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THE POINT:

GOD’S GRACE WILL
SUSTAIN YOU THROUGH
LIFE’'S CIRCUMSTANCES.

2 CORINTHIANS 1:8-10; 12:6-10

& We don’t want you to be unaware, brothers and sisters, of our
affliction that took place in Asia. We were completely overwhelmed—
beyond our strength—so that we even despaired of life itself.

? Indeed, we felt that we had received the sentence of death, so that
we would not trust in ourselves but in God who raises the dead.

10 He has delivered us from such a terrible death, and he will deliver
us. We have put our hope in him that he will deliver us again.

126 For if | want to boast, | wouldn't be a fool, because | would be
telling the truth. But | will spare you, so that no one can credit me
with something beyond what he sees in me or hears from me,

" especially because of the extraordinary revelations. Therefore, so
that | would not exalt myself, a thorn in the flesh was given to me, a
messenger of Satan to torment me so that | would not exalt myself.
8 Concerning this, | pleaded with the Lord three times that it would

leave me.

? But he said to me, “My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is
perfected in weakness.” Therefore, | will most gladly boast all the
more about my weaknesses, so that Christ’s power may reside in me.
10 So | take pleasure in weaknesses, insults, hardships,
persecutions, and in difficulties, for the sake of Christ. For when |

am weak, then | am strong.

So that (v. 1)-Revealed the
result of utter helplessness. The
intensity of suffering left Paul
feeling like he was hanging onto
life by a thread.

Athorninthe flesh...(v.7)-

To prevent Paul from swelling

up with even a hint of spiritual
arrogance, God gave him a thorn
in the flesh.
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Sufficient (v. 9)-"Sufficient”
carried the idea of being enough.
God's grace would sustain him.
Grace and power interlocked
with human weakness.

Sake of Christ (v. 10)-Paul did
not fear anything thrown at him
because he willingly lived for
Christ. His reward came through
his relationship with his Savior.
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HOW DOES GOD USE THE DIFFICULT
CIRCUMSTANCES IN MY LIFE?

The people of New Orleans, Louisiana, knew a
storm was coming, but who could have imagined
the force of the category 4 hurricane named
Katrina? In his documentary, When the Levees
Broke: A Requiem in Four Acts, famed director
Spike Lee, highlights the response and devastation
Katrina had on the city and people.2 Survivor
interviews capture the emotion of the calamity that
is stillimpacting lives to this day. What could have
been a typical August storm, became a chaotic and
life-altering season of difficult phone calls, food
lines, counseling, and make-shift shelters.

Life can turn on a dime. Although we may not

have experienced Hurricane Katrina, we've all
experienced life's sudden shifts. The apostle Paul
experienced too many to count, but he understood
that God's grace can sustain us through our
hardest days and darkest nights.

Driven to Dependence
2 Corinthians 1:8-10

Imagine getting an email from your son who moved
his family to a developing nation. He hadn't written
anything in a while, so you anxiously openitand
read these words:
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Hi Mom and Dad,

We do not want you to be uninformed about the
troubles we experienced in the province of Asia.
We were under intense pressure, far beyond our
ability to endure, so that we despaired of life itself.

That would get your attention, wouldn't it? These
words of Paul would probably be less surprising
for the church of Corinth. Paul always lived on the
edge of disaster. He was constantly on the run, on
mission, and on the brink.

Although we don't know exactly what troubles
Paul was referencing in these verses, there was
enough to go around during this period in his

life. He was dealing with his first letter to the
Corinthians which wasn't of the Hallmark™ variety,
dealing with divisions, factions, rivals, immorality,
incest, lawsuits, marriages, and idols. He also had
a run-in with the devious silversmith, Demetrius,
who incited a riot against him. And if you've ever
had someone whip up a city riot against you, then
you can relate. No? Me neither. Along with all this,
the Jews were constantly nipping at his heels
with death threats, arrest warrants, and diatribes.
Additionally, many biblical scholars surmise that
Paul's health was beginning to break down.
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THE poiNT: GOD'S GRACE WILL SUSTAIN YOU THROUGH LIFE'S CIRCUMSTANCES.

