A Practical Study of 2 CORINTHIANS:
Turning Tough Times into Triumph
“Using Adversity to Gain an Advantage”

Study Number Twenty-Two — 2 Corinthians 12:1-10

Study #1—Is He Lord of our checkbook?—we talked about our
possessions.

Study #2—Is He Lord of our mind?—“Bringing every thought
captive to the obedience of Christ.” (ref. 2 Corinthians 10:5)

Study #3—1Is He Lord of our tongue?—the words we say.

Study #4—Is He Lord in our battle with Satan?—and the
reality of what he 1s trying to accomplish.

And our last study

Study #5—1Is He Lord of our circumstances?

We looked at 24 horrendous stress things that the apostle
Paul is going through while still maintaining that stability

and that constant, consistent witness.

And now a question:



Is He Lord when He says “NO” to our request?

This 1s again something that’s often neglected. The apostle in
chapter 10 picks up the pen and begins to write himself
because he’s so emotionally involved with the church
defending his ministry. Often we see the word “boasting” as he
goes through and describes what he’s been through.

In chapter 11 he’s concerned because Satan has deceived
them. And then as we got to the end of chapter 11, he told us
what a real servant goes through and we saw 24 troubles. And
we left him being let down in a basket as he left Damascus.
The most humiliating thing that could happen to an
individual was to be in a broken way, let down as a criminal
and escaping under the cloak of darkness.

There are some pretty tremendous people that are let down in
a basket or by a rope in the Bible.

1. The two spies that went over to Rahab’s house to check
out the city of Jericho when they went into the land were let
down by Rahab outside the city wall.

2. Michael let David down out of the window by a rope and
he escaped from Saul who was trying to take his life.

So we're 1n pretty good company if we've been let down
through a window.

The one word that would tie chapter 11 together with chapter
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12 1s the word “weakness.” And that word 1s going to come out
over and over again.

The wisdom of God tells us that in our weakness His strength
1s displayed most beautifully. But our problem is, we're too
strong. We want to try it on our own and we never avail
ourselves of His strength because we’re trying to be strong in
ourselves.

When we become weak, then we are strong. Paul could say to
the Philippians, “I am ready for anything through the
strength of the one who indwells me.” (ref. Philippians 4:13)

As we go back through biblical characters, we find this very
true:

1. ABRAHAM and SARAH had a 25 year delay before a
child was born. It was to get them to a point of total
helplessness. And in weakness, God does His wonderful work.

2. MOSES, after a post-graduate work of 40 years in the
backside of the desert. In his weakness, God takes him and he
becomes the liberator of the children of Israel from the land of

Egypt.

3. JACOB, it’s the same way. Wrestling all night with that
angel, finally he gives up in the morning hours and old Jacob
finally becomes Israel—fighter for God.

In 2 Corinthians 4 Paul says:



2 Corinthians 4:7

We have this treasure in cracked (or broken) pots, and so that
the glory may be of God and not of we ourselves.

One writer says:

God’s power 1s more clearly seen in weakness than in Paul’s
own strength. And so his weakness i1s not a hindrance to God’s
working, but a requirement for it.

(source unknown)

And as we now look at these verses in chapter 12, we're going
to see that coming out again and again.

Let’s pick up at verse 1. This 1s one of those incredible
passages of scripture that really levels a lot of contemporary
theology, simply because people neglect what’s being said in
these verses.

v. 1 Boasting is necessary, though it is not profitable;

but I will go on to visions and revelations of the
Lord.

“Boasting 1s necessary, though it is not profitable; I will go on
to visions and revelations of the Lord.”

Now let’s back up to the previous chapters and look at a few
verses:



2 Corinthians 11:1

I wish you would bear with me in a little foolishness; but
indeed you are bearing with me.

2 Corinthians 11:16

Again, I am saying, let no one think me to be foolish; but if
you do so, receive me even as foolish, in order that I also may
boast a little.

Paul recognizes that he’s defending his ministry in Corinth.
And involved in that is “boasting.” And he says:

“1t 1s not profitable;”—there’s no benefit to be gained by it.

But now as he moves on, he moves away from those two dozen
things that have happened to him, he moves away from being
let down through a basket in the wall, and he moves to
something else. He moves to a subject of “visions and
revelations of the Lord.”

Now let’s stop for a little bit and talk about “visions and
revelations” for just a minute.

God does give us a burden of heart, a burning desire for people
to be touched with the Gospel. “Where there’s no vision, the
people perish.” (ref. Proverbs 29:18)

But God isn’t in the business of giving “visions and
5



revelations” these days. God spoke in these last days through
His Son. The last message we received was when Jesus died
on the Cross and He rose from the dead.

The Bible was complete when the book of Revelation was
complete. There is a very serious warning in Revelation 22,

right at the end of all of it:

Revelation 22:18-19

I testify to everyone who hears the words of the prophecy of
this book: if anyone adds to the, God shall add to him the
plagues which are written in this book; and if anyone takes
away from the words of the book of this prophecy, God shall
take away his part from the tree of life and from the holy city,
which are written in this book.

