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Rev. Dr. Charley Reeb, Senior Pastor 

I am grateful to William Barclay, Andy Stanley and 
John Thomas for their insights as I prepared this 
message and series.  

We are in the middle of a series that deals with 
something all of us can understand and relate to.  Even 
if you are not a Christian, you can relate to this.  If you 
have ever just thrown up a prayer to God when you 
were in trouble or in pain, you get this struggle.  The 
struggle is feeling that God is distant, not listening, far 
away or doesn’t care about you.  

If we are honest, we’ve all been there.  I’m sure some 
of you are there today.  You have been praying to God 
for something forever and all you hear are crickets.  
“Hello God, are you listening?  Are you there?  Where 
are you God?”  And it’s not like your praying for 
anything huge.  You are not praying to be CEO of a 
Fortune 500 company.  You just want an interview for 
a job.  You are not praying to be rich but for just 
enough money to pay your bills.  You are not praying 
to be famous.  You are just praying to be loved and not 
to feel lonely anymore.  You are not praying for your 
soul mate.  You are just praying for a pleasant date 
with someone who is not a dud!  You are not praying to 
feel 20 again. You are just praying for a day without 
chronic pain.  And you have prayed and prayed and 
prayed and there is no response from God.  Nothing!

Yet you look around at the bad people in your life and 
they don’t even pray or go to church and they get 
everything – all the money, all the right jobs, all dates 
with gorgeous people, all the success.  Their lives are 
pain free!  You think, what is going on?  Did I make 
God mad?  Does God not like me? Why isn’t God 
cooperating with my life?

Then you are more than thrilled when Suzy Christian 
walks up to you and says that you just need to have 
more faith or when preachers tell you it is your fault  
because of sin in your life.  And some of you have all 
but given up on your faith because of Christians like 
that who don’t know you or your pain or your struggle 
and yet they sit in judgment on you.

In fact, some of you question the existence of God 

through all of this. “Well, if God is not cooperating, is 
not responding and feels distant, maybe he is not there 
at all.  Maybe God does not exist.”  Well, what I have 
to share with you today will enable you to believe in 
God again and to trust his power for your life.

Last week we learned that our difficulty and pain does 
not reflect how God feels about us.  We can look back 
and remember what God has done for us and look out 
and see how God is working around us and gain 
confidence in God again.  We know that if we stay 
faithful we will see God’s hand in the midst of our 
struggle and we will be healed by how he redeems our 
difficulty. 

But some of you may be thinking, “Charley I have 
been praying forever for this pain to go away, or for 
this and for that, to break free from this thing that 
plagues me every day and I don’t see God’s hand.  I 
don’t see or hear anything!  I have prayed over and 
over and over again and there is no answer.  Zilch.  
Nothing.  Nada.  I’m just stuck with this pain or 
problem.  I have to deal with it constantly.  It is 
wearing me out.  I am weary. I am tired.  I want to 
give up. Where is God?”

Well today I want to talk about another figure in the 
New Testament who felt the very same way.  He went 
through the same experience. He prayed and prayed 
for God to relieve him of a constant problem in his life 
and God never did.  And some of you are not going to 
believe this, but through his struggle he ended up with 
more faith in God than ever!  How is that possible?  
Well, let’s look at his story because if you learn the 
lesson in this story you can find faith and strength for 
anything you are going through in your life.  You can 
be ready for anything!

The person I am talking about is the Apostle Paul.  
Some of you hear that name a lot. Paul. Paul. Some of 
you know who he is, but some of you may not.  Paul 
wrote a little over half of the New Testament.  He, 
along with Peter, was responsible for leading the 
explosion of the Christian Church.  After Jesus’ 
resurrection he helped to spread Christianity outside 
of Judea and into the world.  He established churches  
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and mentored disciples.  He wrote a bunch of letters to 
churches, many of which are in the New Testament.

The amazing thing is that before Paul became this super 
Christian he hated Christians and the church. In fact, he 
persecuted them.  He did everything he could to wipe 
them out.  But then he had this profound experience 
where Christ appeared to him after his resurrection and 
called Paul to serve him.  He was transformed and 
became one of the most influential Christians in history.  
Without him and Christ working through him we would 
not have the church today.  It really is an amazing story.

Every day of Paul’s life was an adventure.  For over 
twenty years he sailed on a ship all over the 
Mediterranean telling people about the love of Jesus 
and his power to transform them and the world.  He 
established churches.  In the midst of all that, he sailed 
through typhoons and storms and got ship wrecked.  He 
stared down enemies trying to kill him.  He was 
imprisoned and persecuted.  Yet he never gave up.  For 
twenty years that was his life.

