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“Power in Weakness?”  II Cor. 12:7-10  11/1/15 

 In the movie, “Signs,” (which is a great movie for Halloween) crop 

circles and other strange things begin appearing near Doylestown, PA.  

Through most of the movie, the audience doesn’t know if there is a natural 

explanation for these things, or if something else is going on.  (Spoiler 

alert!)  It turns out that there are real aliens at work, and unlike ET, they 

mean us harm!  One of them ends up in the home of a farmer, who is a 

former priest who lost his faith.  His brother is there.  He is a former 

baseball player, who hit a ton of homeruns, but struck out too much to be 

successful.  The farmer’s young son is also home.  He is prone to frequent 

asthma attacks, which have threatened to take his life at times.  And his 

daughter is there, too, a young girl who has trouble drinking water, because 

“it tastes funny,” and ends up leaving half-full glasses of water all over the 

house. 

 When the terrifying alien begins attacking them in their home, the 

farmer’s brother hears someone yell for him to grab his bat and swing 

away.  He does, and those former strikeouts don’t matter as he clubs the 

powerful, menacing beast.  As they battle around the house, the alien 

bumps against a mantle where a half-full glass of water has been left.  The 
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water spills over the alien, and surprisingly, acts like acid on it.  It is the one 

substance it can’t tolerate.  Meanwhile, the farmer’s son had been sprayed 

in the face by the alien with some kind of toxin.  But in his panic, the boy’s 

airway tightened up, and he was unable to breathe.  Because of that 

weakness, he didn’t inhale the poison and survived.  The weaknesses of 

the farmer’s brother, his daughter, and his son saved them and allowed 

them to defeat the alien. 

This Fall our small groups have been studying Dan Schaeffer’s book,  

The Power of Weakness.  His main point is similar to the theme in “Signs.”  

We find power in our lives as God works through our weaknesses.  

Generally, people tend to hide their weaknesses or minimize them.  That’s 

how we get ahead in life, by eliminating or disguising our vulnerabilities.  

But Schaeffer believes that we can find victory over sin, strength in family 

relationships, and hope as we decline physically, not through our own 

efforts, but through the power of Jesus as he works through our 

weaknesses.  He bases this belief on a passage found in Paul’s second 

letter to the church in Corinth, Greece. 
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 When Paul arrived in Corinth, a thriving, cosmopolitan city, renowned 

for its vices, he found many people receptive to the good news of God’s 

love in Jesus Christ.  He remained there for 18 months, training leaders like 

Aquilla and Priscilla who continued the work there after Paul left.  

Unfortunately, he learned later that things were not going well with the 

fledgling church, so he wrote letters to address many of the issues that 

were dividing them, and later he also visited them.  However, deep 

divisions remained in the church.  Traveling teachers made things worse by 

criticizing Paul’s message that we are saved by Jesus Christ through God’s 

grace alone.  They taught that we need to become Jews first, keeping the 

requirements of the Old Testament law.  Only then could they become 

Christians.  They also harshly attacked Paul’s credentials as an apostle. 

 In II Corinthians, Paul responds to these attacks, strongly defending 

both his message and his call as an apostle.  After listing his qualifications 

as an apostle, he states that Jesus had even given him mystical visions of 

heavenly things, although he doesn’t like to brag about them.  And then we 

come to this very interesting couple of verses, where Paul argues that the 

power of Christ can be seen not only in his many strengths, but that it can 

also be seen in his weaknesses! 
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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. 8Three times I appealed to the Lord about this, that it would leave 

me, 9but 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. 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. (II Cor. 12:7b-10) 

 Let’s look more closely at this passage and see what it might mean to 

us.  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. (II Cor. 12:7b)  What was this “thorn in the flesh” that Paul mentions 

here?  There are lots of theories, but no one really knows.  It may have 

been a physical ailment or even a particular antagonist- we just don’t know.  

What’s interesting is that God allowed this “thorn in the flesh” to afflict Paul.  

Why?  “To keep me from being too elated,” he says.  This statement 

follows his description of the wonderful visions that God had given him.  

Apparently, God was concerned that Paul might become a little too big for 
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his spiritual britches, so God allowed this thorn so Paul would remain 

grounded and humble. 

