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2 Corinthians 12:1-21  “My Grace Is Sufficient for You” July 10, 2016 
Psalm 150 
Psalm 96 
 
In 2 Corinthians 12 Paul makes reference to a man who was caught up to paradise – 
 to the third heaven. 
 
To understand what Paul is doing here, 
 we need to pay attention to the biblical picture of the world. 
 
In Psalm 150, the Psalmist says, 
 “Praise God in his sanctuary; praise him in his mighty heavens” – 
  literally “praise him in his mighty firmament.” 
 The firmament – according to Genesis 1 – is that blue dome above your heads. 
 We call it the “sky” – 
  but we don’t usually call it the “mighty sky” – 
   because we don’t think of the “sky” as a strong object. 
 But in Genesis 1, when God created the firmament, 
  the firmament is what holds back the “waters above the heavens.” 
 Therefore it is appropriate to call it the “mighty firmament.” 
 
 I know that some people think that the “waters above the heavens” 
  were waters that were there only before the flood – 
   but Psalm 148 – which we used in our call to worship – 
  says that those waters are still there: 
 
  “Praise him, you highest heavens, and you waters above the heavens.” 
 
The “waters above the heavens” refers to the fact that the sky is blue. 
 In the same way that the Bible talks about the sun “rising” and “setting” – 
  using the language of everyday ordinary observation – 
  so also the Bible uses the “waters above the heavens” – 
  and the “firmament” – to speak of that strong boundary 
   that holds back the heavenly waters. 
 
Why is this important? 
 Because Psalm 150 speaks of the “mighty firmament” as the “ceiling” as it were 
  of God’s sanctuary. 
 The visible heavens – that blue dome above you – is the dome of God’s temple. 
 God created the world to be a sanctuary – 
  a place where he would dwell with his people. 
 
And the visible heavens have their counterpart in the blue dome of the earthly temple. 
 In the tabernacle the ceiling of the holy place was blue. 
  (there is a reason why we have painted the ceiling a light blue!) 

Entering into the earthly holy of holies was – in a sense – entering into heaven, 
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 because the earthly holy of holies was the place where earth and heaven met. 
 God was present with his people in the temple. 
 
But the OT saints understood that this was only a picture. 

When Solomon dedicated the temple, he said, 
 “Heaven of heavens cannot contain you – how much less this house that I have built.” 
 
Solomon spoke of the “heaven of heavens” –  
 what does that mean? 
 
Well, if you are on earth, then you look up and you see the great blue dome –  
 you see the “heavenly” ceiling of the earth. 
But what do you see if you are in heaven? 
 The “heaven of heavens” refers to the ceiling of God’s heavenly dwelling place. 
 In the same way that the earth is bounded by the heavens, 
  the heavens are bounded by the “heaven of heavens.” 
 
What Solomon is saying is that nothing in all of creation can contain God. 
 Even the created heavens – even the entirety of all that God made – 
  cannot contain God. 
 
So what is the “third heaven”? 
 The third heaven is dwelling place of God himself. 
 The third heaven – paradise – is where God dwells in unapproachable light. 
 This is the heavenly holy of holies. 
 
This is where John went in Revelation 4:1, when he was called to “come up here” – 
 and he found himself standing before a throne in heaven. 
 
 Before the throne was a sea of glass, like crystal. 
 
 Now, if you are on earth looking up, what do you see? 
  The heavens, spread out like a dome of crystal. 
 If you were in the heavens looking down, what would you see? 
  A sea of glass, like crystal! 
 
Now, nobody ever thought that God literally lived on the top of a crystal dome right up there! 
 Remember what Solomon said? 
 “Heaven of heavens cannot contain you – how much less this house that I have built!” 
 
But the blue dome above your heads is the sea of crystal that John speaks of. 
 It was designed by God as a picture of his heavenly dwelling place – 
  of which we sing in Psalm 96! 
 
Sing Psalm 96 
Read 2 Cor 12 
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Today we are looking at the conclusion of Paul’s boasting. 
 Paul has agreed with Jeremiah that the one who boasts should boast in the Lord. 
 And particularly, we should boast in our weakness. 
 We should boast in the things that show our conformity to Christ in his suffering. 
 
