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We come today to one of the strangest and moshttstg passages in the whole Bible. It containg tw
remarkable stories—Paul’s visit to Paradise andhbm in the flesh he was given as a result o¥lsi to
Paradise. This is not an easy passage to intayptetunderstand, and I'm convinced we will never
understand it fully unless we see it in the contéhthe dispute that was going on between Pautlaad
false teachers who had seized authority in theathat Corinth during his absence.

Thus | hope you were able to be with us the pastraé Sundays. But just in case you were not, ltw@n
do a very brief review. Two weeks ago we examitedwhole issue of spiritual predators in the church
Let me remind you of some of the key charactessticthese enemies whom Paul was fighting:
Spiritual predators are dangerous because theyurgesisccess by humanistic standards.
Spiritual predators are dangerous because theyoatenal adulterers.
Spiritual predators are dangerous because thegkatta faithful, pawning themselves off as
“super-apostles.”
Spiritual predators are dangerous because theyueastp as apostles of Christ.
In contrast, Paul was a faithful and humble shepldro taught God’s truth and always sought the
spiritual benefit of his flock.

Then last Sunday Pastor Dick shared Paul's untadiewesume of suffering and persecution for the
cause of Christ, which contrasted so sharply withdasy life and success-oriented ministry of aheef
apostles. They judged a person’s faithfulness bydtiel of wealth, popularity, success, and infieen
they were able to achieve. Paul judged his bydkellof suffering, persecution, weakness, and
humiliation he endured.

In chapter 12 Paul continues to set himself apan fthe false teachers by taking the debate toaewnh
new level: “I must go on boasting,” he says infing verse. “Although there is nothing to be gaine
will go on to visions and revelations from the Ldrkh effect he says, “I've contrasted my philosgpdf
ministry with that of the false teachers; I've aaisted my resume of suffering and persecution with
theirs; now | will even contrast myself with themregard to their claims of supernatural visiond an
revelations from God.”

Here’s what | think is going on: The spiritual pa¢ors who had seized power and authority in theathu
are making claims like we so often hear today:
“I was talking to the Lord last night, and He tole such-and-such.”
Or, “The Holy Spirit gave me this interpretation@xripture.”
Or, as some of you may recall, “I was praying asdw a 900-foot-tall Jesus who told
me to build a hospital.{Unfortunately Jesus apparently forgot to telk gharticular Christian
leader how to run the hospital and it went banRrupérhaps you have heard singers make
similar claims. | came across the following rathemorous account from a pastor:
| once preached at a harvest supper where a middés couple performed duets
accompanied by an accordion. They introduced etesh by saying, “The Lord gave me
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this song . . .” | wasn’t convinced. The Almightyuld surely have produced something
far better than the banal, cliche-ridden and reped trash that they sang! It seemed
totally unfair to blame him for such substandardten@l. Nevertheless, some people
take it all with the utmost seriousness. In somdes, if a person claims direct
communications from God, his credibility rating kets into the stratosphere. The Lord
talks to him! He is clearly not a man to be ignated

Paul decides to fight fire with fire. If they watat talk about their visions, OK, he’ll talk about
one of his own.

Paul “brags” about the most amazing experience angjuman being ever enjoyed(1-6)

| put “brags” in quotation marks, because | thindkwill quickly see that he is speaking very
reluctantly. Let’s read the first six verses of @i@Gthians 12:

| must go on boasting. Although there is nothingeayained, | will go on to

visions and revelations from the Lord. | know a nmag@hrist who fourteen years ago
was caught up to the third heaven. Whether it waké body or out of the body | do not
know—God knows. And | know that this man—whethireitbody or apart from the
body | do not know, but God knows—was caught yatadise. He heard inexpressible
things, things that man is not permitted to telkill boast about a man like that, but |
will not boast about myself, except about my wesda® Even if | should choose to
boast, | would not be a fool, because | would sagmg the truth. But | refrain, so no
one will think more of me than is warranted by whado or say.

| have decided to organize this message aroundes s# questions. The first is this:

Who is the “man in Christ” who had this experienceVNell, clearly it's Paul himself.
No serious Bible student argues the point. Bubjfvehy does he speak about himself in the third
person? Because he finds it distasteful to speaknagelf in a way that even remotely smacks of
self-promotion. He is very sensitive to the obvipusle this account could tap into.

Why did Paul keep this amazing experience quiet fot4 years?f you're anything
like me, | love to tell people about the excitirlgqes I've been and the important people I've
met. Sometimes the motive is that | want other feetipenjoy the experience vicariously, but to
be perfectly honest, sometimes its an ego trip-erad to think that our own status is
enhanced when we know important people or have toeexotic places. But for 14 years Paul
kept totally quiet about a trip he took to heaved back! Why?

