the crucified /

risen Christ.  It's not about us; it's about Christ.

Paul says this vision occurred 14 years ago.  this would be around AD 40, close to the

beginning of Paul's ministry.

This may have been while he was in Arabia or when he was in Antioch or when he was

stoned and left for dead outside Lystra.  Paul does not say exactly when it was.  Paul

evidently sensed he was on shaky ground when he referred to a revelation that he couldn't

describe.  He didn't want anyone to mistakenly think that he was boasting about himself.

Paul had experienced a vision of the highest order.  But he did not base his authority and

his message on it.  He was determined to preach the clear message that Christ had been

crucified for people's sins.

Paul turned attention away from his vision to his weaknesses.

The Life Application Bible Commentary has this to say about weaknesses:

Even though he had an enviable list of credentials and supernatural

encounters, Paul only boasted about his weaknesses (12:5).  It's obvious that

Paul didn't live in our day.  Contemporary culture marches to the cadence of

strength, power, prestige, and control.  But Paul knew something many in

today's society don't.  Acknowledging weaknesses not only draws a person

closer to God, it draws the person closer to other people.  Weakness is the

great leveler.  Only a few ascend the heights of success, but everybody has

known disappointments, setbacks, and suffering.  The pain of defeat and the

gnawing ache of insecurity reminds people that they need a Savior.  Believers

must be convinced of that truth before they can articulate that need to others.

As you identify weaknesses in your life, surrender them to the One who is

your strength.

End of quotation

Now in v 7 Paul speaks of the thorn in his flesh given to him to keep him from becoming

conceited.
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No one knows what Paul's thorn was.

The Greek word for flesh can refer either to one's physical body or one's carnal self.  The

Greek word for thorn can also mean "stake".

The word is used in the Greek OT to describe Israel's neighbors who had become a

temptation and a snare to the Israelites.

Some commentators suggest the thorn was some kind of temptation of the flesh.

Perhaps a sexual temptation or a spiritual temptation.

Others suggest the thorn was some kind of physical weakness.

This seems to be the most natural interpretation.  Apparently it was repulsive.  Gal. 4:13…

you did not despise me, lit., "You did not spit me out".  It was acute (thorn, splinter, stake)…

All speak of acute pain.

It was recurrent (Three times he prayed for its removal).

Some have suggested ophthalmia (of – thal' – mi – e) (an inflammation of the conjunctiva).

Gal. 4:15… He told the Galatians they would have plucked out their own eyes for him if they

could have.  In Gal. 6:11 Paul writes, See with what large letters I am writing to you,

indicating that he signed the ending of the epistle using very large letters, pointing to a

possible eye problem.

…Could have been malarial fever (possibly contracted at Perga and may have been the

cause of his journey to the healthier climate of Galatia.  In Gal. 4:13 Paul tells the Galatians,

you know that it was because of a bodily illness that I preached the gospel to you the

first time2.  The symptoms of malaria and ophthalmia have been described as "like a red hot

iron thrust through one's forehead or like the drilling of a dentist's bit.

5thorn apparently inflicted by Satan but allowed by God.

The word buffet in v 7 indicates frequently reoccurring action.

Paul says in v 8 that he prayed for relief three times.

In v 9 we are told, My grace is sufficient for thee: for my strength is made perfect in

weakness.3

Then in v 9b Paul's glad submission to God's will… Most gladly therefore will I rather

                                                          
2New American Standard Bible : 1995 Update, Ga 4:13 (LaHabra, CA: The Lockman
Foundation, 1995).
3The Holy Bible : King James Version., Electronic edition of the 1769 edition of the 1611
Authorized Version., 2 Co 12:9 (Oak Harbor, WA: Logos Research Systems, Inc.,
1995).
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glory in my infirmities4… A beautiful yielding of Paul to God's will for His life.

The beautiful phrase at the end of v 9 that the power of Christ may rest upon me.

may rest upon me is literally "may tabernacle (or tent) upon me" …speaks of the OT

image of the shekinah glory of God that filled the tabernacle.

v 10… Paul delights or is well-content with infirmities, reproaches, necessities,

persecutions and distresses for Christ's sake.

Paul's delight is not because these things are desirable in themselves, but because it is in

them that the power of Christ may be revealed.  Paul says when I am weak, then am I

strong.  Probably every minister knows the truth of this verse.  There are times when we

feel strong and preach in our own strength, and it doesn't go well.

Then there are times when we feel our utter weakness, and He is strong in us in spite of

our weaknesses.

William Barclay writes,

Paul was promised all-sufficient grace.  That grace was sufficient for

physical weariness.  It made him able to walk hundreds of miles, ford raging

rivers, climb towering mountains and face bandits and robbers on the road.

That grace was sufficient for physical pain.  Paul bore the cruel thorn.  He

endured stoning, beating, shipwreck and hunger and thirst.

That grace made him able to face slander.  The all-sufficient grace made

Paul care not what men thought of him but what God knew him to be.  It is

the glory of the gospel that in our weakness we may find this wondrous grace,

for always man's extremity is God's opportunity.

End of quotation.

Lessons:

1. It's never about us.

                                                          
4The Holy Bible : King James Version., Electronic edition of the 1769 edition of the 1611
Authorized Version., 2 Co 12:9 (Oak Harbor, WA: Logos Research Systems, Inc.,
1995).
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We must never use God's working in our lives to boast that we are something.

We must always remember the work is God's.  He can do it anyway He pleases.

He can use anyone He pleases.

The fact that He does use someone or bless someone's ministry only means He is using

them to accomplish the work which is His.

We must be careful not to use God's working in us to make us look good to others.  The

work is God's; the credit is God's.  We need to humbly get out of His way and allow Him to

work through us.

2. There should be a sense of urgency about defending God's work and God's message in

our lives.

We need to be sure people know God is the power behind the ministry.

Paul said "I must go on boasting".

We must be constant and diligent in defending God as the source of power and authority

in our work.

3. People should hear "Christ crucified, buried and resurrected" as our message.

Paul said, "I determined to preach nothing among you but Christ and Him crucified".  Our

message needs to center on Jesus Christ.

3. Paradise is where Jesus is.  That's what makes it paradise.

4. Some attitudes of Paul for us to copy:

• Paul says, "I don't know; God knows".

We can always be sure God knows.  If He chooses to reveal the answer to us that's

great.  If not we need to humbly accept.  How often we need to humbly admit that we

don't know.

Or do we arrogantly say, "I know everything."?

We will stop learning when we know it all.
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• Paul did not boast about his vision for 14 years.

We need to be careful not to boast about things that happen in our lives and

ministries.

5. We need to acknowledge weakness in our lives.

The world needs to hear the message that they are lost in sin and weakness.

They are powerless to save themselves.  We need a strong savior who can forgive our sins

and give us eternal life.

6. Sometimes God allows Satan to buffet us with "thorns" in our lives.

We should see these as events to keep us humble.

7. When God has clearly answered our prayer with a "no" we need to accept that answer

and move on.

I meet from time to time with a group in Carlisle who teach that "It's never God's will for

you to be sick… Sickness is Satan's attack against you… If you are sick you haven't prayed

with enough faith.".

Brother / sisters, as I read these 10 verses and sense the heart of this giant in the faith, I get

the feeling that Paul would not agree with my brothers / sisters in Carlisle.  Paul had a much

more important ministry than any of us every will.

Paul struggled with a debilitating thorn that hindered his very important work.  Paul was

a man of incredible faith.

Still we see Paul saying, Most gladly therefore will I rather glory in my infirmities5.

There may be times when we don't understand why God chooses not to answer our

prayers.

                                                          
5The Holy Bible : King James Version., Electronic edition of the 1769 edition of the 1611
Authorized Version., 2 Co 12:9 (Oak Harbor, WA: Logos Research Systems, Inc.,
1995).
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You and I need to learn the lessons of enduring trials, of seemingly unanswered prayers.

The lesson of accepting God's answer for us and saying, "Thy will be done".

John Ortburg, writing in The Life You've Always Wanted, has this to say,

Often I am humbled by my failure to endure even the smallest trials.  I am

writing these words as I ride on a crowded flight.  When I received my seat

assignment, I was slightly chagrined to find I had the middle seat in a row of

three.  My chagrin grew to irritation when I found out who my companions

would be: a single mother holding a cranky three-month-old baby on one side

of me, and her young daughter on the other side, with her two little boys in

the seats right in front of us.  "I hope you don't mind the baby," the mother

said.

As a matter of fact, I did mind the baby.  I wished the baby were far away,

in another row, on another flight.  I did not think about the trial of a mother

traveling alone with three small children and an infant.  All I thought about

was how this would keep me from accomplishing my agenda for the flight—

writing this book to tell people all about how to live as Jesus would in their

place.

I sent out all the body-language signals that I could that I was not open to

communication.  I was devoted to my laptop computer.  But it was all to no

avail.  The little girl sitting on my right asked me, "What are you doing?"

"Writing," I said, summarizing admirably.

"What are you writing?"

"A book."

"What's the book about?"

Ouch!

Here was a tiny trial.  In fact, for someone further along than me, it

wouldn't have been a trial at all but an opportunity to serve someone with far

greater needs.  But I'm not that far along yet.  So I suddenly had an

opportunity to practice patience as graciously as I could in a situation I didn't

want to be in.

Life is filled with minitrials.  When someone interrupts me, I can learn to

graciously hold my tongue.  When my co-worker borrows something and
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doesn't return it immediately, I can learn patience.  When I have a headache, I

can discover that it is possible to suffer and not tell everybody about it.  As

simple as it sounds, the place to start being formed by trials is with the mini

variety.

But we need to add persistence for the large trials.  Perhaps you need to

identify the greatest challenge of your life right now, or a dilemma you are

about ready to give up on.  Make a commitment that you are going to

relentlessly persevere in prayer.

Perhaps the challenge is relational.  Is someone you love far from God and

you have about given up hope?  Is it a pattern of sin in your life that you

haven't been able to break and you feel as if you will be in its grip forever?  Is

it a new habit you would do well to cultivate?  Is it a family rupture that has

been going on for years?…

…Surely we will experience suffering of one sort or another.  Yet the

question remains: How will we run the race?  Will we finish well?  Will we

keep the faith?

We do not accomplish this from sheer strength of will.  The reason we can

trust God is that he understands what it is to walk in darkness.  One message

of the Cross is that God chooses not to stand apart from our suffering.  He is

not unmoved by the pain of the creatures he loves.  He embraces that pain and

suffers with us.  Karl Barth wrote that God would rather be unblessed with his

creatures than to be the blessed God of unblessed creatures.

Jesus, too, walked to the place of sacrifice carrying on his own back the

wood on which he was to be put to death.  Jesus, like Abraham, had to walk

the road of "God-forsakenness."  He cried out, "My God, my God why have

you forsaken me?"

When Jesus was bound, no voice cried out to stay the ropes.  When the

blade went to pierce his body, no power held it back.  This time, no other

sacrifice was provided.  This time, the Son died.  This time, the Father grieved.

But then the third day came.  As it will come someday for you and me.  In

the meanwhile, just don't quit.

Herbert Lockyer writes these very challenging words about Paul.  I will conclude with

them.
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Are we prepared to follow the example of Paul, and make our life an

argument for the faith we profess?  He "pressed toward the mark for the prize

of the high calling of God in Christ Jesus," and would have us be thus

likeminded.  Are we…?  Does he not urge us to follow him, even as he lived

and labored as a follower of Christ…?  The word here for "followers" is

imitators…  …Although we shall never reach the eminence of this "apostle

extraordinary" we can, by God's grace, serve God as faithfully as Paul did.

Mummerts 2015