As we go through the passage today I want you to watch out for two dangers. 
 First, beware of self-promotion. 
  Let your words and deeds speak for themselves. 
  Yes, like Paul, there may occasionally be a need for you to defend yourself, 
   but the ordinary pattern – the regular Christian practice – 
    is to let your words and deeds speak for themselves. 
  Don’t worry about defending yourself. 
  Follow Jesus. 
  Do what he says. 
  And don’t worry about what others may think 
   (because of course they will hate and despise you! 

That’s what they did to Jesus!) 
 
 But then second, beware of confusing the cross with being a “victim.” 
  I think it’s safe to say that the “victim mentality” is a product of Christian culture. 
  I can’t think of too many cultures that prize the victim more than Christianity! 
   
  But the “victim mentality” turns victimization on its head. 
  The victim mentality says that because I have been hurt, 
   because I have suffered, 
    therefore I have rights – I have power – you need to do what I say! 
 
Don’t play the victim. 
And don’t toot your own horn. 
 
Remember the cross of Jesus. 
 “My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness.” 
 
Back in verse 30, Paul had said: 
 “If I must boast, I will boast of the things that show my weakness.” 
 Now Paul says, Yes, I must go on boasting. 
 

1. The Conclusion of Paul’s Boasting (v1-13) 
a. Snatched Up to Paradise – the Third Heavens (v1-6) I must go on boasting.  

 
Literally, it is necessary to continue boasting. 
Likewise in 11:31, Paul emphasized the importance of how God knows –  
 Now Paul points to his own ignorance in verse 3 – 
  I do not know – God knows. 
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But in this situation where the interlopers – the false apostles –  

are using their claims to special knowledge and experience, 
 Paul realizes that he must counteract their lies with the truth. 

 
And so he goes on to “visions and revelations.” 
 
Though there is nothing to be gained by it, I will go on to visions and revelations of the Lord. 2 I 
know a man in Christ who fourteen years ago was caught up to the third heaven—whether in the 
body or out of the body I do not know, God knows. 
 
Paul says that this happened fourteen years ago. 
 This would have been fairly early in Paul’s ministry (ca. 40-42 AD). 
 Was it Paul himself? Was it a colleague of his? 
 
 It really doesn’t matter. 
 But Paul says it in a way that would lead us to think that he is speaking of himself. 
 
 3 And I know that this man was caught up into paradise—whether in the body or out of the body 
I do not know, God knows— 4 and he heard things that cannot be told, which man may not utter.  
 
Paul says that what he heard in paradise – what he heard in the Holy of Holies – 
 he cannot retell. 
There are some things that cannot be put into words. 
  
John, of course, also was caught up to the heavenly Holy of Holies (in the book of Revelation). 
 So if you want to know what man may utter about paradise, read the book of Revelation! 
 But God did not give Paul anything to say about this vision. 
 
And that’s why Paul doesn’t generally talk about these sorts of things. 
  
5 On behalf of this man I will boast, but on my own behalf I will not boast, except of my 
weaknesses— 6 though if I should wish to boast, I would not be a fool, for I would be speaking 
the truth; but I refrain from it, so that no one may think more of me than he sees in me or hears 
from me. 
 
In verse 6, Paul pretty much gives away that he is the “man” who had these visions. 
 But he doesn’t ordinarily say anything about it, 
  because he doesn’t want people to think more of him than they should. 
  
This is Paul’s answer to self-promotion. 
 Let your words and your deeds speak for themselves. 
 Don’t brag about things that are unverifiable! 
 
 (And for that matter, ordinarily you should let others commend you –  
  don’t make a big fuss about yourself). 
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 If you are the real thing, then your words and your deeds will demonstrate it. 
 Be content with that. 
 
Do you want special visions and revelations? 
 Just remember that with great privilege comes great suffering! (v7) 
 

b. The Thorn in the Flesh: a Messenger of Satan (v7-10)  7 So to keep me from becoming conceited because of the surpassing greatness of the 
revelations,[a] a thorn was given me in the flesh, a messenger of Satan to harass me, to keep me 
from becoming conceited. 
 
Paul repeats twice in one sentence that the purpose of this  

was “to keep me from becoming conceited.” 
  God did not want Paul to be consumed with self-importance. 
 Paul recognizes that this “thorn…in the flesh” – this “messenger of Satan” – 
  is given to him by God. 
 