 Perhaps God is using an affliction you are experiencing- aging, a 

serious illness, job or school stress, family tensions- to shape your 

character.  Many people have testified to the ways God has used suffering 

in their lives to prepare them for the work God has for them.   Joni Erikson 

became a quadriplegic at age 17 while diving into the Chesapeake Bay.  

It’s hard to imagine how difficult it would have been to go from being an 

athletic young woman with so many hopes and dreams, to being confined 

to a wheelchair for life.  But Joni was not defeated by her disability.  Since 

then she has often proclaimed the truth that God can work through our 

weaknesses during her speaking and writing career.  She believes that 

God is using her disability to give her a platform to proclaim the gospel and 

shape her character.   

You probably know people who would say the same thing.  I know 

God has often taught me Christian virtues like patience, endurance, and 

humility during the hard times of my life.  If you are suffering, it isn’t 

because you are being punished.  In fact, you may never know why you are 

suffering, but God can use it for your good. 
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 Let’s continue.  

8Three times I appealed to the Lord about this, that it would leave me, 

9but he said to me, “My grace is sufficient for you, for power is made perfect 

in weakness.”  (II Cor. 12:8,9)  It’s clear here that sometimes God does not 

give us what we ask for.  If the Apostle Paul, a great man of God, didn’t 

always get his prayers answered as he requested, we shouldn’t be 

surprised if the same thing happens to us!  I know some of you have had 

unanswered prayers with persistent illnesses, estranged family members, 

stubborn addictions, etc.  It doesn’t mean that God doesn’t love you, or that 

you lack sufficient faith!  It means that God has other plans for you at this 

time, as frustrating as that may be.   

And, Paul says that God’s grace is sufficient for us, even in the midst 

of our suffering.  Earlier in the service we remembered those in our church 

family who died in the past year.  Some of those folks died after prolonged 

illnesses, and I had the privilege of visiting with several of them, who 

experienced the reality of this verse.  They testified that God’s grace was 

sufficient for them.  That although things were bleak, and their life was not 

going as they wanted or expected it to, they were grateful for God’s 

presence with them and the comfort that provided for them.  Now, it doesn’t 
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always work that way, but I have seen it happen often.  “My grace is 

sufficient for you,” Jesus said to Paul.  It still is! 

And then we come to perhaps the most significant insight in the 

passage, “for power is made perfect in weakness.”  Other Greek 

manuscripts change the wording slightly to read, “for my power is made 

perfect in weakness,” which certainly gives the sense of what is being said.  

When we are at the end of our rope.  When there is nothing we can do.  

When we’ve run out of options.  When we have no more strength.  It is then 

that God’s power is most clearly shown. 

John Stott was an Anglican pastor, teacher, scholar, and writer who 

spoke all around the world, especially to college students.  I met him when I 

was at seminary.  One time, as a young man, he was leading a university 

outreach in Sydney, Australia, when he received word that his father had 

died.  In addition to his grief, he was also losing his voice, but there was 

one more large meeting planned for the outreach campaign.  Stott decided 

he couldn’t back out at that late date, but he was concerned about his 

ability to speak.  Just prior to the meeting, he asked a couple students to 

gather with him for prayer.  He asked one of them to read the passage 

we’ve been reading this morning, “My grace is sufficient for you, for my 
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power is made perfect in weakness.”  They prayed together and Stott went 

on stage. 

He had to get right on top of the microphone so he could be heard.  

He croaked out the gospel.  He couldn’t convey his personality or use any 

inflection in his voice.  He gave a painful, rasping, monotone presentation 

of the Good News.  At the end of the message, he invited anyone who 

wanted to respond to Jesus’ call to discipleship to come forward for prayer.  

He was overwhelmed by the immediate response to the gospel message.  

People poured forward to make a commitment to Jesus Christ. 

He returned to Australia many times over his life and each time 

someone would approach him and ask, “Do you remember that final 

meeting in the university great hall?”  “I jolly well do,” he would reply.  (He 

was British, after all!)  “Well,” they would say, “I first trusted in Jesus that 

night.”  God’s power was seen in the midst of great weakness. 

What about you?  If you are in a bad place right now, can you trust 

that God knows what he’s doing?  That God will work through your situation 

to bring about good?  That God’s grace is sufficient for you?  And, that 

God’s power can be made manifest in your weakness?  It takes a great 
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deal of faith to believe that, I know.  But I believe it’s worth the risk of 

believing, to see what God can do. 


