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‘GRACE SUFFICIENT’ 
2 CORINTHIANS 12:1-10 

 
[St Mark’s Northbridge, All Services, Sunday, November 22, 2020] 

 
Well, we come today/tonight to this next part of Paul’s 2 Corinthians conclusion.  And he’s 
continuing to engage the Corinthians with the aim of clarifying what genuine Christian 
ministry looks like.  And he’s doing so in the light of the false apostles in Corinth who are 
trying to undermine Paul and his leadership.  But here at the start of chapter 12 Paul 
begins to share about himself even more openly than he has before, and what he adds to 
his argument here is a powerful piece of personal testimony. 
 
So what I want to do this morning/evening is look at these ten verses with you under three 
headings. (1) Paul & God- what does Paul tell us here about his own personal relationship 
with God?  (2) Paul & Corinth- why is Paul sharing these things in the context of his 
relationship with the Corinthians?  And (3) Paul & Us- what are the lessons these verses 
have for you and me as we seek to live for Christ today? 
 
1. Paul & God. 
 
So firstly, Paul and God.  And what Paul shares with us here is about two profound 
experiences he’s had in his relationship with God.  They’re quite distinct experiences, but 
also connected. 
 
 - the first experience:  revelation 
 
And the first experience he tells us about here is an experience of revelation.  And when 
you first read it, it can sound like he’s actually talking about someone else.  But as you 
read on through the passage you realise he’s talking about himself- in the third person.   
 
And this first experience was of a great vision.  It happened to him 14 years before he 
wrote this letter.  And he says he was ‘caught up to the third heaven’- verse 2.  That’s an 
unusual expression but it was probably just a way for Paul to speak of the very throne-
room of God.  We tend to speak these days of ‘heaven’ in the singular.  But in Biblical 
times they usually spoke of ‘heavens’ in the plural.  And perhaps they thought of the 
earth’s sky as the first heaven, and the location of the sun, moon, and stars as the second 
heaven- what we could space, and then the place where God dwells as the third heaven.  
We can’t be sure, but it was probably something like this. 
 
And Paul says that he went there.  Whether he actually went there physically or just 
spiritually he says he doesn’t know.  But either way, he was given the most remarkable 
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glimpse of God’s own dwelling place.  And the things he saw and heard there were entirely 
beyond description1.  Listen again to verse 4. 
 
[Read 12:4] 
 
Clearly this was a very profound and memorable experience for Paul.  And it was also a 
very unusual and rare experience- not something many others could testify to.  Perhaps 
the sort of thing that someone could take pride in?  Well, not if God’s got anything to do 
with it. 
 
 - the second experience:  humiliation 
 
Thus, Paul’s second experience- this time not an experience of revelation but one of 
humiliation.  And I don’t mean that in the sense of being unkindly embarrassed.  I simply 
mean that God humbled Paul- as he says in verse 7- to ‘keep me from becoming 
conceited’2.  God saw the danger of Paul’s paradise experience making him proud.  So he 
sent an experience of suffering to guard him against that sin.  You see, both experiences 
are a work of God’s grace.  In the first place God loves Paul by giving him a very intimate 
encounter with himself.  In the second place God loves Paul by protecting him from sin. 
 
And this second experience Paul refers to as a ‘thorn’ in his flesh.  It was likely some kind 
of physical ailment but we’re not told specifically what it was.  And Paul can see the hand 
of the Evil One in it because he also describes it in verse 7 as a ‘messenger of Satan’.  But 
Paul can see the hand of God too.  And contrary to many people’s assumptions, this is 
often the way the Bible talks about the work of the Devil.  It can be spoken of in the same 
breath as the work of God because it can only take place as God allows it.  Satan, like 
every other creature, only lives and acts under God’s sovereign rule.  But whilst Satan and 
God are both at work in Paul’s suffering, you notice they have very different purposes.  
Paul says that Satan was out to ‘torment’ him.  But God’s purpose was entirely good.  He 
sought to draw near to Paul even in his suffering.  He sought growth in Paul’s character for 
the glory of Christ. 
 