What does he mean by “thorn in the flesh”? 
 People have come up with all sorts of fanciful speculations. 
  But Paul himself tells us exactly what he is talking about in verses 8-10: 
 
 8 Three times I pleaded with the Lord about this, that it should leave me. 9 But he said to me, 
“My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness.” Therefore I will 
boast all the more gladly of my weaknesses, so that the power of Christ may rest upon me. 10 For 
the sake of Christ, then, I am content with weaknesses, insults, hardships, persecutions, and 
calamities. For when I am weak, then I am strong. 
 
The “thorn in the flesh” is not some mysterious ailment. 
 The phrase has clear OT roots that parallel exactly what Paul says here. 
  In Numbers 33:55, the LORD tells Israel to take possession of the land.  
  And the LORD warns Israel that if they do not drive out the inhabitants, 
   “those of them whom you let remain shall be as barbs in your eyes 
    and thorns in your sides, 
    and they shall trouble you in the land where you dwell.” 
  In other words, Numbers 33:55 speaks of the nations as the “thorn” in their side. 
 
 Ezekiel 28:24 plainly borrows the image from Numbers 33, 
  and says that when God destroys their enemies, 
   “there shall be no more a brier to prick or a thorn to hurt them 
    among all their neighbors who have treated them with contempt.” 
 
The thorn in the flesh is the “hardships, persecutions, and calamities.” 
 God promised that the day would come when there would be no opposition to his people.  
 But that day has not yet come! 
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 The kingdom of glory has not yet come. 
 We live in the kingdom of grace. 
 
The kingdom of grace and the kingdom of glory are not two different kingdoms. 
 They are two different phases of the Kingdom of God. 
 As Paul has already said in 2 Corinthians 5:7,  
  “while we are at home in the body we are away from the Lord, 
   for we walk by faith, not by sight.” 
 
 In the kingdom of grace we walk by faith, not by sight. 
 In the kingdom of glory we will see him as he is. 
 
And that’s why Paul can be content to live with suffering and affliction and calamities. 
 “My grace is sufficient for you.” 
  
 The kingdom of grace seems upside down. 
  In the kingdom of grace, power is perfected in weakness. 
  The cross of Jesus would appear foolish to the world. 
  Why would Jesus suffer and die a horrible death? 
    
  Power is perfected in weakness. 
  
Therefore I will boast all the more gladly of my weaknesses, so that the power of Christ may rest 
upon me. 10 For the sake of Christ, then, I am content with weaknesses, insults, hardships, 
persecutions, and calamities. For when I am weak, then I am strong. 
 
The thorn in the flesh is what Paul needs in order to demonstrate the power of Christ! 
 Why am I content with weaknesses, insults, hardships, persecutions, and calamities? 
  For the sake of Christ. 
 
 Weakness does not mean lack of skill or ability. 
 Weakness means accepting the way of the cross – 
  refusing to play the game of self-promotion. 
 
Think back to chapter 4, verse 7, 
 “we have this treasure in jars of clay,  

to show that the surpassing power belongs to God and not to us.” 
 The pattern of Christian ministry is the pattern of the cross. 
 “Always carrying in the body the death of Jesus, so that the life of Jesus also  

may be manifested in our mortal flesh.” (4:10) 
 
Notice that weakness and suffering and affliction is not the goal! 
 Weakness and suffering and affliction is the means. 
 
 The telos – the goal – the end – is the glory, the power, and the kingdom of Christ, 
  revealed in the exaltation of Jesus. 
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But there is only one way to that goal. 
 Power is made perfect in weakness. 
 Insult, hardship, persecution, and calamity is the way of the kingdom of Jesus. 
 
Indeed, Paul says that he is delighted with weakness! 
 “Content” is far too mild a word (verse 10). 
  Eudokeo is the same word used to speak of how God is “well-pleased” with Jesus. 
 For the sake of Christ, I am delighted with weakness, insults, hardships,  

persecutions, and calamities. 
 
Paul strikes at our culture of self-promotion – 
 our quest to be the best – to be “excellent” at whatever we do! 
God does not call you to be “excellent.” 
 
Stance matters. 
 How you position yourself matters. 
  There are two stances that Paul’s gospel rejects. 
 
 The first is the stance of self-promotion – the stance of excellence and power. 
 
 But there is a second stance that Paul’s gospel rejects. 
  Our culture celebrates victimhood. 
  We use our status as victims to claim a position of power. 
 
 That could only happen in a culture influenced by the cross of Jesus! 
 That could also only happen in a culture that no longer believes in the cross of Jesus. 
 
