
POWER UNLEASHED
2 Corinthians 12:2-10 David B. Keller
Mark 6:1-13 July 4, 2021
TEXT: 2 Corinthians 12:9 “But God said to me, ‘My grace is sufficient for you, for power is made perfect
in weakness.’” 
PURPOSE: To encourage us to recognize and acknowledge our inability to do what God wants us to do as
a prerequisite for God’s power to be manifested through us.  
______________________________________________________________________________

I have always been at least a little uncomfortable about preaching on or about the
day our nation celebrates our independence from Great Britain.  That’s not because I’m not
loyal to our country; I certainly am.  Nor has my discomfort had much to do with whatever
criticisms I might have of our country at any given time.  It does have to do with a particular
understanding of the value of keeping church separate from state.  The Christian Church
gets itself into a mess of trouble if it accepts the role of uncritically endorsing a particular
government, especially if it endorses a government in order to obtain certain benefits from a
cozy relationship with that government.  If Christ’s Church is to maintain its spiritual
integrity, it must resist every temptation to be co-opted by the state.  It must keep itself free
to criticize injustice and call out immorality, and to engage with government in efforts to
promote a better world for all.  

As far as Independence Day goes, I, and perhaps you, are painfully aware of the
flaws lurking behind the Declaration of Independence’s most famous line: “We hold these
truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal.”  The men who signed that
document understood ‘men’ to mean ‘males.’  In the thinking of the time, women were not
created equal to men.  And also, enslaved Africans were understood to be property, not
persons, and the Indians living here before Europeans arrived were not considered to be
‘created equal’ to Europeans.  Neither enslaved people nor displaced people were
understood to be “endowed by their creator with certain unalienable rights, that among
them are life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.”    

That said, I believe that, over the course of our country’s history, we have worked
hard to live more fully true to our deepest values.  And, along the way, courageous people
of faith have been instrumental in urging our country toward achieving what the Preamble
to our country’s Constitution calls “a more perfect union.”  Because of those efforts, past
and present, I will enjoy our town’s Independence Day parade, and proudly wave our flag
in gratitude for the heritage that is ours as Americans, even as I do what I can to ally myself
with “the better angels of our nature,” using the phrase that Abraham Lincoln employed in
his first Inaugural Address.  

Now, I want to turn our attention to the two very intriguing scripture passages we
heard earlier in this worship service.  The passage from Mark recalls Jesus sending his
inner circle of disciples out in pairs to preach repentance, cast out demons, and heal people
of disease.  That’s a very hefty task list.  So far, Jesus had been the miracle worker. The
disciples, at best, were witnesses to the awesome deeds he was doing. When Jesus
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originally called them to follow him, he didn’t tell them that the call meant that they would
be commissioned to do the mighty works they’d seen him do.  But now, that was exactly
what Jesus was expecting them to do.  Keep in mind that their commissioning to the
missionary enterprise immediately followed a visit to Nazareth, Jesus’ home town, where
even he could do “no deed of power there” because of their unbelief.  (Mark 6:5)  If Jesus
was hampered by the lack of faith in the people of Nazareth, how in the world would the
disciples be able to do better?  

I want each of us to imagine being one of those original twelve.  Put yourself in their
sandals. Follow Jesus’ instructions to travel light.  No change of clothes, no money or credit
cards, no smart phone.  You go into a town, and you introduce yourself as one of Jesus’
followers.  You ask whoever hangs around to hear you if they had heard about Jesus, and a
few raise their hands.  So far, so good, you think, but you’re still pretty nervous.  You talk
about how amazing it’s been to be with him.  You say the things you heard Jesus say about
God’s kingdom coming near, and about the need to repent of all other allegiances.  Some of
the people who had been listening wander off when you start talking about repentance.  

When you finish saying what you had to say, one of the listeners asks you to cast out
a demon who has possessed her child, because, she reminds you, that’s what Jesus is quite
able to do, and aren’t you representing Jesus?   Now, whatever the first century version of
‘the rubber meeting the road’ is upon you.  You recall that Jesus gave all twelve of you
authority over unclean spirits, but none of you was given a chance to practice actually
exorcizing one.  So here goes.  The credibility of everything you just said rides on what
happens next.  You lay your hands on that child, whose presence is downright scary, having
no idea what will happen when you order the demon to depart.  It is at this moment that we
are acutely, painfully aware of how incapable we are.  

But right there in such a moment, right as we realize our helplessness, immense
grace also is revealed.  Why?  Because, when we recognize and acknowledge our
weakness, God’s power is unleashed.  It is when we realize that we simply cannot
accomplish what has to be accomplished in order for the nearness of God’s kingdom to be
recognized that God does through us what we can’t do by ourselves.  

Now for the second scripture passage we heard today, from Paul’s Second Letter to
the Corinthians.  Paul spoke of receiving what he called “a thorn in the flesh, a messenger
from Satan to torment” him for the purpose of keeping him from being too full of himself
on account of at least one extraordinary spiritual experience.  (2 Cor. 12:7)  Whatever this
thorn was, it apparently handicapped his ability to minister as he thought God wanted him
to minister.  In response to his request to have the thorn removed, Paul reported that he
heard Jesus say, “My grace is sufficient for you, for power is made perfect in weakness.” 
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(2 Cor. 12:9)  Or, to slightly amend his assurance, my power – by that I mean Jesus’ power
– is made perfect in your weakness – in Paul’s weakness, in any of our weakness when we
are facing insidious powers which are no match for us.  