1. There was nothing to be gained by divulging ifThat's exactly what he says in verse 1. Paul
would much rather be teaching theology or talkibgwt Jesus or exhorting believers to be
obedient, because the practical benefit from tledfets is obvious. What is going to be gained
by him talking about a unique experience he enjajiatino one else will experience until after
death?!

2. Human language is incapable of describing itle asserts in verse 4, “he heard inexpressible
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things” while in Paradise. Paul has a wonderful s@nd of the Greek language, plus Latin and
Hebrew and Aramaic. But this occasion calls integjion even his considerable linguistic
ability. If you have a hard time understanding thiaink about the description John gave of his
vision of the risen Christ on the island of PatrimoRevelation 1:12-16:
| turned around to see the voice that was speatinmge. And when | turned | saw
seven golden lampstands, and among the lampstaaglsameone "like a son of man,”
dressed in a robe reaching down to his feet antl wiggolden sash around his chest. His
head and hair were white like wool, as white asxgrend his eyes were like blazing fire.
His feet were like bronze glowing in a furnace, &iglvoice was like the sound of
rushing waters. In his right hand he held sevemnsstand out of his mouth came a sharp
double-edged sword. His face was like the sunisgim all its brilliance.
Notice how often John uses the term “like.” He’$ describing the risen Christ literally; he is
only coming as close as human language allows.J&sds is a man! Paul’s problem is that he
has seen things that are neither human nor earntlalyy sense!

3. God wouldn't allow him to share it.He describes his experience in the next phrase as
“things that man is not permitted to tell.” It'srkl of like the sensitive question | once asked Tim
Eley, the FBI agent who used to attend First Rrkesaid humorously, “I'd be glad to answer
that question, but since it’s classified informatitid have to kill you.” Frankly, | didn’t care
thatmuch for the information, so | let it go. Paul lgadned some classified information about
the afterlife, and God didn’t permit him to divulde

There is a fourth reason why Paul chooses to kespvhole thing under wraps for 14 years.
Look at verse 6: “Even if | should choose to bobhstould not be a fool, because | would be
speaking the truth. But | refrain, so no one wilhk more of me than is warranted by what | do
or say.”

4. Visions are a poor judge or measure of a persacharacter. Paul stakes his reputation on
the truthfulness of this event, but then he tedlshat visions and revelations are not the proper
standard by which to judge a man-his words andr&tre! If you ever find yourself becoming
overly impressed with claims a man or woman is mgkibout visions or dreams or words of
knowledge or miracles or whatever, remember what &&ys here: Examine my life and my
teaching, because that's where the rubber meets#loe Supernatural events and visions may
be frosting on the cake, but they are not whatgavenan authority! That makes it clear why he
hadn’t told anyone for 14 years.

Why does he finally reveal ithow?” And the answer is related totally to the fight se i
having with the spiritual predators in the churcére at Corinth. Look ahead to verse 11 for a
moment: “I have made a fool of myself, but you drowe to it.” Paul has revealed this amazing
experience because he feels it is the only waggoue the Corinthian church from the clutches
of these false teachers. If the Corinthian beliewe going to base their confidence in
leadership on things like visions and revelatidgnescan play that game; in fact, he can beat all
the opposition hands down. But how sad that heseedo it!
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Where is the third heaven?The third heaven is, | believe, a reference tovdrg abode
of God. The first heaven is the atmosphere thatiishome. The second heaven is outer space,
the stellar heavens. And the third heaven is wizar@ is. | don’'t know if that is a place (as we
normally think of a location) or if it's anotherrdension—it's not important. Clearly Paul went
somewhere that no other human being has gone bafeiace.

When did this happen?Paul gives us one measure of time—it happened 4% yefore
he wrote this letter. | wish the time markers imitcre were better, because it might be helpful
to know exactly what Paul was doing 14 years befdigybe that would give us a clue as to how
and why this happened. Some have suggested tiegipened during one of the stonings Paul
endured, and that perhaps he actually was stongekitih, went to paradise, and then God called
him back to finish his work. We can’t be sure.

Was it a bodily experience or a spiritual one®™e don’t know, because Paul himself
didn’t know. He says, “Whether it was in the bodyoat of the body | do not know—God
knows.” It doesn’'t matter. He was so swamped bybeuty and joy all around him in Paradise
and by the awe and splendor of it all that he weasnare of whether his body was even there.
One last question:

Why did God give Paul this experience if He isn’t Bbowed to tell anyone about it?0f
course, he is finally allowed to mention it herehrs passage, though he could divulge no
details. But | think there is a good answer to thusstion, and it goes back to the passage Dick
so ably preached last Sunday. Virtually every dayi® ministry life Paul suffered for his faith.
He needed that experience of glory early in hisistiy life to prepare him for the difficult years
that lay ahead and to see him through it all.

Now | want us to move to the second paragraph anthar watershed incident in Paul’s life,
one that takes us from the heights of mysticaltakah to the depths of human weakness. Please
note that these two incidents are intimately relate
To keep me from becoming conceited because of shgsassingly great
revelations, there was given me a thorn in my flasinessenger of Satan, to torment me.
Three times | pleaded with the Lord to take it adfvayn me. But he said to me, “My
grace is sufficient for you, for my power is maéefgct in weakness(2 Cor. 12:7-9a).

Paul was given a thorn in his flesh to prevent comdt following this amazing experience(7-
9a)

What was this thorn? Ask any three Bible scholars and you’ll come uphwvat least four
opinions. | think you can gain something of an ideaut what is talking about if you just think
of a literal thorn in your finger. Until you getout you can’t think about anything else. It's
painful, it's irritating, and it inflames the flestround it. But the Greek term used here is agtuall
broader than just a thorn from a rose bush. Iisis ased to describe objects like a fish hook or
even a stake. That raises the stakes a bit, dagan’t
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But Paul is probably using the term more symbdlyctian literally. He is describing himself as
a man impaled, pinned to the ground, writhing hesdply, due to some physical or mental or
emotional trauma. Ever felt like that? You'll nagithat Paul doesn’t give us any symptoms, and
| think it is probably just as well that we dontidw the exact nature of the complaint. It is
general enough to fit the suffering we all expeceat some stage in life.

Who gave it to him?Well, Satan is named as the source of this thémacttually called
“a messenger of Satan,” and the term “messengéhéisreek woréngellos from which we
get our English term “angel.” An angel of Sataroisgourse, a demon. This thorn is demonic in
origin. But that doesn’t completely answer the gioes “Who gave it to him?”, because God is
also clearly involved. | find it instructive that an effort to get rid of this thorn Paul doesn’t
rebuke Satan; instead he prays to God. | wouldnasghat ultimately the thorn came from God,;
at least He allowed it.

That shouldn’t shock us, because there are ottampbes in Scripture of God being active in the
very same circumstances where Satan is activepataligm example is from the first chapter
of Job. Satan delivers terrible suffering on Jali,dnly with the permission of God. Or consider
Joseph, who told his brothers regarding their shlem into slavery, “You meant it for evil, but
God meant it for good.” This thorn in the flestcestainly Satan-inspired and Satan-delivered,
but that doesn’t prevent God from being active belihe scenes and using it for His glory.

What was its purpose?This is a question we can answer with certaintyabhee Paul
specifically identifies the purpose: “To keep menfrbecoming conceited because of these
surpassingly great revelations, there was givematm®rn in my flesh.” | told you once about my
hour-long meeting with President Bush. And if yame to my house, I'd show you a photo of
it. | like to tell my friends about it (I used telkeven more people when the President was
popular!). But Paul's experience is so far abovetmg the President of the United States that
there’s no comparison!

Lots of people meet with the President, and athem get their pictures taken. But NO ONE
ever visited Paradise before. Can you imagine lemmpting it could be for him to feel conceited
about this experience? Can you imagine what we’sliigected to if one of the leading TV
preachers had been in Paul's shoes? | shuddeintoahout it! At any rate, to prevent Paul from
swelling with pride, God gave him a daily remin@déiis finiteness and weakness.

What did Paul do about it (the thorn)? He prayed that God would remove it. In fact, he
prayed three times about it. Now let me share watln my opinion, and that is all it is, my
opinion. | don’t think this means that on threeagepe days he sat at the dinner table and prayed,
“Lord, please take the thorn away.” My strong sagpi is that he is speaking of three intense
periods of prayer over a considerable length oétiprobably involving fasting and deep pursuit
of the heart of God. | also suspect Paul focuseéadnaelief of the pain but rather on his
ministry; in other words, | can just hear him asbdG*How is it going to advance the cause of
the Gospel if | am unfit to preach or to traveltd,gplease heal me for the sake of the Gospel!”
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Why didn’t God answer his prayer?He did. He said “no”. Is that a facetious answer? |
don’t think so. And Paul apparently didn’t think $@ accepted that answer as final and quit
praying about it! God in effect said to Paul, “No, I'motgoing to take away the pain, the
weakness, the debilitating trial represented bythien,but | will give you sufficient grace to
handle it.” When God’s people are at the end af ttope, they sometimes think they need a
miracle. But what they need even more is for Gostémd by them and pour out His grace. And
that grace has its greatest effect and impact wieeare at the end of our resources. Do you
know the songie Giveth More Grace

He giveth more grace when the burden grows greater;

He sendeth more strength when the labors increase.

To added affliction He addeth His mercy;

To multiplied trials, His multiplied peace.

When we have exhausted our store of endurance,
When our strength has failed ere the day is hatiego
When we reach the end of our hoarded resources,
Our Father’s full giving is only begun

What does Paul’s experience with the thorn say tosuabout trials in our Christian
experience?’'m kind of tired of talking about health/wealthetblogy, as we’ve addressed it
many times in our study of 2 Corinthians, but | démow how | can fail to bring it up once
more in this particular context. How could anyowssbly preach that health is guaranteed in
the atonement in light of Paul’'s experience? Friehdpeak with all the conviction | can muster:
our obsession with blessings relating to this kigch as physical health and material prosperity,
flies directly in the face of biblical teaching.

Now the final point | wish to leave with you thisonming is this:

Paul learned to boast in his weakness, not in hisrength, so that Christ’s power could rest
on him. (9b, 10)

Look at the middle of verse 9Therefore | will boast all the more gladly aboulyrweaknesses,
so that Christ's power may rest on me. That is VidryChrist's sake, | delight in weaknesses, in
insults, in hardships, in persecutions, in difficed. For when | am weak, then | am strong.”

How does our weakness make Christ's power more ag®ble?It’'s simple: when we
feel strong and capable we are prone to lean ooewnrunderstanding and our own power. But
when we come to the end of our rope, the end ofesources, we are much more inclined to
turn to God.

Is it really possible todelight in weaknesses, insults, hardships, etcYzs, | think it is
possible. Not easy, by any means, nor common, dediple. Paul hated the pain and suffering
he endured as much as the next man, but if gonagigiin it could make him the kind of man
God could use fully, then he was ready for it, emgrious, even able to delight in it. Joni
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Eareckson Tada, a quadriplegic since her late teairaly announced that she would rather be a
prisoner in a wheelchair and know Christ than tdits@nd well without him. That’s the attitude
Paul is expressing.

Conclusion Is it really true that “When | am weak, then | atrong”? | came across an article

last week that was written several weeks ago by Riper, a pastor-theologian from

Minneapolis, and to me it captures the essencawffconclusion:

What we saw in the Islamic demonstrations oveDteish cartoons of

Muhammad was another vivid depiction of the difieezbetween Muhammad and
Christ, and what it means to follow each. Not alld¥ms approve the violence. But a
deep lesson remains: The work of Muhammad is basdxbing honored and the work of
Christ is based on being insulted. This producesvery different reactions to mockery.
If Christ had not been insulted, there would besalvation. This was his saving work: to
be insulted and die to rescue sinners from the woiGod. . . .

That's the most basic difference between ChristMotdlammad and between a Muslim
and a follower of Christ. For Christ, enduring theockery of the cross was the essence
of his mission. And for a true follower of Christdeiring suffering patiently for the glory
of Christ is the essence of obedience. “Blessedavewhen others revile you and
persecute you and utter all kinds of evil agairmt falsely on my accountMatthew
5:11).

Even in the church today there are many who aeeRi&ul’'s opponents: brash, playing to the
gallery, enjoying the limelight, wanting a platfotmoccupy and a group of people to dominate.
But it is when believers are out of answers, owtasffidence, and out of strength, with nowhere
else to turn but to God that they are in a positcohe most effective. No one in the kingdom of
God is too weak to experience God’s power, but naeytoo confident in themselves.

Friends, developing a proper perspective on trqublds, and suffering is the cornerstone of
Christian living. Focusing all our efforts on rennoy difficulties is not the answer. Believers
need to embrace the trials God allows them to @wjdémowing that those trials reveal their
character, humble them, draw them closer to Godl adlow Him to display His grace and power
in their lives. As James said, “Consider it pung jmy brothers, whenever you face trials of
many kinds, because you know that the testing of jaith develops perseverance.
Perseverance must finish its work so that you neagnbature and complete, not lacking
anything.”

i. Let me tell you bluntly that in 95% of the casksimply don’t believe their claims. I'm not
saying God can't give a vision or a revelation, bam suggesting that He does that very rarely
today. | wish those who are always claiming “Gold tme” would simply be honest enough to
say, “I have a strong impression that | should withsand-such” instead of trying to trump



everything as divine revelation.

ii. J. Philip Arthur,Strength in Weaknes218.

iii. There's a profound passage about prayer in &wr8—just prior to the verse that so many
glibly repeat—"All things work together for good..,” but that verse is hardly even
understandable without what precedes. Listen teeteords: “We do not know what we ought
to pray for, but the Spirit himself intercedes @srwith groans that words cannot express. And
he who searches our hearts knows the mind of thié, Bgcause the Spirit intercedes for the
saints in accordance with God’s will” (Romans 8:28). What that tells me is that the Holy
Spirit intercepts our prayers and re-prays theacitordance with the will of God, and God
answers the Spirit's prayer. | always get an anslugrsometimes it's not what | asked for but
what the Spirit asked for. And I'm very grateful that because | have been known to ask for
things that would have been disastrous.



