Liturgy:
Reading : 2 Cor. 11, 30 – 12, 10

Text       : 2 Cor. 12. 7 – 9

Ps.    63 : 1,2

Ps.  139 : 13

Ps.    90 : 8

Ps.  134 : 1,3 (after ordination)

Ps.    62 : 3,4 (collection and closing song)

Beloved congregation of our Lord Jesus Christ,

This morning, four new elders and two new deacons will be ordained in their office; six brothers, whom God Himself through His congregation has called to serve in the special office. Looking at what is required in the office, you brothers, who will be ordained this morning, may look up against the task, which the King of church lays on your shoulders today. It’s a very responsible task and also a very demanding task. To serve as an office bearer should surely not be regarded as an honourable position one can thrive on. On the contrary, one really has to devote himself to this task, giving it his utmost. In particular in the special office, one must learn to deny himself.

Considering that also office bearers are sinful people with all kind of weaknesses and character flaws, one may wonder how these brothers ever will be able to fulfil such a responsible task. When looking at these men this morning, some in the congregation may even wonder more specifically about some of these brothers, having their doubts how they will fulfil his office. At the same time, these brothers from their side may have doubts how the congregation will receive them. All this plays a role due to the weaknesses of men and the brokenness of this life. 
Yet, beloved, this morning we should not look in the first place at these men, but at God who will make His power perfect even through the weaknesses of specific office bearers.
This is the message on which I would like to focus, as this morning six weak servants of God will be ordained in the special office. We will open God’s Word and listen to what the Holy Spirit will teach us in the verses chosen as text for this morning’s sermon, in which we hear the apostle Paul pray for strength in the office he had to fulfil, and this especially since he was suffering of a thorn in the flesh.  Paul had pleaded with the Lord to take this thorn away. Yet the Lord had not done so, since He wanted to make His power perfect through the weakness of this specific apostle of His.

Focussing on this special section of Paul’s second letter to the Corinthians, I preach you the gospel this morning under the following heading,