But of course, Paul’s second experience here is not just about his suffering.  Because it’s 
also about how Paul responded to this thorn in his flesh, and how God then responded to 
him.  Like so many of us do when we’re going through a painful time, Paul pleaded with 
the Lord to take it away.  And, like Jesus did in the Garden of Gethsemane, Paul says he 
pleaded like this on three separate occasions.  But, like Jesus in the Garden of 
Gethsemane, God’s answer was no.  Instead of removing the pain, God promises 
something better instead- his all sufficient grace.  As one writer puts it:  ‘That thorn was not 

 
1 See also 1 Corinthians 2:9 
2 Significantly, this phrase is actually repeated in verse 7 in the Greek. 
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removed; the angel of Satan did not depart; but the Lord was there to console him with His 
own matchless presence’3.  
 
2. Paul & Corinth. 
 
So, that’s how Paul describes these two profound experiences in his own relationship with 
God.  But why is he sharing them with the Corinthians?  What’s the point of him including 
this here?  This is point 2.  Paul & Corinth. 
 
 - playing along with the false apostles 
 
And the first thing to say is that he’s continuing to ‘play along’ with the false apostles- 
these pseudo-leaders who’ve infiltrated the Corinthian church.  That’s why he continues to 
use the word ‘boasting’ so much.  It seems that the false apostles were boasters.  They 
kept telling the Corinthians how great they were, and also how unimpressive Paul was by 
comparison.  And as much as it pains him to do it, Paul knows that he has to engage with 
this.  To some extent he has to play the game in order to make his point.  And that’s what 
we’ve seen him doing in the last couple of chapters.  And it’s the same again here. 
 
And perhaps the false apostles have themselves boasted of some profound spiritual 
experiences?  And perhaps they’ve suggested that that makes them more worthy of being 
followed and listened to4?  And perhaps that’s why Paul sees the value of mentioning his 
own profound vision here, even if in a veiled way?  Because if he can demonstrate that 
this is not something that distinguishes the false apostles from him, then there’ll be one 
less thing for the Corinthians to be confused about. 
 
 - undermining the false apostles 
 
But, of course, even as Paul plays along with the boasting of the false apostles, he’s also 
seeking to undermine them.  Because at the end of the day he thinks their boasting is 
ridiculous.  And whilst Paul sarcastically claims to boast himself, he subverts the boasting 
enterprise by insisting that he’ll boast in his weakness.  We heard this from him in 11:30 
and we hear it again here in verse 5 and verse 9.  And so, he seeks to discredit those who 
boast in strength, or eloquence, or some kind of mis-claimed apostolic authority, or even in 
amazing spiritual experiences5.  Paul wants the Corinthians to see through the 
masquerade of his opponents.  And he wants them to be clear about what authentic 
Christian leadership looks like.  It’s leadership modelled on the character of the crucified 
Christ. 

 
3 Marcus Loane, By Faith We Stand, p.85.  See also p.87:  ‘It had been a gentle negative as to the letter of his request, 
but it was a loving assurance as to the essence of his problem’. 
4 Perhaps the Corinthians were even especially susceptible to this given their known fascination with spiritual 
experience (cf. 1 Corinthians 12-14). 
5 Paul Barnett expresses this well when he says that here Paul ‘rejects accreditation by ecstasy’.  From The Message of 
2 Corinthians (BST Series), p.177. 
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3. Paul & Us. 
 
And so we come, thirdly, to think about Paul and us.  What lessons are there here for you 
and me in these verses?  I want to say five things today/tonight. 
 
 - ignorance and confidence  
 
To begin with a point about ignorance and confidence.  This is not a major feature of the 
passage by any means, but I think it’s important to notice.  Paul says in verse 3 that he 
doesn’t know the precise nature of his experience- whether it was bodily or not.  But God 
knows.  And he repeats this word for word in verse 4.  
 
Now I find this an interesting thing for Paul to say, and to say twice!  And it would seem to 
me that he’s quite comfortable with being ignorant.  But he seems comfortable with it 
because he’s confident that God is most definitely not.  And there’s something here for us 
to ponder, I reckon. 
 
