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“Using Your Weakness”
2 Corinthians 12:7-10

(Regarding John 3:16-17) I have a comment. I see we need to work on our Scripture memorization here. We do remember the first part, but that second part is so important as well- that God did not condemn the world, but seeks to save it. I have met a lot of Christians who condemn the world, rather than work to save it, which is God’s heart. He doesn’t condemn us or the world, but he desires to redeem it, to save it, which is our focus for today- a way that God can redeem our lives. 
The last two months we looked at how God can change our interior selves, moving us from isolation to intimacy- from self protection to opening ourselves up to giving and receiving love. We have looked at denial to deliverance- how we can deny problems in our lives and how God can set us free from them. We have looked at rage to redemption- how God can change and help us get control over our anger; procrastination to promise keeping, from religion to relationship, from thorns to thankfulness. We looked at how to move from death to life, brokenness to wholeness. If you missed any of those you can always go to our website and listen to them (not all the transcripts are ready we haven’t finished editing some). 

Today we’re going to kind of go back to one of the messages - the one that was done April 1. Jody preached on “From Thorns to Thankfulness.” (We did it on April Fools Day, not intentionally; there is no joke about it. God can move you from thorns to thankfulness. That wasn’t a joke. It can happen in our lives). 

As I was teaching the lesson in the small group, we began to reflect on the passage and noted how it ran contrary to a lot of what you hear within the Christian community. If we really took that passage seriously (it’s in 2 Corinthian 12), we would seek to offer ourselves in areas of service in which we are most weak, rather than looking or ministering out of our strengths. Again, you probably have heard a lot about spiritual gifts, and spiritual gift inventories and assessments. There are a lot of those around. They have you take a little test. You fill it out and find out your strengths and you minister out of your strengths. 
We did the series 40 Days of Purpose.  Rick Warren mentioned that we all have a S.H.A.P.E. for ministry, and the first point is S - spiritual gifts, meaning we should operate out of our spiritual gifts or out of our strengths. However, if we really take this passage seriously, it tells us to do the opposite, doesn’t it? If we listen to this passage it tells us not to operate out of our strengths but out of our weaknesses. What would that look like? What would it look like if God used our weaknesses rather than our strengths? How can we use our weaknesses so they work for us rather than against us; so they benefit us rather than embitter us? That is the focus for today.

If you will look at 2 Corinthians 12:7-10, here is what it says.  Paul is talking. He has just described this incredible experience he had with God. He’s had a “Eureka-moment”— a  sense of God’s real presence. He had a real experience with God and then he says this:

 “To keep me from becoming conceited because of these surpassingly great revelations, there was given me a thorn in my flesh, a messenger of Satan to torment me. Three times I pleaded with the Lord to take it away from me. 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 about my weaknesses, so that Christ’s power may rest on me. That is why, for Christ’s sake, I delight in weaknesses, in insults, in hardships, in persecutions, in difficulties. For when I am weak, then I am strong.” 
How can that be true in our lives as well, that when we are weak we are strong.?