“Visions and revelations” were completed at the time of the
completion of the scripture.

Now in Acts 10 Peter had a revelation of the sheet that was let
down out of heaven. That was to tell us the Gentiles and Jews
were both going to have the opportunity of entering into a
relationship with Jesus Christ and “what God has considered
cleansed, let no one consider unholy.” (see Acts 10:9-32)

And so the whole message of salvation is a revelation. John,
on the 1sland of Patmos, wrote the book of Revelation which 1s
a book of “visions and revelations.”



Isn’t it interesting that we're going from the ridiculous to the
sublime just that quick? The ridiculous is being let down in a
basket and the sublime is being caught up into heaven and
having all these glorious revelations—and a lot of our lives are
like that.

So we're going to talk here, after these two dozen troubles,
about “visions and revelations.”

Now look at verse 2. He 1s very humble in the way he
approaches the subject.

v.2 I am knowing a man in Christ who fourteen years
ago—whether in the body I am not knowing or out
of the body I am not knowing, God is knowing—
such a man was caught up to the third heaven.

“I am knowing a man in Christ who fourteen years ago—
whether in the body I am not knowing or out of the body I am
not knowing, God 1s knowing—such a man was caught up to
the third heaven.”

Now notice it’s in the PRESENT TENSE. It doesn’t say, “I
knew a guy fourteen years ago who was caught up.” So we get
a little bit of a clue. He’s talking about HIMSELF and an
experience he had, but he’s not going to brag and boast about
1t. But he’s going to tell all about what happened.

“I am knowing a man”—WHERE?—“Iin Christ.”



“I am knowing a man in Christ”—so the person is obviously a
Christian.

Now this happened:

“fourteen years ago—whether in the body I am not knowing or
out of the body I am not knowing.”

Now that phrase is used THREE TIMES. Paul says, “I don’t
know whether I was in the body or this is an out of the body
experience. I really don’t know that but I do know that it
happened fourteen years ago.”

Now the apostle Paul, when he writes about physical death in
2 Corinthians 5, says we're:

2 Corinthians 5:8

...absent from the body, we're present with the Lord.
And so it’s in accord for him to say the very same thing here.

One thing this does, it tells us very clearly that there’s
consciousness after death. And it also tells us that we're going
somewhere when we die. And Paul has no problem teaching
that. And it’s quite obvious here, it doesn’t really bother him
whether he was in his body or out of it or not. Consciousness
went on and there were some things that happened as a result
of that.



He says:

“whether in the body...or out of the body I am not knowing,
God 1s knowing—such a man was caught up to the third
heaven.”

Now before we get to that, let’s talk about “fourteen years.”
There are those who believe that this happened when Paul
was stoned at Lystra. It wasn’t being stoned with alcohol or
drugs, he literally had rocks thrown at him and they drug him
out of the city for dead. The only problem is, the chronology
won’t fit that.

If this letter was written in 55 A.D.—which 1s pretty close—
from the city of Ephesus to Corinth, then we have to subtract
14, so we come to 41. He’s only been a Christian for 4 or 5
years when this happens. And that won’t fit the first
missionary journey because he had many years in the
backside of the Arabian Desert with the Lord before he ever
started in his ministry.

So the chronology won’t fit Lystra. This has to be some
experience that he has had that we don’t have any record of to
our knowledge at this point.

Now 1t says he was “such a man [who] was caught up to the
third heaven.”

Now that word “caught up” is used in a lot of places in the
Bible—for instance in Acts 8:39. Philip’s next assignment 1is to
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go down to the Gaza Strip and meet an Ethiopian eunuch and
share Jesus with him. And when he gets down there, he finds
the guy 1s reading from Isaiah 53 so he gets up in the chariot,
explains the gospel, and the guy becomes a Christian. They
stop and have a little baptismal service alongside the road and
1t says:

Acts 8:39

...the Spirit of God caught away Philip...

And so Philip wasn’t there anymore. He landed somewhere
else.

In 1 Kings 18 we have the same thing happening. The
prophets believed that the Spirit of God will catch away
Elijjah. (see 1 Kings 18:12)

Remember when he was caught away after he and Elisha
went across the Jordan River, he was caught away in a
whirlwind to glory. (see 2 Kings 2:16)

The same thing is true of a guy by the name of Enoch in
Genesis 5:

He walked with God and the Lord took him; he was not. (see
Genesis 5:24)

In Ezekiel 3, Ezekiel has the experience of being lifted up in
the Spirit. (see Ezekiel 3:12)
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But the big one 1s one we better really be paying attention to,
because this one can happen today. First Thessalonians 4:17
uses the same word. It says:

1 Thessalonians 4:17

Then we who are alive and remain shall be caught up together
with them in the clouds to meet the Lord in the air, and thus
we shall always be with the Lord.

There’s biblical precedent for being “caught up” friends. And if
we happen to be looking around some morning, when we wake
up and there are a whole bunch of missing faces, maybe we
might think that there’s been a catching away and we got left.
Because the scripture makes it clear.