I think a lot of us like to know the answers to things.  We crave explanations.  We want to 
know how things happen.  And we also want to know why.  Some of us more than others, 
of course.  And I don’t want to discourage inquisitiveness, or a desire to learn, or even a 
wrestling with God when we want to know more of his purposes.  But that does need to be 
balanced with a willingness to be ignorant.  And I say this to myself as much as anyone.  
The phrase ‘I don’t know’ doesn’t always slide comfortably off our lips.  Ignorance is 
something we don’t often like to admit.  But when you know the God of the universe, 
admitting ignorance is part of remaining humble.  And I wonder if it’s something we should 
become a little quicker to acknowledge?  And I think Paul is saying that the secret to being 
comfortable with ignorance is confidence in the God who knows all. 
 
 - prayer and trust 
 
And that’s not unrelated to my second point.  Because you can’t reflect on this passage for 
long without also thinking about prayer and trust.  Over the years this passage has been a 
great help to countless Christians who’ve prayed for something that hasn’t been given.  It’s 
genuinely reassuring to know that even the apostle Paul had that experience.  Just like 
Jesus himself did in the Garden of Gethsemane- and I don’t think the connections between 
Paul’s prayer and Jesus’ prayer are accidental. 
 
But it’s not just reassuring to know that Paul and Jesus can empathise with us when we 
pray for things that aren’t given.  It’s far more important to learn from them that the things 
we ask for are sometimes kept from us for good reasons.  And that single realisation is 
perhaps more important to our prayer lives than anything else.  Because it means our 
prayers will be filled with trust.  And it will mean we can persevere in prayer. 
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And of course, this ought not be a surprising discovery for us since we already know about 
God’s faultless love, and his impeccable trustworthiness.  So we should approach 
everything with deep and unwavering trust, including our prayers.  But it’s nevertheless 
helpful to have the implication of God’s love pointed out to us specifically in terms of 
prayer.  And this is one of the ways these verses serve us.  They remind us that when we 
pray for something that isn’t given it’s not because God doesn’t hear, or because God 
doesn’t care, or because God can’t do anything about it, or because he’s grumpy with us 
and refuses to help.  It’s none of those things.  It’s simply that God, who wisely knows 
more than we could ever know, sees a good reason not to give us what we’ve asked for.  
He’s our Father.  He knows our needs better than we know them ourselves.  And he loves 
us enough not to grant us that which won’t ultimately bless us. 
 
So when we pray, we trust.  And we trust even when we don’t know why our prayers aren’t 
being answered in the way we hoped.  Of course, some of our trials are very difficult to 
endure.  But there are times when not understanding why we’re facing them is just as 
difficult as the trial itself6.  Kath reminded us of this in her Going Deeper video this week 
didn’t she?  But when we get to know the God Paul knew, we come to appreciate that just 
because we can’t understand things doesn’t mean there’s not a good explanation.  We 
accept what we don’t know.  We’re confident that God knows.  And we trust that he loves 
us. 
 
 - weakness and strength 
 
And this also is connected to the third lesson I think we need to observe here.  And it’s 
about weakness and strength.  Because we’ve heard Paul boasting, surprisingly, in his 
weakness.  But here he explains to us the beautiful paradox that shows us the reason 
why.  In Christ, when he’s weak, he’s strong.  That’s how the passage ends in verse 10.  
But it ends this way because of the words that Christ himself spoke to Paul and which we 
read in verse 9. 
 
[Read 12:9] 
 
The imperfection of our weakness enables Christ’s power to be perfected.  When we 
embrace weakness, the power of Jesus rests on us.  When we are weak for Christ’s sake, 
then his strength propels us forward.   
 
And although this is radically counter-cultural for us today, as it was in Corinth in the first 
century, at one level, you’d have to say these are entirely predictable words coming from 
the mouth of Jesus.  Jesus who was born in stable not a palace.  Jesus who was 
persecuted even before he was old enough to remember.  Jesus who spent many years 
not having a place to lay his head from night to night.  Jesus who entered Jerusalem on a 

 
6 I appreciate this insight from Marcus Loane, By Faith We Stand, p.84. 
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donkey rather than a triumphant horse.  Jesus whose life was extinguished on a criminal’s 
cross outside the city. 
 