THE LORD MAKES HIS POWER PERFECT

IN THE WEAKNESS OF HIS SERVANT PAUL

We will focus on

1) Paul’s weakness

2) God’s power

I
In his second letter to the congregation at Corinth, Br. & Sr., the apostle Paul writes quite extensively about the office in which he served as apostle. Especially in the second part of this letter, he defends himself against those who disguised themselves as also being apostles of Christ. Paul calls them false apostles, deceitful men who only commended themselves, looking merely for earthly glory. These false apostles took great pride in their brilliant record of service and the special revelations they had received. Because of this, they considered themselves superior to Paul, upon whom they looked down as completely unsuitable for the office, both in presenting himself as an apostle as well as not being a person of brilliant speech either. I may refer to what Paul says about this in Ch. 10, 10 of this letter, “...” Thus, they tried to undermine Paul’s authority as apostle of Christ, saying if you Paul would really be an apostle of Christ things would be different. Then you would have oratory skills as a powerful speaker, but we don’t see anything of this. Moreover, you can’t claim any spiritual experiences either. It’s all pretty poor. With all these things, they tried to bring the apostleship of Paul into disrepute within the congregation of Corinth. That’s why Paul goes in defence in this second letter.
In Ch. 11 he writes, if indeed a brilliant record of service would be the most important thing, I could boast too. Of course, this is not what Paul really wants to do. That’s why he writes in vs. 21 of this chapter, “I speak foolishly.” Yet since these false apostles were deceiving the congregation, Paul feels obliged to say at least something about this. That’s why he writes, if they want to boast, I dare to do so as well. That’s how you have to read the verses 22 – 28 of Ch. 11, “...” Summarizing, when it came to suffering for Christ’s sake, who had suffered more than the apostle Paul had. If in this respect the apostle Paul indeed wanted to boast, he would have a far better record of service than those false apostles would.
As far as the other point was concerned, lack of spiritual experience, Paul addresses this issue in Ch. 12. These pseudo apostles took great pride in visions, special revelations, which they claimed to have received from God. Well, in response to this claim Paul can put his experiences as well. Yet this time he does it even more carefully than in Ch. 11, not even mentioning his own name, but speaking about himself in the third person he writes, vs. 2, “...” Perhaps we would like to know more about this special spiritual experience of the apostle Paul. Yet Paul keeps silence about it. Why is this? The simple answer is that God doesn’t want His church to depend on special revelations. Personal spiritual experiences, as you find them today in many evangelical circles, where people boast about how they came to faith and what God did in their life – such personal experiences should never play an important role for coming to faith. It’s not through such testimonies that God wants to bring people to repentance, but by a faithful preaching of the gospel instead. That’s why the apostle Paul does not go into details about this event of 14 years ago. He only uses it as a response to the boasting of those pseudo apostles. Paul is not looking for any accreditation by something he could boast of. In. vs. 6b he writes, “I refrain, lest anyone should think of me above what he sees me to be or hears from me.”
Paul as such had indeed nothing to boast of. Instead he himself felt rather weak – which brings us to the words chosen as text for this morning’s sermon, where Paul writes, about a thorn in the flesh which according to his own personal opinion was only a hindrance for him to do his work as apostle as he would like it to do. If only the Lord would take that thorn away. 
What was this thorn? The Greek word used points to something that can mean either a ‘stake’, which pegged Paul to the ground or a ‘splinter’ (or thorn) which constantly irritated him. In some commentary, I read the following, “The word coveys a notion of something sharp and painful, which sticks deeply in the flesh. The effect of it crippled Paul’s enjoyment of life, i.e. of life in the service of God, frustrating his full efficiency by draining his energies.” All kind of suggestions have been made about the nature of this thorn. Yet we can only say that this is no more than just guessing what this handicap might have been. We simply don’t know. Apparently, the Lord did not deem it necessary for us to know what the actual burden for the apostle Paul was. One thing, however, is sure. Whatever this handicap might have been, Paul really suffered from it. Paul speaks about this thorn in the flesh as a messenger of Satan beating him. In other words, Satan is also making the most of this thorn in the flesh by undermining Paul’s authority, as he did through these pseudo apostles. Yet at the same time, Paul also realizes that Satan can only do this with God’s active permission, saying that ultimately God Himself gave him this thorn in the flesh. By means of Satan’s agency, sovereign God gave Paul what was needful for him. In this God was busy to fulfil His plan with Paul’s life, in a similar way as God once did with his servant Job.
Initially Paul did not understand the why of all this. He considered this thorn in the flesh, this physical weakness, given to him by God as detrimental to the preaching of the gospel. According to Paul, the progress of Christ’s work among the Gentiles suffered from it. That’s why Paul had pleaded with the Lord to take this thorn away. It should be noted that Paul had not asked this for his own sake, so that he could lead a more pleasant life, so to speak. No, Paul had asked this in view of the promotion of God’s kingdom among the Gentiles. After all, would the gospel not be hindered in its course if it was preached by such a weak apostle as Paul was. Therefore, please, Lord, take this thorn away.
This had indeed been an upright prayer from the side of Paul. For praying, beloved, is not simply presenting God with a wish list from our side so that we may live a more comfortable life. No, whenever we pray – even when we pray for personal things, for health, for renewed strength, or whatever – we should always ask these things of God, not first of all for own sake, but in order that it may serve the promotion of God’s kingdom and the glorification of God’s holy name. That’s how Paul pleaded with the Lord, vs. 8.
Did the Lord answer this prayer of His servant Paul? He surely did. God always listens to the pleas of His children. In heaven, they will never go unheard. Yet the answer Paul received was different to what he had hoped and actually prayed for, since the Lord did not take the thorn away. The hindrance of the thorn remained. The Lord did not send this messenger of Satan away. He still allowed this messenger to torment Paul. Yet the Lord answers Paul by saying, my grace will be sufficient for you day by day to cope with this, since my strength is made perfect in weakness. 