 Let’s pray. Lord teach us the power of these verses. How we can even utilize our weaknesses for your glory and for our benefit. Open our hearts and minds to what you would have to say. We pray in Christ’s name. Amen. 
What is a weakness? A weakness is anything that is negative in our lives. For Paul, his thorn in the flesh, which he characterizes as a weakness, was some form of physical ailment, whether it was a problem with his eyes or early onset of Parkinson’s disease. He always makes a big deal about the fact if he wrote something with his own hand. He made a big deal about it in his epistles. But he also, in verse 10, lists these other things that can also be thorns in your flesh- insults, hardships, persecutions, difficulties. 
What are thorns? Thorns are those things which are contrary to God’s work and will, and God’s way. They are things you did not deserve, you did not cause. You could call them an injustice in your life, and they have caused you much pain. They are things that just are, and you  do not have to be grateful for them. 
I think people make a mistake here. Paul was never grateful for his thorn in the flesh. Now he was grateful to God for what God did through it, but he was never grateful for it. He always tried to pray it away. But God said, “No.”  We are going to deal with that. All through the gospels Jesus healed. It is clear in scripture that healing is an effect of the cross. The cross paves the way for healing to flow. In the New Testament you read that God healed a lot of people, and many through Paul. Paul, in his mind was probably saying, “Jesus said ‘Ask and ye shall receive.’ I am asking. I know it is according to your will. God, I don’t understand why in the world you aren’t taking this affliction from me.” 
Thorns in our flesh can cause us great spiritual confusion. They can really put a snag in our lives. There are things that God is not going to change. They are unchangeable things in our lives. They are not sins - things that we caused and can be changed by a change of our behavior. They are simply unchangeable things. And we all have them, don’t we? I intend to call them wounds. We all have these unchangeable things, these thorns in the flesh, things that cause us great pain or have in the past caused us great pain. Some are circumstantial, meaning you were born with them or they just happen to you. Some are financial. Not all financial problems are your fault. Some are relational thorns or emotional thorns, or limitations in talents or limitations in body, or intellectual thorns. We all have them and they are a given in our lives; they are not going to change. 
So what do we do, what do we do with them? What do we normally do with them? Well there are a lot of things.  We sometimes allow those wounds to keep wounding us for years on end. Sometimes they can cause us to be angry, and that anger can grow to bitterness or deep resentment, whether it is toward the person who caused or inflicted the wound, or toward God. Sometimes they can cause us to be debilitated, to become dysfunctional. We repeat the pattern in our own lives. It can cause confusion as we try to make sense of it. Sometimes, over time, we can simply forget about them, but the memory still haunts us. Sometimes we hide them, sometimes we hide them. Sometimes we defend or excuse them. A lot of times we spend years trying to fix them. Sometimes we deny them, but like a splinter in a hand, the splinter of the soul will not go away. It always rises to the top until you deal with it. Sometimes it causes our lives to be darkened, our disposition to be darkened. 
These are the normal ways we respond to thorns or wounds in our lives. But there is a better way, and the better way is to allow God to use them. Well, how? How can we use our weaknesses for our benefit? Well, the first step I see in the passage is that it is important for us, rather than doing all those other things I just mentioned, to just accept them. This is probably the most difficult step that I will talk about today - simply accepting the wounds in our lives. Think about Paul and Paul’s wound. Paul has some kind of physical ailment. You can see what kind of problems it is going to cause in his life. There are few days he spends without some form of pain. 

This eye problem or hand problem is really getting in the way of his ministry. If he is really going to be effective….. it is a whole lot easier seeing someone who is well than someone who is shaking or can hardly see. And as he is reading the gospels and he notices how often Jesus healed, and he healed according to a person’s faith. Here he is, a man of faith, and God isn’t healing him. I am sure people were starting to think that Paul, the great man of faith, has this problem and it is not going away. Why? Does this “man of faith” actually lack faith? Or does this man of God have some secret sin that God knows about and as a result has removed his grace from his life. You can imagine the kind of talk that could have gone on and the kind of embarrassment that was going on in his life. Maybe he hid it for awhile because of the kind of talk. I mean how could he preach about prayer and trusting a powerful God when it wasn’t even evident in his own life? I just see him struggling, “God if this is how you treat your friends, I am not sure I want to be your friend. This didn’t happen to me before.”

 In this struggle a word comes back to Paul, and the word is no.  “No, I am not going to take it away from you.” Well what do you do then? What do you do when the wound in your life just will not go away? You can do all those other things - become  angry, bitter, forget about it but be haunted by the memory. You can allow it to have a dysfunctional, debilitating effect on your life. There are a lot of things you can do. The problem with all of them, the problem with bouncing off the wall emotionally over these issues, is once you are done bouncing….. what happens? You are right back where you were. Nothing has changed in your life. The problem still exists. 
So what do you do? Is there a better way? I think there is. The better way is simply to accept it. Stop praying about it, or stop praying about it in the God-take-it-away-from-me type of praying. Maybe praying a little bit differently, “God what are you trying to say to me?”  may be the beginning of your healing, actually and surprisingly. 
When I first read this prayer I thought it was really, really weak and I hated it. It is the Serenity Prayer. You know what it sounds like, “God grant me the serenity to accept the things I cannot change. Courage to change the things I can and the wisdom to know the difference.” The original version was written by Richard Niebuhr in the 1930’s. It was during the beginning of the Nazi takeover. 
Here is the original prayer:

 “O God and Heavenly Father grant us the serenity of mind to accept that which cannot be changed, the courage to change that which can be changed, and the wisdom to know the one from the other through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.”  
At one point in time I thought that was an awful prayer. Today, after many years, I think it is one of the wisest prayers I have ever heard because there is a time when you have to discern that if God doesn’t take it away, that itself is a word from God—that whatever it is may not change.
So what do you do? Well I encourage you to simply accept it. Gary Smalley was speaking at a seminar I had gone to and he recounted this story of counseling a woman who every time she met with her father over the holidays or visited him, she was continually wounded by him. She yearned for him to just tell her that he loved her, tell her that he was proud of her, but every time she went she left unsatisfied. She left wounded again because he failed to express his emotions and feelings with her. 
Every time she would come in she’d recount another wound she has experienced because her father just does not give her what she needs. Smalley’s encouragement to her was simply this: after all this time you’ve spent with him, you need to come to the conclusion that your father is so broken emotionally that he is unable to express the emotions that you need, and if you do not accept this, you will spend the rest of your life being wounded over and over and over again. You are expecting something that is not going to change. 
We can do the same thing in our lives -continue to allow the thorns in our lives to keep wounding us and wounding us, causing us to bleed and bleed when the solution is simply to accept them, to no longer expect them to go away but to change our thinking about them. Turn around and say, “Okay then, what do I do with them? God what do you want me to do with them?” This is the struggle a lot of parents who have handicapped children. The initial struggle of course is with these emotions- God why did you allow this to happen? How could it happen to me? Usually the next step is trying to fix the problem, but there are some handicaps that just aren’t fixable. Then you struggle with okay how do we deal with it? You come to a place where you finally say, (Rather than try to fix the person, or try to deny the problem or be embarrassed by it) “This is who they are. This is the limitation that we have.” How do we deal with it? How do we accept the person just as they are and live within the limitations that we have? Until you get to that place you can allow the trial in your life to keep wounding you forever. 
What wounds do you have? What is your thorn in your flesh? Again we all have them. You can allow them to wound you forever, or you can do any of those other normal responses and it won’t change. Nothing is going to change. It happened. You can’t change the past, but you can change how you respond to it, can’t you? You can change how you respond to it. 
What have you tried so far, and is it working? If not give this a whirl. Why not give this a whirl? Try it and see if it works. Try praying this prayer. Come to a point in your life and just say this prayer, “Okay God you know my wound (and for some of you the wound is awful and you know it is awful) and I don’t know why you allowed it to happen. I cannot make sense of it. I know you didn’t cause it. I know you didn’t will it, but it happened, perhaps because of the wounded-ness in other people or perhaps because of people who have failed to yield their lives to you or this aspect of their life that wounds me.  I know some things happen apart from people- the tragedies in life- because we live in a fallen world where illnesses, where aging, where accidents happen. I know all this; I know also that you want to redeem it. I know that you want to erase the scars and the negative effects of what happened in my life. I know that I first must let it go and accept it. God help me to let it go. Help me to accept it, and then help me to use it in some way for good. I have tried a lot of other things and it is just not working. God, I am willing. Help me to accept it and help me to give it to you and help me to use it.” 
The next step in dealing with or using our wounds or weaknesses to benefit us and benefit others -one is to accept it, and the other is that next one which is incorporated in the prayer- to give it to God. I have heard a lot of messages on this topic. One person wrote that the second step is to be grateful to God for your wound.  I disagree; I disagree with that vehemently. You hear this gratefulness in Paul, but his gratefulness is not for his wound. His gratefulness is to the God who transformed that wound in his life. I think gratefulness is a byproduct of accepting our thorn, of giving it to God, and using it for him. It’s not something you have to become before God uses it. It is the result of God using it and redeeming it in your life. I don’t see Paul accepting it initially. I find he boasts about it, or is joyful, at the end, after seeing the results of God’s transforming his thorn, but not before! 
Well, how do I know that I have given it over to God? Human habit is to give it and to take it back. You find yourself angry again, and bitter again. You allow it to keep wounding you again ….and so on. I’m not sure you can bypass all this yo-yo type of struggle. I think you’ve got to give it to God, then you find you haven’t given it to him so you do it again. The cycle repeats itself until you get tired of it all and finally are able to relinquish it to him once and for all! Ultimately you’ve got to just give it to him and let him keep it. 
So, how you know you gave it to him? You know you’ve given it to him when you’ve discovered that you’ve replace those old habits, those old ways of dealing with your thorns, those old negative things, with a new positive habit. And the new positive habit is allowing God to use it. So I encourage you to explore ways that God may use the weakness or wound in your life. 
I am cautious with this one verse because I find Christians quote it at a time when they really need to be quiet and share people’s pain. The verse applies here very well. Romans 8:28- “And we know that in all things God works for the good of those who love him.” And we know that in all things God works for the good of those who love him. So, do you love God? And do you have a wound in your life? 
What I know about wounds is this:  the God that loves you. I also know that at the moment you were wounded, God instantaneously deposited a gift in your life that is a result of that wound. That gift, if you can identify it, is the path toward God’s healing and redemption in your life. 
 Let me give you some examples. MADD - Mothers against Drunk Driving was started by a woman who lost a son to drinking and driving. She allowed her wound to create this deposit of energy that helped her start an organization to keep others from experiencing the same tragedy. AA was started by an alcoholic who found freedom, liberation, by the power of Christ working in his life. It was not until reaching that point that he experienced the deliverance and wanted others to experience the same liberation He allowed that wound, that experience with alcohol, to bring freedom to others. I have counseled many men who have said to me in one way or another, my father was absent, or my father wasn’t there emotionally, or my father wasn’t there at all physically, and what that has caused within me is the resolve that I will never allow my children to go without a father. I will be present and active in their lives. 
That is allowing the weaknesses and the wounds in your life to be used for good. I know I experienced bankruptcy. My father and mother went bankrupt three or four times. I remember what it was like and because of that wound or that experience I became very frugal, very good with money. I resolved in my own life I would never put my family in that kind of position, ever. That is utilizing the wound in a positive way for the benefit of others, and one of the reasons why I wanted to do the Good $ense class, because I want no one to have to experience bankruptcy, but to experience what freedom is, having money in your account and doing well financially. It is also why, in our worship services, I tend to share not just the good things, but also the bad experiences in my life. It is a way of utilizing wounds or weaknesses for God and for good. 
So how do we apply this in our lives? Well, have you ever been picked on as a child or you are being picked on right now? Then you know what it feels like. You can utilize that wound to energize yourself to reach out and be friendly to unpopular kids because you know what it is like to be picked on. It can make you sensitive toward the wounds of others so that you pick up on needs and you reach out in compassion. If you are a child of divorce you know what that experience is like and maybe you want to go talk to parents who are going through or considering divorce to tell them what the experience was like. Another idea is to go to a kid whose parents are currently going through divorce. 