And if we're a firm believer in biblical prophecy we should
realize that since this is the next event, it could happen today.
Because we're living in those times, when Jesus Christ—after
2,000 years working on what He’s got prepared for us—is
coming back to take all those who know Him to be with Him.

First the dead in Christ are going to rise in their new bodies.
That we who are alive and remain are going to be caught up
together with them. (see 1 Thessalonians 4:17)

“such a man was caught up to'—WHERE?—“the third
heaven.”
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Well, what 1s “the third heaven”? What’s the first heaven?
What’s the second one?

1. Well the FIRST HEAVEN i1s the ATMOSPHERIC
HEAVEN that we can see out here.

2. The SECOND HEAVEN is probably OUTER SPACE.

3. And the “THIRD HEAVEN” has to be the DWELLING
PLACE OF GOD.

Isn’t that interesting? We ended our last study as he’s being
let down in a basket. And in this study, he’s being “caught up
to the third heaven.” That’s the way life 1s. We just go from
the highs and the lows. Here he 1s, “caught up to the third
heaven.”

What’s that verse teach us? That teaches us that heaven is a
place and God has the ability to take people there. And there
1s consciousness after death. So there’s an awful lot of very
valuable suppositions as we just see what Paul i1s teaching
here as he writes to the Corinthians about this.

Look at verse 3. It’s like he repeats it again.
v. 3 And I am knowing how such a man—whether in the
body or apart from the body I am not knowing, God

is knowing—

“And I am knowing how such a man—whether in the body or
12



apart from the body I am not knowing, God is knowing—"

He wants 1t understood that he doesn’t really know whether
he was 1n 1t or out of it. All we know 1s that consciousness goes
on whether we’re in 1t or out of it.

Now look at verse 4. He changes it.

v. 4 that he was caught up into Paradise, and heard
inexpressible words, which a man is not permitted
to speak.

“that he was"™—WHAT?—"caught up into’—third heaven?—
“Paradise, and heard inexpressible words, which a man 1is not
permitted to speak.”

Alright, let’s talk about “Paradise” for a second. Does the word
“Paradise” occur anywhere else in the Bible?

It was when Jesus was hanging on the Cross, wasn’t it? And
that thief said, “Remember me when You come into Your
kingdom.” He’d never done anything good for God. He was a
crook. He was hanging there, pinned to the same cross but he
was convinced of who was hanging next to him and he just
says, “Remember me when You come into Your kingdom.”
What did Jesus say? “Hey listen man, I'm a phony. I don’t
know where we're going either.” Is that what He said?

Luke 23:43
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... “Truly [it can happen right now] you will be with Me in the
Paradise.”

No delay—nothing to stop it. We're checking out and checking
in. We have our room reserved. That faith right there, was
adequate.

“today you’ll be with Me in the Paradise.”

Now since he said “third heaven” in the previous verse and he
said “Paradise” here, the two are the same. He wouldn’t be
talking about two different places.

Revelation 2 says:

Revelation 2:7

“He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the
churches. To him who overcomes, I will grant to eat of the tree

of life, which 1s in the Paradise of God.”
And so there it is, it’s the dwelling place for all the saints.

“he was caught up into Paradise, and [he] heard inexpressible
words, which a man 1s not permitted to speak.”

“Come on Paul! I want to know it! ‘Inexpressible words!” Come
on, you're ‘not permitted to speak’ Tell us the secret!”

“Don’t you want to know what it’s like? Please Paul, express
14



some more about it so we can get excited about where we're
going and what we’re going to do when we're up there! And all
you’re saying is it’s ‘inexpressible words’ and you’re ‘not
permitted’ to tell us.” Ouch!

There was a student who came to Augustine and he asked
Augustine the question: “What was God doing before he made
the world?” Augustine said He was “Making hell for people
like you who ask questions like that.”

(source unknown)

Yes, we do with our natural curiosity want to know. Don’t we?

v. 5 Concerning such a man as this I will boast; but
concerning myself I will not boast, except in my
weaknesses.

“Concerning such a man as this I will boast; but concerning
myself I will not boast, except in my weaknesses.”

He’s still talking about himself under the guise of knowing
somebody. And he says, “About that kind of person, I'll boast.”
But he says, “When it comes to talking about me, I'll talk
about—my asthéneia—my weaknesses not my strength.”

That word occurs FIVE TIMES 1in these ten verses.

Now Black has written a dissertation on just the word
“weakness” and he says this:
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The only valid sign of apostleship was his weakness through
which God’s power was being manifested. It is only when Paul
1S:

weak

persecuted

isulted

humiliated

poor

sick

despised

unloved by his own converts

that God’s might comes into view, and Paul can claim:
“l am strong.”

To commend oneself in anything else is foolish and false.
(source unknown)

Paul says, “I'm weak.”

v. 6 For if I should desire to boast, I shall not be foolish,
for I shall be speaking the truth; but I am
refraining from this, so that no one may credit me
with more than he is seeing in me or hearing from
me.

REASON—“For if I should desire to boast, I shall not be
foolish, for I shall be speaking the truth; but I am refraining
16



from this, so that no one may credit me with more than he is
)
seeing in me or hearing from me.”