The language of being "completely overwhelmed—beyond

our strength” (v. 8) reflects the same kind of language you'd

use in those days to describe an animal being hunted down by

a predator. The words harken images from slavery, stealthily
moving throughout the terrain and farmhouses trying to lose the
bloodhounds and bounty hunters.

The truth is, at one time or another, most of us despair of life.

A tragic setback can cause the most ardent believer to wonder
whether he or she can take one more hit or survive one more
shock. Despair begets loneliness, and, again, we feel desperately
alone and unseen.

There is a consequential word in the middle of this passage: “We."
If you want to escape the harsh terrain of adversity, you want DIGGING DEEPER
that word. You need that word. This is why deep connections THORN IN THE FLESH
with God and other believers is so important. God created us for
connection. Perhaps holidays show us this more than any other
time of the year. They can trigger harsh memories, lost loved ones,
and failed expectations—even more reason to practice diligence
in our relationships. We and us are two small words that must reign
supreme if we are to survive despair.

The word “thorn” is the Greek word
"skolops.” It refers to an instrument
with a sharp point like a pointed
stake.? In ancient times, when an
enemy won a battle, decapitation
was a common form of execution.

The only pronoun more powerful is a divine one — Him. Annie The people who lived at that time
Johnson Flint knew the power of Him. She was orphaned as a baby. would not have been surprised to
She lived in a home bordering on poverty and spent her days as see a head on a stake, and this is the
a caregiver to her adoptive mother who suffered from strokes. word that Paul uses. Imagine how

In midlife, she also fell ill and spent most of her remaining years much Satan would have liked to have
crippled, bed-ridden, dealing with depression, and chronic pain. stopped Paul and seen his head on a
How could God glorify Himself in all her unanswered prayers, stake, but Paul had more work to do,
suffering, and depression? Because of her faith, God gave grace and that he did. Throughout most of
to her and through her life, believers have sung her testimony for the New Testament, we get to read of
well over one hundred years. In her hymn, “He Giveth More Grace,” alife poured out in service to God.

her life became a wellspring of encouragement to those who face

adversity, pain, and the anomaly of iliness. LefEbsmstoneEy JOUney

God is enough for today's struggles and tomorrow's crucibles. He * Acts13-14

was enough for Annie Johnson Flint. He is enough for us. 2nd Missionary Journey
HOW HAS GOD MET YOU IN THE MIDST OF *  Acts 15:36-18:22
OVERWHELMING CIRCUMSTANCES? 3rd Missionary Journey

e Acts 18:23-21:16

Humbled by My Thorn /72 corinthians 12:6-8

Though imprisoned, Satan still
couldn't stop the work that God was

Let's pivot to another passage in this letter that has fueled many
doing through Paul, His willing vessel.

speculations and questions. What is this thorn? A symbol? A
metaphor? An emotional defect? It could have been a chronic
physical condition. Paul referred to his poor vision in Galatians.
Maybe that was his thornin the flesh. It could have been an
emotional turmoil. If you've ever been through a season of

In the midst of your hardships,
will you still pour out your life as a
living testimony for Christ?
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depression, you can relate to the feeling of wanting
to do anything for the clouds to break and the
depression to leave, but with no success. Paul
could have been referring to all the opposition he
faced from individuals who wanted nothing better
than to see his head on a post. Maybe it's none of
these. Maybe it's all of these. We don't know, and
perhaps it benefits us to be spared the details
because it makes the thorn more universal and
personal to each believer who reads it.

By concealing the source of his pain, Paul allowed
readers to consider their own personal challenges
rather than his. What do we do when the thing we
despise refuses to be extracted, dismissed, and
healed? What happens when we plead with God to
take away that thing that steals our joy, occupies
our sleepless nights, and wrecks our tomorrow?
What happens when we name it, claim it, and it
sticks around like an unpleasant smell? These are
the kinds of questions we all ask about—problems
that keep showing up with relentless consistency.