When it comes to grace, beloved, we often straightaway connect this word with forgiveness of sins. We are saved by grace. God does not deal with us according what we deserve. Yet in our text, the word ‘grace’ refers to the help of the Holy Spirit. The Lord says here to Paul, My Spirit will enable you to carry out the task I have given you, to fulfil this task even with the weakness you have. Don’t see all this, Paul, as a hindrance for the cause of My kingdom. Through the weakness, you have to carry, I will make you even more powerful through strength from above. Without this weakness, you could indeed be inclined to look at yourself as a powerful servant of Mine or people may have looked at you as a great apostle. Yet now the gospel itself stays in the centre and not you Paul. That’s how I want to use this thorn even for the benefit of the gospel. I will make My power perfect in your weakness.
From this we learn, beloved, how God works. God’s power is displayed in weak people. As God’s children, we should always rely on God for our effectiveness rather than simply on our own energy, effort or talent. This applies not only to those who serve in the special office, but it’s a clear message for all of us. Despite human weaknesses, God’s grace attains His purposes in a fallen world. As God’s children we should never work for own glory, but for God’s glory. To reach this in our life, God may keep us humble by certain burdens we have to carry. Then we may think that even for the sake of the furtherance of God’s kingdom, it would be better that this burden would be taken away. But then the Lord says, leave that to Me, for My power is made perfect in weakness. 
For the one this may mean that he or she has to deal with a sickness that will not be cured, for someone else it might be different burden. Yet, beloved, when all this at times becomes too much for you and you cry out to God, please Lord take this burden away and you sometimes may have the feeling God doesn’t hear me – remember, God does hear you! Only look at the fact how He carries you day by day; how His mercies are new every morning and His grace is sufficient everyday again.
This is a rich comfort also for you brothers, who this morning will be ordained in the special office. The King of the church has called you for a special task in the midst of His congregation here in Southern River, to serve either as elder or as deacon. Standing at the threshold of this new period of serving your Master in this special office, you may wonder who am I that I will be able to do this. You may think of specific weaknesses that may hinder you in your office that may even trouble you at times, leaving you wondering, how can I work effectively with these weaknesses? You may have brought this in prayer before the Lord, yet the circumstances remained the same, no actual change. It might well be that you simply have to live with this, whatever it might be in your personal circumstances. For the one it might be trouble in his own family that you feel hinders you in doing your work effectively, someone else may suffer from health problems, which doesn’t always give him the energy to go out a night; still another may look up against bringing home visits, feeling inadequate to speak. Again, in prayer we bring these things before the Lord, yet the Lord does not always take these hindrances away. Yet this should not cause us to despair. For the Lord says it also to us, “My grace will be sufficient for you, each day.”  In other words, the Lord says, simply rely on Me. Through My Spirit, I will give you what you need in the execution of the office to which I have called you. Simply trust that this help from above will always be sufficient. 
How great a promise this is, beloved. For, let us not hide it this morning for one another, how often do office bearers not feel inadequate because of their own weaknesses. Say you are on a visit to a wayward member, yet you feel helpless. You want to say more, but it seems that you lack speech at that specific moment. However, look on high and realize that God is still using you. Yet also realize that it’s not your wonderful use of Scripture that will cause a person to repent, but only God can do so, using you as weak instrument. In other words, when we with all the weaknesses involved do what God asks us to do, we may leave the outcome in God’s hand. 

And again, beloved, this applies not only to those who serve in the special office, but to all of us, in whatever place God has set us. At times, we all will face situations, which might be difficult to deal with. At such a moment, we may feel inadequate, perhaps even useless. Yet when relying on God, He will help and guide us what to say or what to do, making His power perfect through our weakness. Beloved, isn’t it wonderful to know this? Isn’t it indeed wonderful to know for all of us, God’s grace will be sufficient each day, whatever I have to face. Living from these riches, makes life more relaxed, less worrisome. Then we will experience that peace, which surpasses all understanding, which will guards our hearts and minds through Christ Jesus.
II
In the continuation of vs. 9 Paul writes, “...” Now Paul boasts as well, yet not in men as those pseudo apostles did, taking pride in their brilliant record of service, which they considered as proof of being sent by God. If he wanted Paul could do this as well, yet he doesn’t.  Paul doesn’t want to exalt himself. On the contrary, to keep him from becoming too elated the Lord had given Paul a thorn in the flesh. Nothing to boast about so one would say. Yet Paul still does so, even praising God now for not taking this thorn away.
One may wonder is this not a bit odd? First, Paul prays fervently, Lord please take this thorn away, and not when the Lord does not take it away, he thanks God for it. How is this possible? Who of us would ever thank God, when in certain areas we feel limited in our capabilities or at times perhaps even completely inadequate – which office bearer would ever praise God for things that may hinder him in the execution of his office? 