(Sidebar) Let me speak to those who may be considering divorce. Hear the counsel of the divorced:  Do not quit too soon. That is the number one mistake that couples make in marriage. They quit just too soon. If you just hang on, things are going to get better. If you have lost a spouse you know what that feels like and you can utilize that hurt to touch the lives of those who just lost a loved one. If you grew up poor, you know what poverty is like, and you can use that to help those who are struggling and in need. 
I have said this before and I will say it again- the greatest ministry in your life will come not out of your strengths but out of your weakness, out of your wounds. The example given in Paul was that God used his wound to develop his character. It humbled him. It kept him dependent on God. There are a lot of ways God uses our wounds to work towards our benefit. Sometimes it is to make us more dependent on him or to humble us. Clearly that was a struggle that Paul had. Not everyone struggles, though, with pride. There are a lot of ways God uses the wounds in our lives. That is just one of them, and we talked about some others. 
Now what happens when I accept my wounds, when I give them to God and begin to use them for him? And again, you have to do all three, especially the last one. If you leave the last one out you will never experience this last thing. The last thing is every time you use your wound to help others, God erases a little piece of that negative memory in your head, and a little piece more, and a little piece more; and replaces those negative memories with positive ones, where you remember the lives and people you touched, and the gratitude they shared with you. And you will come to a place in your life one day (sometimes ten, twenty, thirty years later) where you will look back on that event in your life and you will respond much like Paul did. Paul said, “I will boast all the more gladly about my weaknesses so that Christ’s power may rest on me.” You may actually come to a place where you are glad that you experienced the hardship or the wound that you did. But let’s be very clear about this. You will not be grateful for the actual event because the actual event was an injustice and a sin against you, but you will be grateful to a God who redeemed it and healed it and restored you. You will be grateful that He replaced it (though he did not take away the actual experience he has taken away the pain)…He replaced it with good things, good thoughts, great memories. 
That is what God can do in your life. I know he has done it in my life. He did it through the cross as well. The cross was an awful thorn in Jesus’ side. It was an injustice it was something he did not choose, did not want. He tried to pray it away. God said no, and God used it to bring salvation to the world. 
In Scripture that it says, “Look on him whom they have pierced.” When he met with the disciples he showed them his scars. What are scars? Scars are healed wounds. I wonder whether or not the reason Jesus meets us at the pearly gates and not Peter, is because it’s a way of bringing healing to Jesus’ mind, so that when he sees you and he looks at his scars, rather then remembering the pain of the cross he remembers that it was because of that suffering that you are there…. and you are there and you are there. The memories of the pain are diminished because of the happiness of you and your life and your being there. 
Let’s pray.

Lord, that is our hope for us all. All of us here suffer quietly. All of us have things that we have not shared with each other. All of us have things that are a splinter in our soul, in our mind, in our emotions, that works evil in our lives. Things that can bring dysfunction or cripple us. Until we stop allowing them to wound us and accept them, and give them to you, and allow you to use them; we will never experience any good memories about it. So Lord, help us to yield not only our strengths but also our wounds to you. And then be amazed at what you will do. We pray this in Jesus name. Amen. 