In a small way, it reminds me of a particularly smelly
day in my life. My son got car sick as we traveled to
see my parents in Alabama. He'd mentioned that
his tummy hadn't felt particularly well a couple of
hours into the trip, but being that he hadn't eaten
anything, hadn't been ill prior, and had nodded

off to sleep, we didn't think much of it--until he
vomited all the contents of his stomach all over
himself, my back seat, and my floor. We cleaned
him up and did what we could to clean the seat and
carpets before continuing on our journey, but soon
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enough, the subtle stench returned, traveling with
us for the next four hours.

One we arrived, | removed everything from the car,
removing and stripping his car seat in the process.
I rewashed the area and walked away with a smile.
It was all gone now. | could finally enjoy the country.
A few days later, | opened the door and realized I'd
made a grave error: |I'd missed an area between

the seats.

This experience reminds me that when something
in my life doesn't pass the smell test, when
something doesn't seem quite right, God wants
me to search and find the source of the stench.
Sometimes in doing so, He may reveal that | am the
problem. My discomfort drives me to dependency
upon Him. The thorn in Paul's life was a daily
reminder that God's grace is sufficient. His grace is
all we need.

WHEN HAS A WEAKNESS IN YOUR LIFE BROUGHT
ABOUT A GREATER DEPENDENCE ON GOD?

Strengthened in My
Weakness // 2 Corinthians 12:9-10

The thing about adversity is that if you listen
closely, God's voice can be heard clearly. God's
matchless grace comes in quickly when we walk
through the fire. We get to see that our worst
nightmares are accompanied by extravagant, all-
sufficient grace. The weaker we seem, the stronger
and more sovereign Christ's power shows up. He
comes to our aid, and He brings grace with Him.
It's interesting to read the epilogue of the crisis.
Because of Christ's presence in the middle of His
painful anomaly, Paul was provoked to glory in his
own weakness—not because of the weaknesses
themselves but because they revealed God's
grace and power. This is such an important truth.
Whenever we get to the point where we recognize
God's presence right smack in the middle of our
pain, we can glory init.

WHEN HAVE YOU SEEN GOD’S POWER
PERFECTED IN WEAKNESS?

His grace is completely sufficient and absolutely
awesome amid the storms that seem to come
in waves through our lives. Paul began with a
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THE poiNnT: GOD'S GRACE WILL SUSTAIN YOU THROUGH LIFE'S CIRCUMSTANCES.

testimony of divine "third heaven" ascendancy
shrouded in mystery (2 Cor. 12:2), and then he
pivots to share a time when God was inexplicably
silent despite Paul's relentless pleas. He
experienced both revelation and silence. We see
the balance and a dichotomy simultaneously. Also
notice that he is timid in the things that most would
write books about and then he gets to the thorn,
and we find him boasting and taking pleasure in the
suffering. Perhaps this is because he realizes that
we can learn much about the heart of God when
we identify with His sufferings. Comfort leads to
complacency. Suffering leads to spiritual intimacy.
Paul reminds us that we often hear God clearer
during these times, and as a result, we learn more.

I learn best about the gospel when | identify with
the despair and the joy and the anger and the
celebration of everything this life entails. Paul likely
would have agreed with Anna Warner, an author
and hymn writer of the 19th century:

Jesus loves me, this | know,

for the Bible tells me so.

Little ones to Him belong.

They are weak, but He is strong.®

Paul learned to be little, and Anna wrote about it in
averse we've all sung. It's a great life mission. Be
little and make God large throughout our days.

LIVE IT

DID YOU KNOW?

More than 380 million Christians suffer
faith-related persecution and discrimination
worldwide.® That equates to about 1in7
Christians across the globe. Unfortunately,
that number is growing. In many countries,
Christians face kidnappings, beatings,

and even death for their faith with some
countries resorting to checking phones

for Bible or faith-based apps. For them,
choosing Jesus means accepting the fact
that they could die a martyr. The United
States is not one of those countries right
now. We enjoy the freedom to serve God as
we choose, but what if all that were one day
taken away? One thing is for certain: casual
Christianity would be a thing of the past.
We don't know what lies ahead, and our job
isn't to wait to find out. Now is the time to
act. Paul refused to be stopped—What's
our excuse?

Biblical Truth: If we belong to Christ,
whether we live or die, it is for His glory
(Rom. 14:8).

Have you ever been guilty of living a life of
casual Christianity?

How can we trust God's hand to move mightily this week?