Yet, beloved, the text chosen for this morning’s sermon will teach us to look at all these things from a somewhat different perspective, and again then not only office bearers should do this, but we all, applying it also to our personal circumstances. Let me just try to make this clear with a practical example. Then I think of a person who has to cope with a lifelong sickness, from which he will never be cured, handicapped for life. Such a person may wonder, what can I do for the Lord in comparison with those who are healthy and can be active? You struggle. Yet in this struggle you come to the realization that even with you limitations you still have a task, for example when you speak about how God’s grace carries you day by day. Thus, you still may radiate the joy of faith. Others, who see this and have their own difficulties to cope with, all of a sudden realize how great God’s grace is and start seeing this also more and more in  their own life. Thus with your sickness you become instrumental in others praising God. When seeing this you might start thanking God for your sickness. Again, then also this happens by grace from above. 
See there, beloved, how God works, using all of us, each of us with his or her own weaknesses. Isn’t this wonderful. It teaches all of us, not to look at people and their peculiarities, but at how God uses all these different people for service in His kingdom. In other words, we should look more on high to God than criticizing the weakness of people.
When we do so, we may also look with greater confidence at the future. Thinking about the future of the church, at times one can worry about how it will go. I think of matters addressed in some of  the previous sermons: slackness, lack of zeal, world-conformity creeping in, the effect of materialism, the influence of the evangelical movement, post-modern thinking, and you name it. How will it go with the church? So easily, we can go in overdrive and think we should do this and organize that. We – instead of realizing God will preserve His church. He will do so even through weak people. Look at the history of God’s people. Moses felt totally inadequate for the task God had allotted to him, and so did Gideon or some of the prophets. At times they asked God, please send someone else I can’t do this, this is beyond me. I also think of some of the sins in the lives of God’s servant and still they were allowed to serve. I think of David, but also of Peter who had denied the Lord Jesus and even Paul, a persecutor of the church. These were surely not the brilliant men, we would have chosen. 
About a month ago for my morning meditations I read a mediation on John 21, where the Lord speaks to Peter after His resurrection. This mediation dealt with eligibility for the special office. It mentioned how we often look at lifestyle and how a particular person functions in the congregation, is he able to teach, does he rule his family well and no doubt we should consider all these things as well. Yet what does the Lord Jesus asks Peter? A very simple question, “Simon, son of Jonah, do you love Me?” How often would this question surface in a meeting of consistory, where the slate for nominations is prepared? This question, “Does this brother love the Lord?”  Yet, beloved, at bottom that’s what counts: intense love for the Lord and His service. For where this true love is found, the other things will be found as well. Then there might be certain weaknesses in a brother, but then God will make His power perfect even through these weaknesses. 
And again, then  we should keep this in mind with respect to all activity we undertake for God’s kingdom, not only in the special office, but also in what we call the office of all believers. Don’t look at men and their weaknesses, but at God what He will do through these men, at times even making the most of their weaknesses. If we do so, more and more we will praise God for His wonderful grace.
God makes His power perfect in weakness. In preparation for this sermon, I read an article that referred to creation. Gen 1 – first there was nothing, complete emptiness. Yet God filled this emptiness with His glorious work of creation, thus showing His divine power. Well, likewise God will make His power perfect in man, when there is nothing to be found of which man can boast himself. Applying this to the topic of this morning, this means the word spoken by a servant of Christ – and again this applies equally to all of us – such a word will never be more powerful than when it is spoken in circumstances that make clear: it is the power of Christ that enables this person to say this. Then no longer we stand in the centre, but Christ.

Back to the text, that’s how the apostle Paul experienced it in his own life. He considered the thorn in his flesh as a hindrance for the cause of God’s kingdom, which he was called to promote. So he had pleaded with the Lord to take this thorn away, so that he could fulfil his task as apostle the better. Yet God had shown him that it was just the other way round. Paul, this thorn in your flesh will make you even more beneficial for work in My kingdom. That’s why Paul even starts praising God for this thorn in the flesh. Paul finally had come to the realization, as he formulates it at the end of vs. 10, “When I am weak, then I am strong.”
Beloved, blessed is that elder, that deacon, and no less that minister, who in this way learns to thank God for certain weaknesses, limitations. I think here of things we would love that it was different: for example, to have more energy, to feel less tired at times, not to have to struggle so much with your own problems or you name it – how weak or inadequate we feel at times. Yet because of this, we learn more and more to think small of ourselves and to think great of God, who still wants to use us: a miracle indeed – weak servants through which God wants to make His power perfect.  

We must live by grace. Once more – then this applies not only to forgiveness of sins, but also to the power of the Holy Spirit, by which God will enable all of us, both in the special office as well as in the office of all believers, to fulfil our task in His service, whatever task this might be. It’s from this wonderful grace that we may expect all help. Yes, strengthened by this grace, we can cope also with thorns in the flesh, whatever this might be for each one of us individually. Then despite such a thorn and the weakness it causes, we still may feel strong, strong in the Lord.

Again, we know this, but now to live it, beloved. This means, we should never think, I will be okay, I can do this or that. After all, we cannot, if the Lord by His grace would not enable us. We are weak. Perhaps we should acknowledge this a bit more, so that indeed all honour and praise may to God alone. Summarizing, we are saved by grace. Yet in addition, also our task in God’s service we can do but by grace alone; grace which is sufficient every day to fulfil that task, no matter how weak we feel at times.

Beloved, what a wonderful gospel this is. May our gracious God help all us to live from the riches of it day by day.

Amen.
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