Sabbath Day sermon of April 29, 2017
By Rev. Dr. Flint Chika, Bishop

2 Corinthians Chapter 12
Paul’s Vision and his Thorn in the Flesh
Paul says that it is expedient for him doubtlessly to glory. He then continued with his “foolish boasting” as he calls it, by telling about visions and revelations he had had from the LORD. He would have preferred not to tell about if not that the Corinthians treated him as if he was not a real Apostle of Jesus Christ. The charges of Paul’s detractors and the Corinthians susceptibility seemed to have combined to compel him to so foolishly imitate the Corinthians on their own terms. If they are impressed by visions and revelations, then Paul says, he can add these to his credit. He refers to a revelation he received that translated him into paradise. 
Paul speaks of himself in the third person as if to emphasize more strongly the gift quality of this experience which was completely underserved. Paul gives a classic description of his experience, how he was caught up in the third heaven that he lost consciousness of himself and of his body. He was absorbed in the presence of God. He had refrained from speaking about this experience until he was driven to this extreme by the Corinthians. He told about this incident to show that he had been uniquely touched by God Almighty. 

7-10. Thus was Paul, who was not behind the chief of the apostles in dignity, very eminent for his humility. Observe that it is an excellent thing to have a lowly spirit in the midst of high advancements; and those who abase themselves shall be exalted. The apostle gives an account of the methods God Almighty took to keep him humble, and to prevent his being lifted up above measure. This he speaks of to balance the account that was given before of the visions and revelations he had had. When God’s people communicate their experiences, let them always remember to take notice of what God has done to keep them humble, as well as what he has done in favor to them and for their advancement. 
Paul does not say specifically what his thorn in the flesh was. But he pointed out that he prayed for its removal, but God Almighty declined. Paul describes his thorn as a messenger from Satan which means that God Almighty permitted Satan to do this even as he permitted Job to suffer under Satan’s onslaught, as Jeremiah was tortured under king Zedekiah, and Jesus crucified on the Roman cross (Jeremiah 38:1-16). But this thorn which was Satan’s messenger God used it to defeat Satan, because the thorn made possible the exhibition of the surpassing grace of God. Paul’s Affliction brought glory to God Almighty and allowed Paul to experience the mighty power of God in his life. It has been speculated that Paul suffered from acute malaria, epilepsy, ulcer or a disease of the eyes (Galatians 4:13-15). Whatever it was, it was a chronic and debilitating problem. But Paul was never specific about what he was suffering.
Paul’s witness to the Gospel requires only the truth of what others can see and hear of his life. Yet, in order to prevent him from becoming proud, he was gifted, too, with a “thorn in his flesh,” that he may remain humbled and in contact with God Almighty’s Gospel message (Philippians 1:29). He prayed three times that the thorn in his flesh might be removed. God Almighty did not remove the thorn, but He answered Paul’s prayer by giving him a sufficiency of His grace that he might bear the infirmity in a manner by which God Almighty would be glorified. What is Paul’s temptation in this? Paul’s temptation is not to accept this that he should continue to live with the thorn in his flesh; he persistently asks that the LORD removed it from him. His threefold request reflects Jesus’ prayer in the Garden of Gethsemane (Matthew 26:39, 42, 44). God Almighty’s answer to Paul’s threefold request reveals the truth that God’s power is made more evident in human frailty, or when you are completely broken. 
When Paul is most empty of all human cause for boasting, he is able to identify and testify to the source of his power and strength. This amazing reversal of all earthly wisdom transforms weakness, distress, and mistreatment into powerful evidence of God’s presence. It appears that the thorn in his flesh also kept him empty of human cause that he may continue to be bold to speak the Gospel message without equivocation. No doubt, the example in the life of Paul should assist us today when God Almighty, for our spiritual benefit, does not take away from us some of the physical burdens he has purposefully allowed to remain in our lives. So we can glory in our infirmities, knowing that God produces strength out of our weaknesses and disabilities.

Paul’s concern for the Corinthians includes the fact that Corinth was a very hard city to live; a city of the survival of fittest. But for the sake of Jesus Christ for whom he is willing to do anything and suffer anything, Paul proclaims his willingness to experience infirmities, reproaches, necessities, persecution, and distresses. And so all true Christians ought to follow the same example. God gave the apostles and His prophets outward, confirming extraordinary indicators to show they were what they said they were and to keep their listeners from ever saying they were uninformed or there was no way they could tell whether the apostles were telling the truth. They had the power to perform “signs and wonders, and mighty deeds.” These were sufficient and beyond question, so that those who refused to heed their words and their works which gave credence to their words, would have no defense on the Day of Judgment.

12-14. