
Grace Is Sufficient 
 

As Paul writes 2 Corinthians, he is under attack, highly personalized attack. His critics in 

the church at Corinth are saying the most awful things about him. They say he’s timid, a 

coward really—yes, he writes strong letters, but in person he’s unimpressive, and his 

speaking amounts to nothing. They accuse him of being unreliable, of waffling. They say 

he’s arrogant, that he has an exaggerated opinion of himself that often he acts like he’s 

out of his mind. He’s emotionally disturbed. He needs a shrink.1 And Paul is on the 

defensive. He finds himself in the very uncomfortable position of justifying himself, even 

of boasting. He fears he’s going too far in his boasting. But he also fears being taken for a 

fool. And then he fears he’s speaking as a fool in his boasting.2 

 

Caught in this very human dilemma, Paul seemingly writes of a time fourteen years ago 

when he was caught up to the third heaven (2 Corinthians 12:1-10). The passage is 

intentionally oblique. Perhaps it was an ecstatic trance. Perhaps it was a near-death 

experience. Paul doesn’t really say, but he does say he was caught up to paradise, to the 

garden of the Lord, to Eden itself. There he heard inexpressible things that no one is 

permitted to tell. What happened to him was incredible. He was given insight into what it 

is not for people on earth to know. But he would not be unscathed. Like Jacob wrestling 

with the stranger all night by the Jabbok brook, he would be left “with a limp.”   

 

To keep him from becoming conceited, Paul was given a thorn in the flesh, “a messenger 

from Satan,” he also calls it. To destroy his pride, to keep him absolutely dependent on 

God, he was given this thorn in the flesh. The commentator Barclay says “stake in the 

flesh,” because thorn is too little. It’s some kind of stabbing physical ailment or handicap: 

perhaps a convulsive disorder; possibly severe, incapacitating headaches; maybe some 

kind of eye trouble. In his Galatian letter (4:15), he refers to an illness and the willingness 

of Galatian Christians to tear out their eyes and give them to him. Whatever the exact 

thorn, Paul pleads with the Lord to take it away from him. But instead, he is taught life’s 

central lesson. The Lord says to him (2 Corinthians 12:9), “My grace is sufficient for you, 

for my power is made perfect in weakness.” Paul learns that when he is weak, then he is 

strong.   

 

This is, in fact, the central Christian truth—from first to last, that power is made perfect 

in weakness. It’s how the Beatitudes begin: “Blessed are the poor in spirit.” It’s faith 

from first to last (Romans 1:17). It’s by grace we have been saved (Ephesians 2:5,8). It’s 

the truth embodied in baptism, this ritual burial in water, this trusting yourself to 

drowning, this form of dying. And it’s what we learn from Jesus’ excruciating death on 

the cross, that at the heart of the universe is this sacrificial, self-giving, self-emptying 

love. It all comes down to this: God’s power is made perfect in weakness. We believe 

that, right? 

 

But it’s so un-American. It’s American to always come across strong, sure of yourself, 

poised, invulnerable, maybe even a little frightening, self-reliant, self-made. The truth is 

we live in a Faustian Age. The story of Doctor Faustus used to be well known. Faustus 



was originally a sixteenth-century German magician. According to the growing legend, 

Faustus grew tired of being restricted by the laws of nature and by codes of ethics. In 

modern terms, his job was a dead-end. He wasn’t appreciated. His style was cramped. So 

he sold his soul to the devil for the kind of knowledge and power that would allow him to 

live for twenty-four years like a god, without limits. But at the end of the twenty-four 

years, he faced damnation. The story was told and retold, with variations, by Marlowe, 

Goethe, and Thomas Mann, reminding succeeding generations that there is a point past 

which we should not and cannot reach for the stars. But now this story is cultural heresy. 