Yet Paul had a problem, an issue that plagued him and 
tormented him constantly.  He prayed and prayed and 
prayed for God to take it away from him.  He called it 
“a thorn in the flesh”.  Ever heard of that?  We often 
refer to people who bother us as a “thorn in our flesh.”  
Sometimes we use that phrase when talking about our 
mother in law or boss!  Well, this is where that saying 
comes from!  Paul used it first!

We are not sure what this thorn was.  People have 
speculated about it.  Some think it was epilepsy and that 
Paul was tormented by seizures.  Others think it might 
have been malaria which was a common disease that 
affected many in the region Paul lived at that time in 
history.  The disease gave people awful migraine like 
headaches. Some think it might have been poor 
eyesight.  There is a lot of evidence that Paul suffered 
from terrible eyesight.  Some scholars have even 
suggested that it might have been depression.

We don’t really know.  We will never know.  All we 
know is that it bothered the dickens out of Paul.  In fact, 
he referred to it as a “Messenger of Satan” that 
tormented him.  Some people think Paul was being 
literal in that he really believed it was the work of evil.  
Others think it was the ancient version of the figure of 
speech, “This bothers the devil out of me.” Whatever he 
meant we know it was not a bed of roses for Paul and 
he pleaded with God to take it from him.  Here is what 
Paul said about it in 2 Corinthians 12:7-8: 

I was given 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.

So here was a guy who served God faithfully.  For 
twenty years he risked his life and gave all he had to 
serve God.  And yet he had this problem, this pain, this 
constant issue that tormented him.  You would think 
that would be an easy fix, right.  God was so proud of 
Paul that he answered his prayer and just got rid of it.  
Yet Paul prayed and prayed and he didn’t get the 
answer he wanted.  It says three times he prayed to 
God.  Now, it was not like, “Lord, please…..Lord, 
please…..Lord, please.”  What Paul meant was that he 
went through three long seasons of prayer.  Paul’s first 
season may have began with the plea, “God, I could do 
even more for you if you would just take this thorn 
away….I could write more letters…I could reach more 
people for you….I could preach more sermons…I 
could establish more churches….”

Okay, he may have done that for a while and that 
didn’t work, and so he might have begun his second 
season with this plea, “God I have served you 
faithfully so surely you could do me this favor. Look at 
all I have done for you!”  And after a season that 
didn’t work, so maybe this was his third plea to God, 
“If you really loved me, you would not allow me to be 
in the constant pain that I am in….”  He pleaded with 
God three different times in three long seasons.

And maybe you have done the same thing.  You have 
pleaded with God in the same way.  You have 
bargained with God.  You have given your resume to 
God. You have said, “God if you loved me you would 
get rid of this!”  Well, Paul was right there with you.

But one day after all of his pleading God answered 
Paul.  And it wasn’t the answer Paul was expecting.  
But God did answer him.  And I believe today that 
even if you feel God has not answered your prayer in 
the midst of difficulty this could be your answer today 
just like it was for Paul.  After Paul pleaded with God 
three times to take away his thorn, this is the answer 
God gave to Paul in verse 9:

 But he said to me, “My grace is sufficient for you.”

Wow! Paul received his answer from God and God 
said, “Paul.  I am not going to take this thorn away 
from you.  Instead, I am going to give you the strength 
to overcome it, to rise above it, to use it in some way.  
My Spirit living inside of you is more than enough for 
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you to stare this problem in the face and rise above it.”

Now some have taken this verse and misused it over the 
years.  They combine it with something Paul said in 1st 
Corinthians about dealing with temptation and say to 
folks, “I know you are in pain but God never does give 
us more than we can handle.”  And the implication in 
that tired old phrase is that God gave you this pain, that 
it is his will that you suffer.  Well, first of all that is not 
biblical.  The statement Paul made in 1st Corinthians 
was about temptation, not pain or suffering.  

God was not telling Paul that he gave him the thorn in 
his side.  God was telling him that he would give him 
the strength and the ability to overcome it and use it for 
good.  And that is what God may be saying to many of 
you today: “I know this is very painful.  And I have 
heard every one of your prayers.  I have been with you 
every step of the way.  And I hurt with you.  But listen. 
Don’t forget about my power that lives within you.  It 
will allow empower you to overcome this thorn in a 
way that you never thought possible.”  

So why did God allow Paul’s thorn and why does God 
sometime allowing our thorns?  Look at the rest of the 
answer God gives to Paul in verse 9.  This is huge:

“For my power is made perfect in weakness.”  

Boom!  Why does God allow pain in my life and pain in 
your life?  Why does God say “No” when we ask him to 
take away what torments us over and over again?  God 
allows it because our weakness, our handicaps, our 
pain, showcases God’s power in this world like nothing 
else can.  When we have to deal with something in life 
where we have no other option than to turn to God for 
help, God often allows and uses it to show us and those 
around us his power and strength.