 The culture of victimization uses the cross as a weapon. 
  I’ve suffered, therefore I deserve my rights!! 
   And so the cross becomes a club. 
  I’ve suffered, therefore I deserve power! 
 It’s a parody of the gospel-oriented stance. 
   
Paul says that God’s power is perfected by suffering – it is brought to completion by weakness. 
And Paul then exhibits this stance in the way that he speaks to the Corinthians: 
 

c. The Signs of a True Apostle (v11-13) 11 I have been a fool! You forced me to it, for I ought to have been commended by you. For I was 
not at all inferior to these super-apostles, even though I am nothing. 12 The signs of a true apostle 
were performed among you with utmost patience, with signs and wonders and mighty works. 
13 For in what were you less favored than the rest of the churches, except that I myself did not 
burden you? Forgive me this wrong! 
 
In verses 11-13 he contrasts himself with the false apostles. 
 The Corinthians should have defended Paul against the false apostles, 
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  but because they did not, they have driven Paul to take the path of the fool 
   and commend himself. 
 “The signs of a true apostle were performed among you with utmost patience, 
  with signs and wonders and mighty works.” 
 
 In Acts 18 we are not told of any particular miracles that were done in Corinth. 
  Paul was there for 18 months – so he may have done some – 
   but what are the signs of a true apostle? 
  After all, false apostles can make an outward show of power. 
 
 If Paul is saying, I worked many miracles among you – 
  that would almost seem to contradict everything he has been saying in 2 Cor! 
 
No the signs and wonders and mighty works that Paul wrought  
 came through the steadfast preaching of the gospel – 
  through the weakness and suffering and affliction  
   that produces the eternal weight of glory. 
 
 Signs and wonders and mighty deeds do not have to refer to miraculous healings etc. 
  Indeed, the great signs and wonders in Moses’ day 
   had to do with the Exodus – with bringing Israel out of Egypt. 
  The conversion of the Gentiles would certainly qualify as signs and wonders! 
 
And so Paul reminds them, briefly, of the character of true Christian ministry in verses 14-18: 
 

2. The Character of True Christian Ministry (v14-18) 
a. To Spend and Be Spent (v14-15) 14 Here for the third time I am ready to come to you. And I will not be a burden, for I seek not 

what is yours but you. For children are not obligated to save up for their parents, but parents for 
their children. 15 I will most gladly spend and be spent for your souls. If I love you more, am I to 
be loved less? 
 
Why do I keep coming back? 
 This is my third visit. 
 And once again, I will not be a burden. 
  I will not accept money for myself. 
 (Yes, Paul is coming to collect the gift for the saints in Jerusalem, 
  but he will not accept anything for himself). 
 
I am not in this for my own benefit. 
 “I seek not what is yours but you.” 
  I don’t want your money. 
  I want you to follow Jesus. 
  
 One of our children once said, 
  “Mom, I know why you had so many children – 
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   you needed someone to help with all the work.” 
 Ginger replied, “There wouldn’t be much work if it wasn’t for all the kids!” 
 
We’ve now spent hundreds of thousands of dollars on our children – 
 and we haven’t even hit the college years yet! 
 
But that’s what parents do. 
 Parents save up for their children – 
  parents spend on their children. 
 And Paul thinks that way of the church: 
  you are my children – 
  I will gladly spend myself on you. 
 
 But how should you respond to godly leadership? 
  The Corinthians have responded to Paul’s love with something less than love! 
 

b. Did We Take Advantage of You? Were We Crafty? (v16-18)  16 But granting that I myself did not burden you, I was crafty, you say, and got the better of you 
by deceit. 17 Did I take advantage of you through any of those whom I sent to you? 18 I urged 
Titus to go, and sent the brother with him. Did Titus take advantage of you? Did we not act in the 
same spirit? Did we not take the same steps? 
 
Some apparently charged Paul with being crafty and deceptive. 
 “He talks a good game, but just wait – you’ll see his true colors…” 
 
 But Paul appeals to the Corinthians to remember his own conduct – 
  and the conduct of Titus and the brother with him. 
  
The end of verse 18 probably should be translated a little differently: 
 “Did we not walk by the same Spirit?” 
 
 Paul often speaks of “walking in (or by) the Holy Spirit.” 
  The pattern of life that Jesus established 
   is the same pattern that we share – because we walk in the same Spirit. 
 From Jesus to us to you – 
  this is the pattern of Christian ministry. 
 