 

Now our entire culture is Faustian. It’s built upon the assumptions that: you should take 

things into your own hands; you should chart your own course; you should reach for all 

you can while you can; you should get ahead whatever you have to do; you should hit 

before you get hit; and if you end up coming across a little scary and out of control, well, 

good. Every American man, and now every American woman, is encouraged to live for 

twenty-four years like a god, without limits. And for the lucky and the strong, for about 

twenty-four years it works. Too often that’s the American story; some even get extra 

innings. But—whether it’s 12 or 24 or 36 or 48 years—it ends poorly, perhaps not in the 

fires of Gehenna, but with the recognition that we have still in some sense sold our soul 

to something (call it Mephistopheles), chased the wrong dreams, invested in the wrong 

things, failed to love as we should, broken faith with the best people we know, and lost 

our way. And now instead of the radiant, luminous souls we were born with, we are now 

shrunken souls, Gollum-like, still chasing the ring of power, but mere shadows of our 

true selves.  

 

Meanwhile, the truth is—and it is healing and liberating  truth—that the Lord’s grace is 

sufficient for us, that power is made perfect in weakness, and that when we are weak, 

then we are strong. This is the story we find ourselves in. In a very real sense, this is the 

one human story: the power in weakness. And in reading Scripture there is almost no 

excuse for missing this. It’s the story of Babel. It’s the story of Jacob, the younger twin. 

It’s the story of Joseph, the eleventh of twelve, resented and despised by his brothers. It’s 

what the two spies knew that the ten didn’t. God’s power is made perfect in weakness. 

It’s how Jericho is captured. It’s the story of Gideon’s 300. It’s David and Goliath. It’s 

the way of Elijah not Ahab. It’s Daniel in the lion’s den. God’s power is made perfect in 

weakness. It’s the birth of Immanuel in a stable in Bethlehem. It’s the temptations of 

Jesus. The devil takes him up on a very high mountain, and offers him all the kingdoms 

of the world. And Jesus answers: Not that way, not by force, not by power. It’s the whole 

Sermon on the Mount. It’s not calling down fire from heaven to destroy a hostile village. 

It’s Jesus walking away from the 5000 who wanted to make him king by force. It’s Jesus 

washing the feet of his feisty disciples. It’s Jesus dying on a cross, in excruciating pain, 

and throbbing wounds with flies buzzing, and passers-by hurling insults at him, gasping 

out his last agonizing breath. And all that time “He could have called 10,000 angels to 

destroy the world and set him free.” 

 

But God’s grace is always sufficient—whatever happens, whatever the thorn or the stake 

in our side, however rough and uncertain our days, however life crashes in on us, even 

when marriages or long friendships fall apart. God’s power is made perfect in weakness. 



This is the story we find ourselves in. So now people can say the most outrageous things 

about us, and that’s O.K. Even friends can confound us, and do what maybe we would 

never do to friends, but we will realize that they may still be loving us the best way they 

know how. Now we know we don’t have to be “right” on everything, which is really, 

really good, because we can’t be. And now we don’t have to get our own way; things 

don’t have to go the way we want them to go this afternoon, or this week, or this year, or 

really ever. When we are weak, then we are strong. And now we will have time and space 

in our lives for others, for God, for love, for awakening to the Christ within. 

 

In the end, there is no other way to win the battle for the hearts and minds of the world. 

There is no other way to break down the hatred and fear of violent men. There is no other 

way to save the world (as has always been God’s intent). But also in the end, there is no 

other way—but the way of God’s power made perfect in our weakness—to save your 

family. There is no other way to rescue friendships that have been violated. There is no 

other way to bring the world together.   

 

It’s the way of the Cross. It’s the way that makes people think again, that breaks down 

pride and creates trust. It’s knowing that God’s grace is sufficient for us, that when we 

are weak, then we are strong. It’s the story we find ourselves in. And it’s the way to 

paradise, to the garden of the Lord. It’s the way that leads us one day to the third heaven 

and beyond.  

—Dale Pauls 

                                                 
1 2 Corinthians 10:1,10; 1:17-18; 10:8: 5:13. 
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