{And this is the logic behind Paul’s words at the start of First Corinthians as well.  1 
Corinthians 2:2-5. 
 
[Read 1 Corinthians 2:2-5] 
 
And Paul has continued to expound this theme in 2 Corinthians as well7.}  
 
If I asked you “what’s the perfect accompaniment to a beautiful piece of steak?” I wonder 
what you’d say.  Some may talk about garlic butter, or a good quality Dijon mustard, or a 
thick and creamy béarnaise sauce, or a perhaps a nice glass of shiraz.  Feel free to tell me 
your answer some time and I’ll tell you mine!  But, sometimes, a good accompaniment 
perfects a meal.   
 
Well I think what Paul is arguing here in 2 Corinthians is that weakness is the perfect 
accompaniment to all authentic Christian ministry.  Just as weakness was the perfect 
accompaniment to the ministry of Christ!  Paul’s ministry is deeply shaped by everything 
from Christ’s manger to Christ’s cross.  He knows that God’s power was magnified in 
Christ’s weakness.  And he knows that the same will be true in the ministry he exercises.  
And if it was true for Paul, it’s true for us.  True strength is not in gritting your teeth and 
toughing it out, it’s not in impressive shows of miraculous power, it’s not in resilience or 
reputation.  For the Christian, true strength is found in embracing weakness- the weakness 
that causes us to depend on the one who is far stronger than we’ll ever be. 
 
 - suffering and delight 
 
And that leads me to my fourth point.  About suffering and delight.  Because do you notice 
the way Paul confronts us with his words in verse 10?  In verse 5 and verse 9 he said 
again that he boasts in weakness.  That’s enough to get our attention I would’ve thought.  
Who talks like that?  But then in verse 10, he drills the point home.  Because there he says 
he delights in it.  He delights in weakness, in insults, in hardships, in persecutions, in 
difficulties.  What?  That just seems nuts to us.  Is Paul a masochist?  Well, no, he’s not.  
It’s just that he knows when he’s weakest, he’s most dependent on the strength of Christ.  
And what’s more, when he’s suffering these things, as he says here, ‘for Christ’s sake’, he 
may be hurting but he’s pursuing something that matters to him far more than any pain- 
the glory of Jesus.  He delights in his sufferings for no other reason than he delights in 
Christ. 
 
But to even talk about suffering and delight in the same sentence runs counter to every 
instinct most of us have.  And I think this is particularly true in our culture at this moment in 

 
7 See especially 4:7, 6:7, 10:4, and 13:4. 
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history.  I don’t think every culture at every time thought about suffering like we do.  But, 
unmistakeably, our culture sees suffering as something to be avoided at all costs.  And 
something to be relieved no matter what it takes. 
 
Some of you are old enough to remember the original Doctor Who TV series and those 
evil machines called the “daleks” who used to roll around, lasers pointing forward, 
robotically saying “exterminate, exterminate”.  Well, I was thinking this week that when it 
comes to suffering our society is a bit similar to those daleks.  Because our instinctive 
reaction when we see or feel suffering is to robotically say:  “alleviate, alleviate”.  It doesn’t 
occur to us that we should do anything but try and alleviate our own suffering, or the 
suffering of others.  It seems incongruous to us that there could be a good reason to 
simply pass through suffering if there is any alternative.  It makes no sense to us that there 
could be things worth pursuing which are more important than our comfort and relief.  Just 
alleviate, alleviate. 
 
And this is also why we struggle to understand why we can sometimes pray for the 
alleviation of our suffering but God does not relieve us.  This is why we think or say “But 
God, it hurts” as if that settles the matter.  This is why we think or say “God, if you loved 
me, you’d take it away”.  But, you know, God hears those thoughts and words and he 
speaks to us like he spoke to Paul.  Sometimes he says:  “Actually, I could only take this 
away if I didn’t love you.  Actually, I’d like to give you something far better than the relief of 
your suffering.” 
 