“I don’t want anybody saying more about me than is true. And
I don’t want anybody seeing more in me than is really the
truth. I just want the truth to prevail.”

Phillips paraphrases it:

Yet I am not going to do so, for I don’t want anyone to think
more highly of me than his experience of me and what he
hears of me should warrant.

(source unknown)

And then The Living Bible says:

... I have plenty to boast about and would be no fool in doing
it, but I don’t want anyone to think more highly of me than he
should from what he can actually see in my life and my
message.

“I am refraining from this,”

“I want people to see it in my LIFE and I want people to hear
1t from my LIPS.”

“I want them to see it in my CONDUCT, hear it in my
COMMUNICATION.”

“I want them to see it in my WORKS and I want them to hear
17



it in my WORDS.”

And they have to see it in us before they’re going to believe it.
And so therefore, that’s the basis for our witness.

Now comes this most incredible passage of scripture—verses
7-9.

v. 7 And because of the surpassing greatness of the
revelations, for this reason, to keep me from
exalting myself, there was given to me a thorn in
the flesh, a messenger of Satan to buffet me—in
order that I may not be exalting myself.

“And because of the surpassing greatness of the
revelations,”—see he’s the one that’s had them—“for this
reason, to keep me from exalting myself, there was given to
me a thorn in the flesh, a messenger of Satan to buffet me—in
order that I may not be exalting myself.”

“because of the...greatness of the revelations”—that’s
PLURAL.

What are the “revelations” he’s referring to?

Well we came up with FIVE that he is the special steward of
divine “revelation” that we would not know if it had not been
for him being used to communicate it:

1. First of all, the RELATIONSHIP aspect of being in Christ
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1s taught by Paul. The fact that we come to a relationship and
we are put in Christ 1s a truth that he reveals.

2. Secondly, the role that Paul would play as an APOSTLE
of the GENTILES. He’s a Jew going to Gentiles.

3. Third, the CHURCH, the bride of Christ, made up of both

Jews and Gentiles in Christ who are going to be snatched out
of here as we just got through talking about.

4. Fourth, the RAPTURE OF THE CHURCH.

1 Corinthians 15:51-53

I show you a mystery, we shall not all sleep, but we shall be

changed, In a moment, in the twinkling of an eye, the trump
shall sound, and the dead 1n Christ shall rise. And that which
1s corruptible must put on incorruption, and that which is

mortal must put on immortality.

And then finally the whole business about:

5. the REGATHERING OF ISRAEL.

What’s going to happen to Israel once the church is gone? Pauli
reveals much of that truth in his writings, especially in
Romans 9, 10 and 11.

So there’s the summary of the revelations that he’s received.
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“for this reason, to keep me from exalting myself,”

In other words, we aren’t supposed to do that. God wants to
keep us HUMBLE and make us HOLY. That’s His purpose in
our lives as believers.

To keep us that way, the apostle understands the reason for
the THORN:

1. He’s had REVELATIONS.

2. He’s had RECOGNITION.

3. He’s had RESULTS.

4. Now he has a “THORN in his flesh.”

What do we do when we have to live with something terribly
uncomfortable? What is the “thorn”? We're going to have to
ask Paul when we see him in glory.

It could be that it was his eyesight, because he never did see
the same after that great light on the Road to Damascus. It
could be some kind of a physical disease. The word that’s used
here 1s “stake.” It’s like being impaled on a stake, or it’s like
the nails driven into the hands of Christ or the thorns that
pierced His brow. It is no piece of cake, friends. It is something
that had excruciating pain involved in it—physically.

And it’s something that he wishes he didn’t have to handle
20



and he’s been given this “thorn.” And the “thorn” is there, not
for him to ask the reason why, but for him to learn what it is
that God wants to do through the use of that “thorn.”

Scottish preacher George Matheson said he:

...realized he was not as ready to praise God when things
went wrong as he was when they went right. However, after
he began to lose his eyesight, he changed his thinking. He
struggled for some months with this weary burden until he
reached the point where he could pray, “My God, I have never
thanked You for my thorn. I have thanked You a thousand
times for my roses, but not once for my thorn. I have been
looking forward to a world where I shall get compensated for
my cross, but...Teach me the value of my thorn.”

(Our Daily Bread, April 14, year unknown)

Well, that’s where it gets rough, doesn’t it? The “reason, to

keep me from exalting myself, there was given to me a thorn
in the flesh.”

And then he describes it as “a messenger of Satan.”

Whenever we want to wreck somebody’s life, just call Satan in;
He can handle it. He 1s the president of the wrecking crew.

We see him active here in the book of 2 Corinthians and in 1
Corinthians. We see him active in many places in the

scripture, but he’s always involved in that which is destroying.
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For instance, in the New Testament we read:

1 Corinthians 5:5

I have decided to deliver such a one to Satan for the
destruction of his flesh...

1 Corinthians 11:30

For this reason many among you are weak and sick, and a
number sleep in physical death.

1 Timothy 1:20

Among these are Hymenaeus and Alexander, whom I have
delivered over to Satan, so that they may be taught not to
blaspheme.