Lots of us have something going on which we might describe as a thorn that is able
to hinder our ability to do what Jesus would want us to be doing.  Maybe it’s a frustrating
physical disability, or a chronic illness.  Maybe it’s something which disables us mentally or
emotionally.  Maybe it’s anything that reminds us that we aren’t able to do what we think
God needs us to be doing.  It would be reasonable for us to assume, as Paul apparently
assumed, that God would be able and willing to relieve us of whatever is hindering our
ability to do what we think God wants us to be doing.  But it turns out that the one thing
God knows is most likely to get in the way of God’s will being done is us thinking we can
do it, relying on our skill, our inner strength, or our persistence.  This is why Paul finally
accepted his thorn to be a gift from God.  

I doubt that anyone worshiping with us this morning would think that our time isn’t
a time which would benefit from the unleashing of God’s power.  It appears to me that
plenty of other powers are running amok in our world.  There’s the power of greed, which
gets in the way of efforts to serve the common good.  There’s the power of corruption,
which infects so many global institutions, governments, and corporate giants.  There’s the
power of violence, which manifests itself in armed conflicts around the world, and also
asserts itself inside households and in neighborhoods.  There’s the power of cynicism,
which makes it easy for so many people to have no interest in participating in a community
of faith.  

Wouldn’t it be great if Christ’s followers now were able to do what his followers
were able to do when he walked among us  to speak a compelling word, to send the
demons who presume to control persons and institutions packing, and to restore wholeness
and health to people broken in body and in spirit?   Wouldn’t it be great if the followers of
Jesus today could cast out the powers of greed and corruption and violence and cynicism
and, in their place, firmly plant the powers of love, and of forgiveness, and of justice? 
Wouldn’t it be great if we could come up with the strategy which would be effective in
drawing our neighbors into our community of faith, and shaping our community of faith so
that it serves as a place to nourish a transformative relationship with Jesus?  Of course it
would.  But if we think we can pull such things off by our own abilities, well, God has a
surprise for us.  Or a thorn for us.  Ernest Best, in his commentary on the Second Letter to
the Corinthians, wrote this:  “Grace, . . . linked as here to power, is used for the strength
God gives by which Christians are enabled to live as Christians.  It can only function where
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there is weakness and where that weakness can be acknowledged.”1  

Our concluding that we don’t have what it takes to be authentically Christian  opens
a way for God’s gracious power to assert itself.  It is precisely when we know ourselves to
be unable that God comes through as completely able.  When we realize that nothing other
than God’s power can enable us to live as Christians, that’s when Jesus shows up and uses
our weakness to unleash the power of his grace. 

A long time ago, I attended a retreat with a group of people I’d never met before. 
One of them was an Episcopal priest.  He told a story of a devoted lady in his parish who
chaired that parish’s altar guild.  This woman constantly fretted that some effort of hers or
of the guild would fall short of perfection and that God, consequently, would be upset with
her.  Her need to have everything ‘just so’ had become an unhealthy obsession.  Eventually,
the priest confronted her.  I remember neither the priest’s nor the woman’s name, so I’ll
call her Alice.  But I’ve never forgotten the story he told us.  “Alice,” the priest said, his
countenance scowling and his voice gravelly, “Do you know what happens when we mess
up?  When we fall short of what God needs of us?  When we don’t give every single piece
of our faith-practice the attention it deserves?” Alice, the priest told us, his fellow
retreatants, was visibly horrified at the prospect.  She could think of nothing worse than not
getting things exactly right.  Now his voice moderated, and his manner became clearly
pastoral.  “Jesus happens, Alice,” he said.  “Jesus happens.”  

That’s it.  That’s our weakness opening a path whereby God’s power is unleashed. 
That’s how we get out of God’s way.  When we realize we can’t, God can.  When we
realize how unable we are, God shows how able God is.  Certainly this doesn’t happen on
our timetable, or in any sort of way that is obvious.  That’s because yielding our illusion of
ability turns the outcome over to God.  Just as certainly, yielding to God doesn’t give us
permission to do nothing.  The disciples still had to go out, and look hurting people in the
eye, and say something that would facilitate that person’s healing.  Paul still had to travel
around the Eastern Roman Empire where he was beaten, jailed, and tossed out of towns,
simply for spreading the good news of Jesus and establishing churches in his name.  

We, too, will have things to do as we seek to be Christ’s Church in these urgent
days.  The difference has to do with the power source.  Not from us, but from God
almighty.  Not from us, but from the cross of Christ, from which God’s power to forgive
and make new originates.   The power to proclaim God’s coming kingdom, and to
demonstrate the character of that kingdom in our life together as Christ’s Church is just as
available to us as it was to those early disciples.  All we need to do is to not let what we
think we are able to do to get in the way of what God surely is able to do.  

1Best, Ernest, Second Corinthians in the Interpretation series.  John Knox Press, Atlanta, 1987, p. 120.