Yeah, it is great when the successful and the perfect 
praise God on national TV.  It is wonderful when the 
football player points to heaven or the baseball player 
points to heaven. It is awesome when the winner of an 
Oscar says, “I’d like to thank Jesus for this.”  And that’s 
great and we love that.  And we would rather have that 
wouldn’t we? “Lord, take this away and I will tell 
everyone of your power and glory.”  

But let’s be honest.  I know from experience and you 
know from experience that the people who floor us with 
their faith in God are those who face unbelievable 
challenges with grace and strength and hope. I mean, 
you ever come across those people who have to deal 
with unspeakable things every day and you think,

“If I had to deal with that once I would be a basket 
case and they have to deal with it every day!  I don’t 
know how they do it.”  And if you ask them, they will 
often say, “God gives me the strength each day to 
handle it.”

Or have you ever been in those situations where you 
see someone face terrible challenges every day and 
someone wise says to you, “I believe God gifts people 
in a special way to handle that.” 

When everything is going our way, when it looks like 
we are doing fine who needs God?  But in those 
moments when we are completely vulnerable and in 
pain and our only hope and strength is God, his power 
takes center stage.  And sometimes God allows those 
times and uses those times to show us and others his 
power in a way that no other situation in life can.

So here is what I want you to understand today: Pain 
can be an opportunity to display God’s power.

That’s the thing about pain. It brings us to a place 
where we are so weak that only God can work through 
us.  We are completely open to allow God to work 
through us.  We are more open and available to God 
when we are in pain than we are at any other time in 
our lives.  And it is not that God gives us the pain or 
enjoys it when we are in pain.  He hurts with us.  It is 
that he sometimes sees our pain as a great opportunity 
to show us his power. And, therefore, in the midst of 
pain, we can pray, “Lord, I know this pain is not your 
will, but I know you have a will in my pain. I 
surrender to you.”

I know this be true in my own life.  It is when I have 
been in great pain and anguish that I am the most 
pliable to God.  My defenses are down.  My prayers 
are turned up.  I am not distracted by trivial things. 
There is no pretense.  My soul is completely focused 
on God.  And I grab on to God tighter than any other 
time in my life.  I am totally reliant upon Him.  I have 
no other choice.  I have no other option.  And I am a 
pure unadulterated vessel for almighty God.  This is 
why Paul says this in the next verse 10:

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.
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It sounds crazy, and I am not saying that we can all 
get there, but Paul got to the place where he boasted 
about his hardships and weaknesses because he knew 
he would be all the more open, ready and willing to 
experience God’s power and have God work through 
him.

So whatever it is you are going through at school, 
home, in your marriage, whatever thorn you have, if 
you allow him, God will use your thorn to showcase 
his power. In your weakness take God’s hand.  Use his 
strength when you have none of your own and he will 
lift you up each day.

Joni Eareckson Tada learned this.  A quadriplegic 
since her teens, Joni shared a story about a 
conversation she had with a group of women in the 
restroom at a conference. She writes, "Honesty is 
always the best policy, but especially when you're 
surrounded by a crowd of women in a restroom during 
a break at a Christian women's conference. One 
woman, putting on lipstick, said, ‘Oh, Joni, you 
always look so together, so happy in your wheelchair. 
I wish that I had your joy!’ 

“Several women around her nodded. ‘How do you do 
it?’ she asked as she capped her lipstick. ‘I don't do it. 
In fact, may I tell you honestly how I woke up this 
morning? This is an average day. After my husband, 
Ken, leaves for work at 6:00 A.M., I'm alone until I 
hear the front door open at 7:00 A.M. That's when a 
friend arrives to get me up. While I listen to her make 
coffee, I pray, 'Oh, Lord, my friend will soon give me 
a bath, get me dressed, sit me up in my chair, brush 
my hair and teeth, and send me out the door. I don't 
have the strength to face this routine one more time. I 
have no resources. I don't have a smile to take into the 
day. But you do. May I have yours? God, I need you 
desperately.' So, what happens when your friend 
comes through the bedroom door?’ one of them asked. 
‘I turn my head toward her and give her a smile sent 
straight from heaven. It's not mine. It's God's. And so, 
I said, gesturing to my paralyzed legs, “Whatever joy  

you see today was hard won this morning. I have learned 
that the weaker we are, the more we need to lean on 
God; and the more we lean on God, the stronger we 
discover him to be” (Decision, March 2000, p.12).
 
Joni in her weakness is actually stronger than if she were 
physically whole and in no need of God's strength.  
Today, in your weakness you can discover how strong 
God is.  In your weakness run to God and he will lift you 
up. Your pain can be an opportunity to display God’s 
power. Amen.