In the book of Job:
Job 1:12

The Lord said to Satan, “Very well, then, everything he has is
in your hands, but on the man himself do not lay a finger.”

There’s restraint.

Now the “thorn” is something that’s given with a PURPOSE in
Paul’s life. We don’t understand it, but it’s there and Paul
doesn’t like 1it.
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J. I. Packer Hot Tub Religion again says this:

(Hot Tub Religion by J.1. Packer)

God uses chronic pain and weakness, along with other
afflictions, as his chisel for sculpting our lives. Felt weakness
deepens dependence on Christ for strength each day. The
weaker we feel, the harder we lean. And the harder we lean,
the stronger we grow spiritually, even while our bodies [are
wasting] away. To live with your “thorn” uncomplainingly,
sweet, patient, and free in heart to love and help others, even
though every day you feel weak, is true sanctification.

pp. 192-93
And V. Raymond Edman said it this way:

(The Disciplines of Life by V. Raymond Edman)

Our discipline is to keep on climbing when sight is dim and
strength is debilitated, when friends fail and foes are fierce,
when handicaps hinder and hardships harry. God has use for
the heart that no difficulties can deter!

p. 149

Paul says, “I've got a thorn.”

There’s a great little piece of poetry that’s written about a
thorn. It gets across the point really well:
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Once I heard a song of sweetness as it cleft the morning air,

Sounding in its blest completeness like a tender, pleading
prayer;

And I sought to find the singer whence the wondrous song was
born;

Till I found a bird, sore wounded, pinioned by an ugly thorn.

I have seen a soul of sadness while its wings with pain were
furled,

Giving hope and cheer and gladness that should bless the
weeping world;

Soon I learned a life of sweetness was of pain and sorrow
borne,

For that stricken soul was singing with its heart against a
thorn!

You are told of One who loves you, of a Savior crucified,

You are told of nails that pinioned, and a spear that pierced
His side;

You are told of cruel scourging, of a Savior bearing scorn,

And He died for your salvation with His brow against the
thorn.

You are not above the Master! Will you breathe a sweet
refrain?

Then His grace will be sufficient when your heart is pierced
with pain;

Will you live to bless His loved ones though your life be
bruised and torn,
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Like a bird that sang so sweetly with its heart against a
thorn?”
(Our Daily Bread, February 6, year unknown)

Know who can measure the blessing that comes as a result of

what God allows in our lives to bring forth the truth that He’s
still alive and that He’s working in people’s lives?

This little poem is called “Watch God’s Methods:”

(Adventure In Adversity by Paul E. Billheimer)

WATCH GOD’S METHODS

When God wants to drill a man,
And thrill a man
And skill a man,
When God wants to mold a man
To play the noblest part;
When he yearns with all His heart
To create so great and bold a man
That all the world shall be amazed,
Watch His methods, watch His ways!
How He ruthlessly perfects
Whom He royally elects:
How He hammers him and hurts him,
And with mighty blows converts him
Into trial shapes of clay which
Only God understands;
While his tortured heart is crying
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And he lifts beseeching hands!

How he bends but never breaks

When his good He undertakes;

How with every purpose fuses him;

By every act induces him

To try his splendor out—

God knows what He’s about.

Dale Martin Stone

pp. 33-34

Yes, Satan i1s the instrument. God uses him to carry out His
purposes and His plans. He did the very same thing on
Calvary’s Cross with the death of His Son.

Notice some interesting phrases here in this verse:

“there was given to me a thorn in the flesh, a messenger of
Satan to buffet me.”

Now that is in the PRESENT TENSE. It’s like it’s continuous.
We can’t ever get away from it.

We could translate that “it is continually buffeting me” or
“he’s continually beating upon me.” It is there all the time and
we can’'t get away from it!

Plummer, the Greek scholar, says it 1s:
...a stake driven into my flesh...”

(source unknown)
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And we cannot escape the pain.

Now verse 8 gives us a little bit of an 1dea about the severity
of this.

v. 8 Concerning this I entreated the Lord three times in
order that it might depart from me.

“Concerning this I entreated the Lord three times in order
that 1t might depart from me.”

Now is Paul a prayer warrior? Paul has a hotline to heaven
and he’s used to getting instant results when he prays. “Call
upon Me and I'll answer and show you the great and mighty
things which thou knowest not.” (see Jeremiah 33:3)

But before we call, He will answer! That’s the way Paul was!
And all of a sudden, he rings up heaven and he says, “Lord,
you know, I sure could do a whole lot better job for You
without this thorn in my flesh!”

Now He says, “That’s alright Paul. I love you, but no.”
We realize the intensity of it because of how long it goes.

Sometime later he obviously believes that he missed what the
Lord said, but he still has the thorn. So the second time he has
an audience with the Lord he says: “Lord, my ministry could
be so much greater. I could do a much better job. I could be
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)

more effective for You if only I could be freed from this thorn.’

God says “no.” And then a THIRD TIME! So it’s a real
struggle for him.

“Oh God! I just can’t go on! The excruciating pain is keeping
me from being effective in my ministry. I just long to be free
from this Lord! Can’t it be that I'm going to be free?”