It’s struck me again this week just how insane all this sounds to people who live in our 
world.  It’s struck me again this week just how insane this sounds to me.  Which only goes 
to show that I still have many thoughts that need to be taken captive for obedience to 
Christ.  The fact that Paul’s teaching here works against the grain of most of my instincts 
only reveals how far I have to go in really believing Christ’s word, how far I have to go in 
really trusting in God’s best for me, how far I have to go in really experiencing the power of 
Christ in my life.  God help me. 
 
And if you’re anything like me, then may God help you too. 
 
You know the thing that strikes me most from these verses?  It’s how satisfied Paul is with 
the answer Jesus gives.  That’s the thing that rebukes me most.  Paul pleads for God to 
end his suffering.  Jesus says no.  Instead, Jesus offers Paul the privilege of suffering for 
Christ, and he offers the power of Christ being perfected through him as he does.  And 
whilst if I heard that I might just keep repeating the same prayer over and over again, Paul 
seems to leave his prayer for relief behind.  And whilst I might arc up and say “Why Jesus?  
Are you serious?  But it hurts!”, Paul hears the answer of Jesus and recognises that what 
Jesus is offering him is better than what he asked for.  And whilst I might go off and sulk in 
a corner, Paul chooses to delight in the pains God has given him. 
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You know, we pray prayers like Paul prayed often, don’t we?  “Jesus- please take my 
suffering away”.  And often, Jesus answers us like he answered Paul:  “Your suffering is 
too important for you for me to take away.  But I give you my grace and power in abundant 
supply”.  And so often I’m not satisfied with that answer like Paul is here.  And that’s why 
I’m very challenged by the deep satisfaction Paul feels with what Jesus says to him.  But I 
see too that what lies behind Paul’s satisfaction is simply the fact that he values what 
Christ offers him more highly than he values his own comfort.  So I can see that that’s 
what I need to work on.  Because until we care more about the exaltation of Christ than we 
care about ourselves, and until we value the sustaining grace of Christ more than we value 
the relief of our pain, and until we seek the service of Christ’s purpose more than we seek 
our own comfort, the words of verse 9 will never satisfy us.  But when we do begin to value 
what Paul values here, we will begin to delight in our sufferings like Paul does. 
 
 - inadequacy and grace 
 
And so I finish with a word about inadequacy and grace.  Because this is what underpins 
everything Paul says here.   
 
Our instincts in life are so often borne of the belief that we’ve got what it takes. We can do 
it. We can manage.  We’re sufficient in ourselves to face every challenge.  But 2 
Corinthians 12 is borne of a different belief.  It’s the belief that, in fact, we’re inadequate in 
every way.  We don’t have what it takes.  We can’t manage on our own.  We do not have 
sufficient resources to meet the challenges of life in this fallen world.  We are weak. 
 
But he is strong.  And he has more resources than we could ever need.  He has what it 
takes.  He has power like we couldn’t begin to imagine.  And his power is bent towards us, 
the people he loves.  Just as the weakness and suffering of Christ’s cross was rich grace 
for our spiritual destitution, so every day, he has grace to meet us and supply our needs.  
We sometimes just think of grace as the thing God gives us to welcome us into his family 
in the first place.  And it is.  But, of course, grace is what God has for his people every day 
they walk with him until he brings them home.   
 
In our profound inadequacy he doesn’t just give us a slap on the back, or a pep talk8.  He 
gives us grace.  Grace sufficient.  When we come to him embracing our weakness, he 
looks us in the eye and says- my grace is enough for you.  I’m enough for you.  Everything 
you need is right here.  In me. 
 
Jesus speaks this word to you this morning/evening as he speaks it to me.  And if we will 
welcome this word, it will change us and our attitudes dramatically.  It will lead us to 
unshakeable confidence in the God who knows all.  It will lead us to deep trust when we 
pray.  It will lead us to power in our weakness.  And it will lead us to delight in our 
sufferings.  This is the word he speaks:  ‘My grace is sufficient for you.’ 

 
8 This line is from Andre Kyme’s Home Group Leaders Notes on 2 Corinthians 12:1-10/ 