The same Spirit who empowered Jesus is the same Spirit in whom we walk. 
  
Paul is moving towards his conclusion 
 and he wants to make sure that the Corinthians are ready for his arrival. 
 

3. Edification and Discipline (v19-21) 
a. Why Have We Done This? For Your Edification (v19) 19 Have you been thinking all along that we have been defending ourselves to you? It is in the 

sight of God that we have been speaking in Christ, and all for your upbuilding, beloved. 
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We’re not trying to win a debate here. 
 We are trying to win you. 
 It is in the sight of God that we have been speaking in Christ. 
  (here he echoes the phrase he used at the beginning of the epistle – 
   2 Cor 2:17 – “as men of sincerity, as commissioned by God, 
    in the sight of God we speak in Christ.”) 
  God is witness and he will judge. 
 We have been saying all this for your upbuilding – for your edification. 
  You needed to hear this letter about the character of Christian ministry. 
  You needed to hear what godly repentance looks like. 
  You needed to hear about how to give cheerfully – 
  and you needed to be warned against false teachers who would lead you astray. 
 
And he says this because he is afraid that they are not yet ready for his arrival: 
 

b. So Make Sure That Those Who Sinned Repent (v20-21)  20 For I fear that perhaps when I come I may find you not as I wish, and that you may find me 
not as you wish—that perhaps there may be quarreling, jealousy, anger, hostility, slander, 
gossip, conceit, and disorder.  
 
Paul has three fears (the verb “to fear” is only used once in the Greek –  

with three “that’s” in 20-21) 
 First, I fear that I may not find you as I wish – and thus you may find me not as you wish! 
  Paul says this rather delicately – because he still hopes for reconciliation! 
   But he still speaks plainly and clearly in order to prepare the way for that. 
 
 This basic fear is explained in the following two fears. 
 

Second, he fears that when he arrives there may be quarreling, jealousy, anger,  
hostility, slander, gossip, conceit, and disorder. 

   In other words, he fears that nothing has really changed. 
 
 And so third (v21),  
21 I fear that when I come again my God may humble me before you, and I may have to mourn 
over many of those who sinned earlier and have not repented of the impurity, sexual immorality, 
and sensuality that they have practiced. 
   
 In other words, the problems he addressed in 1 Corinthians  

are still at least partially unresolved. 
 We’ll see next time how Paul seeks to deal with these fears – 
  and urges the Corinthians to be prepared! –  
 
  but Paul’s exhortation is clear: 
   repent now! 
 
This may seem like a strange place to end a sermon. 
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 But in the light of this week’s events around the country, it’s a great place to end! 
 
 Paul, an apostle of Jesus Christ, was frustrated over how little progress they had made. 
  Four letters, three visits, and the Corinthians are moving so slowly. 
  Thirty years later, Clement would write a letter to Corinth from Rome. 
   And Clement notes that the Corinthians are still dealing with factions, 
    with false teachers, and with sexual immorality. 
 
 It seems that we’re not making any progress. 
 The prayer of every generation is that maybe our children  

will do a little better than we did… 
 And yet every generation seems like it’s just the same as the one before – 
  an endless cycle of life, death, and misery. 
 
And yet while the church bickers and quarrels – 
 as God humbles us in our jealousy, anger, hostility, slander, and disorder – 
  yet the pattern of the gospel – the cross of our Lord Jesus – 
  continues to be held before us by weak, frail men. 
 And signs and wonders continue to be manifested in our midst. 
 
As black men and white men shoot each other in the streets, 
 a group of white Presbyterians visits a black Baptist church, 
 and deacon Monte McGill leads a group of black Baptists  

to visit a white Presbyterian church. 
 
It is thus that the kingdom of grace advances. 
 It may seem like a feeble thing. 

But how else does love for neighbor grow? 
 How else do we love one another as Christ has loved us? 
 
Don’t toot your own horn. 
Don’t play the victim card. 
  
Stance matters. 
 We go forward into our crooked and perverse generation 
  exactly the same way that Paul did. 
 With confidence that Jesus is King. 
We know that we are going to face persecution, slander, and disorder. 
 Paul faced it even in the church! 
 How much more in Roman society! 
But the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ is sufficient for every thorn in our side. 
His power is made perfect – is brought to completion – in weakness! 

 
So don’t worry about being strong! 
Don’t worry about losing power! 
 Jesus is King! 


