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Children’s sermon – strength in community 

 

Think back on the reading from 2 Corinthians you just heard, and ask 

yourselves these questions.   

Which is better?  - strength or weakness? 

Which is better?    -- An ecstatic, life-changing vision of heaven that 

sustains your faith forever, or a constant pain in the neck (aka thorn in 

the flesh)?  

Which is better?   --  A wide-eyed acceptance of and belief in what God 

has to offer or a practical, cynical realism?    

Common sense will answer one way, today’s scripture the other. 

 

Paul’s “thorn in the flesh” has fascinated Christians’ imaginations as 

long as we’ve been reading his letters.  His original readers, of course, 

having met and lived with him, knew what he meant.  We don’t.  Which 

means we get to speculate – and those of you who take part in Bible 

studies know there’s much more to be learned from questions raised, 

than questions answered!    

-  Some think this thorn was a recurring physical ailment like poor 

eyesight, stuttering, or perhaps chronic malaria, which is a distinct 

possibility given the fact that he grew up in Tarsus where it was 

common.  



-   Others look to the way the phrase is used elsewhere in scripture, 

which is to identify people who provide constant opposition or 

danger.  They point out that Paul is followed from place to place 

by Judaizers, who think of him as a dangerous heretic and try to 

undo his work in every location.    

But the important thing about this “thorn” is that Paul began by 

considering it an obstacle and an aggravation and prayed three times to 

have it removed, only to be told that “My grace is sufficient for you, 

and my strength is made perfect in weakness.”    Through a lifetime of 

trouble, Paul grows to understand that this “thorn”, although it 

weakens him, is also a gift, which enables him to put aside his trust in 

himself, and lean totally on God.     

And what happens when he does that?   He starts churches in the 

capital of every Roman province, trains leaders, suffers shipwreck, 

imprisonment, beatings, stoning, constant persecution and derision, 

and……writes half the New Testament.    Some weakness!  

As Charles Stanley paraphrases it:  “when I, Paul, in and of my own 

strength, am weak, then I, Paul, relying on the power of Christ in me, 

become strong, capable of whatever the Lord requires of me, full of 

energy and zeal to accomplish his will.”       

 Paul found strength in his dramatic experience of the risen Christ on 

the road to Damascus, and in the vision he tries incoherently to explain 

at the beginning of today’s reading, but his greatest strength was found 

in the presence of God working through his weakness.   

This is true in our lives as well.    

 

 



Nadia Bolz-Weber tells an incidence of her experience of strength 

found in weakness.   She, a young pastor of a mission church in Denver, 

decides it would be fun to have an old-fashioned rally day picnic, 

complete with burgers and cotton candy.  She publicizes it within the 

congregation, in the neighborhood, and in public.  She goes to Costco 

and buys all the necessary ingredients, hurts her back unloading 

everything, and puts her all into planning this wonderful event. 

  When the day arrives, only 26 people show up, many fewer than an 

average Sunday morning.  They have a great time, but Nadia spends her 

time fuming about the lack of response.  There are 48 burgers left over 

and a ton of cotton candy.  So her cheerful 26 wrap up the burgers and 

deliver them to the homeless in a nearby park.  Everyone who stops at 

the stop sign in front of the church is offered cotton candy.  Three of 

her parishioners notice she’s hurting and stop to pray for her back to 

feel better.  Meanwhile, nobody puts any money in the basket as they 

cheerfully give away everything she bought. 

  She goes to bed feeling like a failure, disappointed.   At 2 a.m. she 

awakens suddenly as the Holy Spirit smacks her upside the head with 

the awareness that her back hasn’t hurt since three people prayed with 

her and she’s been so wrapped up in her own sense of failure she didn’t 

recognize what was going on under her nose:    

The hungry were fed, her congregation had the joy of giving to perfect 

strangers and of caring for their pastor, and Jesus had made something 

out of what she considered nothing.    

The thing is, she had decided what would be a good event and what 

would make it a success, and when she failed, in the weakness of her 

disappointment, God created something much better than what she’d 

planned.      



When we plan our lives and our church’s life, the same thing operates.  

When we depend on our own strength we can accomplish a lot and feel 

proud of ourselves.   But when we’re knocked to our knees by whatever 

our own personal thorn in the flesh may be we have a choice to make.    

We can resent God for allowing something bad to happen to us and 

retreat into selfishness and cynicism or we can pray the prayer of Paul, 

“God, I have nothing left of my own strength, lead me where you would 

have me go, and I know you will provide what I need to accomplish 

your will.”    

There are people in this congregation right now who exemplify that 

prayer.  I won’t embarrass them by pointing them out, but perhaps you 

can provide your own examples.  Perhaps you can remember times in 

your life when God created something out of your life when you felt 

like nothing.    

Meanwhile, if you feel weak, accept it as a gift and invite God to work 

through you.   If you feel strong, don’t forget that the only time Jesus 

was unable to do great works of power was when his hometown folks, 

confident in their own opinions, looked at him with cynical disbelief.    

 As we look at plans and pray about Salem’s future ministry, remember 

that God may have different and deeper ideas for us than any we could 

imagine on our own.   Our strength is insufficient,  we need his 

strength, perfect in our weakness, to be His church and to be his 

people. 

 

   

 

 