Catherine of Aragon, the first wife of Henry VIII, wrote this powerful sentence, “None get to God but
through trouble."” That's a painful sentence. But God meets us amid our struggles. As Christ followers,
we were never promised a trouble free Christianity. In fact, the life of a believer is quite the opposite.
Christ Himself suffered to the point of death but He never wavered in His trust of the Father and His plan.
Let us follower our leader at all cost, trusting in the Father's plan. Here are a few steps to guide you:

+ + +

* Reflect. Make a list of some struggles you've endured over the past few years. Reflect on the ways

God has brought you through them.

* Engage. We are all struggling with something! Think about a challenge you are facing right now.
Look for all the ways that God is extending his love and grace to you even in the midst of your

adversity.

* Dare. We encounter so many people each day at our jobs and in our communities who are hurting.
Seek God, and ask Him to bring someone across your path with whom you can share Jesus.

YOU 21
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DAILY READINGS

1. "GRACE IN THE
STRUGGLE" // ISAIAH 41:10

During difficult times you should never surrender
because God's grace exceeds your sufferings. In
Isaiah 41:10 God states "Fear not, for | am with you.”
Regardless of your situation, whether it is financial
difficulties, family issues, or sickness; God is
aware. Think about the strength of our ancestors
who endured, believing God's hand was on them.
That same grace is poured out for you today. Direct
your attention toward the One who supports you.
Through His divine grace you will find the strength
needed to endure. God's presence surrounds you
always and His power will strengthen you through
every challenge. Your life journey serves as a clear
demonstration of God's continuous presence.

Trust in Him during this challenging time.

2. "NOT BUILT TO BREAK" //
ROMANS 8:28

Have you ever felt like life keeps knocking you
down? The enemy wants you to believe that your
circumstances define you, but God has already
declared: You are not built to break! Romans

8:28 promises that God brings positive results

out of all situations, even the difficult ones. Your
transformation into gold occurs through fire just as
you are being shaped instead of destroyed. Each
obstacle in your path leads you toward your life's
purpose. Your testimony continues to take shape
because you have not let go. Remember, resilience
is born from trials. Your life's story is beautiful
because God weaves together. Every setbackis a
setup for a comeback.

Through God's assurance and support, we can
discover our true power.

3. “STORY IN PROGRESS" //
PHILIPPIANS 1:6

In times of hopelessness, you need to understand
that God still has work for you. The enemy
whispers, “This is it for you," but Philippians 1:6
reminds us, "He who began a good work in you will
carry it to completion.” Consider Joseph who was
betrayed, imprisoned, and forgotten, yet never
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forsaken. God had orchestrated a bigger story all
along. Think about the times when you felt your
battles might have overwhelmed the promises
God had for you. Place your trust in Him because
your story remains active. The time of anticipation
brings a sense of hope, and all chapters exist for
apurpose.

Your life serves as a work in progress which
God creates.

4. "YOUR WEAKNESS IS GOD'S
STRENGTH" /7/ PSALM 46:1

It's perfectly okay to admit you're weak. Our
society insists that we present ourselves as
powerful, yet God reveals His greatest power
through human weakness. Paul learned that God's
grace provides what is needed when human power
runs out. Look at the single parent who cares

for children alone and the man who fights to act
honorably while facing difficulties. The challenges
you face right now require you to rely on His power
today. God serves as your sanctuary and your
source of strength. Your weaknesses present
opportunities for divine breakthroughs.

His divine power will help you conquer all
challenges that come your way.

5. "GRACE WILL
CARRY YOU" /7
2 CORINTHIANS 4:16-18

Life's difficulties may cause you to feel so
exhausted that you might wish to sit down.
Remember, the Word encourages us: "“Though
outwardly we are wasting away, inwardly we

are being renewed.” Keep praying, serving, and
trusting. You can find protection under God's
grace. Every step you take contributes to your
journey. Your triumph awaits just ahead. Trust

in the process and remain steadfast. Your spirit
undergoes renewal because God works on you to
lead you toward a greater destiny. The struggles
you face right now will end but the eternal
blessings which await you will never fade.

Through grace, keep moving forward, God will
carry you.
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