Then God says, “No!”

How does that fit into the modern healing movement?

Is it that Paul doesn’t have enough faith to get rid of this
thing? Do we have to cast him in that kind of mold?

We do that today. It’s because we had a lack of faith and
everybody else can bail out in the process.

Most of those people who are hanging around that kind of
stuff and dealing with this and trafficking in this, they don’t
bother with this passage. It makes them very uncomfortable.

Now we know God heals and He can heal, but we also know
that God 1s sovereign and He has the prerogative and the
right to do whatever He needs to do in our life to chisel the
1mage of Jesus Christ in us. And it has nothing to do with our
faith or our lack of faith. And we have to live with that.

Jesus had the very same experience. In the account of the
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Garden of Gethsemane it is very specific. It says He came the
third time and He said to them, “Are you still sleeping and
taking your rest?” In other words, three times He went to the
Father and He said, “Father, if it be possible, let this cup pass
from me. Nevertheless, not My will but Yours be done.” The
Father said, “No! No! No!” And the Son dies on the Cross.

There’s not anything wrong with us when we get a “No” from
God. God’s “No” always obligates Him to a better plan. He’s
protecting us from something. We should lift our head and not
feel guilty and get down and think that something’s wrong
with us or something bad with God. Just rejoice that He sees
the big picture and He’s got some reason for why He’s giving
us a no. And we have to hang on for all we're worth and stay
in there.

God the Father is totally unmoved. Three rigorous appeals
from the apostle and it’s just “No! No! No!”

Look at verse 9.

v. 9 And He has said to me, “My grace is adequate for
you, for power is finding its consummation
(reaching perfection) in the presence of weakness.”
Most gladly, therefore, I will rather boast about my
weaknesses, in order that the power of Christ may
dwell in me.

“He has said to me, ‘My grace is adequate for you, for power is
finding its consummation (or reaching perfection) in the
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presence of weakness.”—there’s that word again—“Most
gladly, therefore, I will rather boast about my weaknesses, in
order that the power of Christ may dwell in me.”

Now let’s break that verse apart because. This 1s loaded with
truth.

“And He said to me,”—he’s still unmoved by the three appeals
but he’s viable alternative. And his viable alternative is:

“My grace 1s adequate for you,”

That almost makes us laugh, doesn’t it? To think that there
would be anything that is not “adequate” in God. That’s like a
little fish swimming in the ocean, afraid to take a drink lest hé
drink it dry before he dies. It’s just totally impossible to even
orient ourselves to a silly thought like that!

“My grace is adequate for you,”

Want to know something that’s so neat about this? “Satan 1is
buffeting” in the PRESENT TENSE, but the “grace is
adequate” in the PRESENT TENSE. Isn’t that great?

We have a problem? We have grace!

We have a problem? There’s grace!

There’s always grace to match the problem. God will never

allow us to go through any circumstance that His grace is
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totally adequate and available at the moment to carry us
through it no matter how tough it might be.

“My grace 1s continually available and adequate for you,”
Oh that’s great!

When we're truly drawing upon His grace, it’s tough to be
exalting ourself, isn’t 1t? Because we're totally dependent upon
somebody else, and that’s where the Lord really wants it.

He loves us to be dependent and trusting Him to carry us
through an impossible circumstance. His strength is made
perfect in weakness.

“for [my] power 1s finding its consummation in the presence of
weakness.”

The Living Bible says:

...My power shows up best in weak people.”

David Alan Black says:

This 1s the summit of the epistle. This 1s the crowning point of
Paul’s view of weakness. Grace adequate for labors, trials,
conquests, and [even for the] thorn.

(source unknown)

Now what do we do when we get a “No” to our prayer?
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“Oh God, that makes me so mad. I had that all figured out.
Had it all worked out. I come to You to just get Your blessing
on the little program and my plan and what do You do? You
give me a no. You foul up the whole thing God. That really
aggravates me, Lord. I'm not going to talk to you for a while.
I'm just upset.”

Isn’t that the way we are? How does Paul handle it?
Look at that attitude. What 1s his attitude?

“Most gladly,”

Nothing that happens to Paul, even “No! No! No!” can affect
his confidence in God and His love for him.

He got a “No” and he has a good attitude.

“Most gladly,”

Don’t ever lose confidence in God because we've lost
everything. He orders our circumstances for life and He’s
ordering them to develop Christlike character. He still has a
song. Nothing is going to affect it.

Remember how Noah came out and the rainbow showed him
that there was not going to be a flood again?

There’s a precious story told of a widowed missionary who'd
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worked in Irian Jaya, Borneo for many, many years. Her
husband had just died and she’s going back on the airplane to
this remote jungle village to continue the missionary work.
And as it flew between the mountains and over the dense
jungle valleys, she suddenly began to ask herself:

“Why am I here?” The death of her husband, the increased
responsibility for her family, the resumption of demanding
labor among a stone-age-like people—all of this and more
troubled her. As they neared the area where she lived, the
pilot said, “Look!” Below them she saw a full circle rainbow
with the dark, tiny outline of her little village in the center of
that circle. “Thank You, Lord,” she prayed. “I'm in the center
of Your rainbow of promise.”

(Our Daily Bread, May 4, year unknown)

That’s where we need to be. When life tears us up, we don’t
understand it, we’ve got a stake in our flesh, we hurt deeply
and we don’t understand what God’s doing—“Most gladly,
therefore, would I rather glory in my infirmities so that the
power of Christ can rest upon me.”

Frances J. Roberts has written several little devotional books,
but her best one is called Make Haste My Beloved. She says:

(Make Haste My Beloved by Frances J. Roberts)

Never allow circumstances to frighten you, My child. You are

not defeated by outer circumstances, but by inner weakness.

[Oh boy that i1s good.] Whenever you are challenged, look not
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at the magnitude of the problem, but examine your inner
resources. Out of the abundance of My Spirit within you shall
come the necessary strength to meet the demand; nothing
shall confront you that is greater than My grace.

p. 14

Rather than pray for the removal, Paul glories in his
weakness, that the power of Christ may rest upon him.

Alan Redpath said:

(Blessings out of Buffetings by Alan Redpath)

An old saint of God once prayed, “Lord, when wilt Thou
cease to strew my path with trials and thorns?” The Lord
answered him, “My child, that is how I prove my friends.” The
saint replied, “Lord, perhaps that is why You have so few of
them.”

p. 221

v. 10 Therefore I am well content with weaknesses,
with insults, with distresses, with persecutions and
difficulties on behalf of Christ; for when I am weak,
then I am strong.

“Therefore I am well content”

Isn’t that something? There’s two words. We have “most
gladly” when he gets a “no” and “well content” in verse 10.
That 1s just absolutely fabulous.
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“Therefore I am well content with weaknesses, with insults,
with distresses, with persecutions and difficulties on behalf of
Christ; for when I am weak, then I am strong.”

“weaknesses,”

“Insults,”

“distresses,”

“persecutions’—all of those,

“difficulties,” and

“when I am weak, then I am strong.”

This letter comes from a missionary in New Guinea. This guy
1s really out there where he’s hurting, but listen to the victory

1n his letter:

(Expository Studies in 2 Corinthians: Power Out of Weakness
by Ray C. Stedman)

Man, it’s great to be in the thick of the fight and to draw the

old devil’s heaviest guns, to have him at you with depression

and discouragement, slander and disease! He doesn’t waste

time on a lukewarm bunch; he hits good and hard when a

fellow 1s hitting him. You can always measure the weight of

your blow by the one you get back. When you’re on your back
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with fever and at your last ounce of strength, when some of
your converts backslide, when you learn that your most
promising enquirers are fooling, when your mail gets held up
and some don’t bother to answer your letters, is that time to
put on mourning [cloth]? No sir! That’s the time to pull out the
stops and shout hallelujah! The old fellow’s getting it in the
neck and hitting back. Heaven is leaning over the battlements
and watching. Will he stick 1t? And as they see Who 1s with us;
as they see the unlimited reserves, the boundless resources, as
they see the impossibility of failure, how disgusted and sad
they must be when we run away. Glory to God! We're not
going to run away!

pp. 210-11

Listen to that! This resilience, this dynamic that produces
Christlike character in stepping over those stones and those
hard circumstances to let God work in our lives to develop the
beauty of Christlike character!

Here are our lessons.

Lesson #1: There is never any benefit to be gained from
boasting.

Lesson #2: Our vision and revelation should be of Jesus
Christ.

“We behold Him and we're transformed into the self-same
1mage.” (2 Corinthians 3:18) We behold Him with unveiled
face. We're transformed into the self-same image.
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Lesson #3: Paradise, or the third heaven, is the dwelling place

of God.

Lesson #4: If you died at this moment, would you be in
paradise?

The only answer to that is a personal relationship to Jesus
Christ.

Lesson #5: Paul 1s boasting in his weakness.

Lesson #6: They have to see it in me before they want to hear
1t from me.

Lesson #7: There was given to me visions, revelations, and a
thorn.

Lesson #8: Paul understands the reason for the thorn 1s to
keep him humble.

Lesson #9: The thorn was a gift with a purpose.

Lesson #10: Grace 1s always equal to the buffeting or the
beating.

Lesson #11: On three different occasions Paul prayed to be
free of this thorn, but God 1s unmoved i1n His purpose.
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Lesson #12: When we are truly drawing on His grace, it is not
a case of exalting ourselves.

Lesson #13: The apostle got a “no” and still has a good attitude
in the situation.

Lesson #14: In our human weakness, the divine power 1s on
display.

Raymond Ortlund wrote a book called Lord, Make My Life a
Miracle! And with a quotation from him we’ll close:

(Lord, Make My Life A Miracle! By Raymond C. Ortlund)

God 1s so patient. Think how many times He has flashed
lightning across the sky. Through the ages it would splinter
huge trees. It would run a cow down a path, while men
watched and wondered.

All the time God was trying to tell men something.

One stormy day a man finally went out with a kite and a
key. All heaven was probably bending over saying, “All these
years we've been trying to tell them about electricity. Look,
look, he’s got it! At last, he’s got 1t!” And soon the world lit up.

How long, how long you and I have been vaguely aware—
theoretically aware—of God’s presence with us! I think all
heaven’s waiting, and perhaps [is] saying, “I think they might
get 1t. Look, look, maybe at last they’re going to get it!”

Christian, you may have been saved for fifteen, thirty, [or]
forty years. Maybe at last you're going to get it!

The Christian life 1s to be lived from the center out, with
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God. How could you have missed 1t? Live from the center out.
At the center 1s Jesus Christ and all His glory in you.

Begin the sweet discipline of acknowledging Him, moment
by moment. Live with Him, have a running conversation going
with Him, rejoice in Him.
pp. 16-17

Father, we thank You for this incredible passage of scripture.
We thank You too for the comfort that it brings on occasion
when we try to find within ourselves something wrong
because You say “no” to our best laid plans. Father, thank You
that the only vision that You want us to see is the vision of
Jesus Christ. And the more we behold His lovely face, the
things of earth grow strangely dim in the light of His glory
and grace. We thank You for these dear friends. We pray that
You encourage their hearts from the Word. Some of them are
hurting emotionally, physically, spiritually. May they
recognize that You're standing behind all that and You're
weaving the threads of sorrow as well as the threads of joy
into a pattern that’s perfect. And one day You’ll unroll a
canvas and You’'ll show us all the reasons why. Enable us to
never lose our confidence in You and to draw upon the grace
that’s available and to have a good attitude of knowing that
You're at work in our weakness. In Jesus’ name we pray.
Amen.
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A Practical Study of 2 CORINTHIANS:
Turning Tough Times into Triumph
“Using Adversity to Gain an Advantage”

Study Number Twenty-Two — 2 Corinthians 12:1-10

NOTES

v. 1 Boasting is necessary, though it is not profitable; but I will go
on to visions and revelations of the Lord.

v. 2 I am knowing a man in Christ who fourteen years ago—
whether in the body I am not knowing or out of the body I am not
knowing, God is knowing—such a man was caught up to the third
heaven.

v. 3 And I am knowing how such a man—whether in the body or
apart from the body I am not knowing, God is knowing—

v. 4 that he was caught up into Paradise, and heard inexpressible
words, which a man is not permitted to speak.

v. 5 Concerning such a man as this I will boast; but concerning
myself I will not boast, except in my weaknesses.

v. 6 For if I should desire to boast, I shall not be foolish, for I shall
be speaking the truth; but I am refraining from this, so that no one
may credit me with more than he is seeing in me or hearing from
me.

v. 7 And because of the surpassing greatness of the revelations, for
this reason, to keep me from exalting myself, there was given to
me a thorn in the flesh, a messenger of Satan to buffet me—in
order that I may not be exalting myself.

v. 8 Concerning this I entreated the Lord three times in order that
it might depart from me.

v. 9 And He has said to me, “My grace is adequate for you, for
power is finding its consummation (reaching perfection) in the
presence of weakness.” Most gladly, therefore, I will rather boast
about my weaknesses, in order that the power of Christ may dwell
in me.

v. 10 Therefore I am well content with weaknesses, with insults,
with distresses, with persecutions and difficulties on behalf of
Christ; for when I am weak, then I am strong.
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QUESTIONS:

1. Read 2 Corinthians 12:1-10 and in your own words pull out
the main thought of this passage.

2. How does Paul feel about boasting in verse 1?

3. Who 1s Paul talking about in verse 2?

4. What happened to Paul, according to verse 47

5. What 1s Paul boasting in, according to verse 5?
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6. What happened to the apostle Paul because of his great
privileges, according to verse 77

7. How did Paul handle his thorn, according to verse 8?

8. How did the Lord respond to the apostle’s prayer, according
to verse 9?

9. What verse in the study has meant the most to you?

10. What lesson have you learned from this study?
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LESSONS FROM THE PASSAGE:

What are some of the lessons we can learn from this particular
study?

LESSON #1: There 1s never any benefit to be gained from
boasting.

LESSON #2: Our vision and revelation should be of Jesus
Christ, for as we behold Him with unveiled face, we are
transformed into the self-same 1mage.

LESSON #3: Paradise, or the third heaven, is the dwelling
place of God.

LESSON #4: If you died at this moment, would you go to be in
paradise?

LESSON #5: Paul is boasting in his weaknesses.

LESSON #6: They have to see it in me before they want to
hear it from me.

LESSON #7: There was given to me visions, revelations, and a
thorn.

LESSON #8: Paul understands the reason for the thorn 1s to
keep him humble.
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LESSON #9: The thorn was a gift with a purpose.
LESSON #10: Grace 1s always equal to the buffeting.

LESSON #11: On three different occasions Paul prayed to be
free of this thorn, but God 1s unmoved in His purpose.

LESSON #12: When we are truly drawing on His grace, it is
not a case of exalting ourselves.

LESSON #13: The apostle got a “no” and still has a good
attitude in the situation.

LESSON #14: In our human weakness, the divine power 1s on
display.
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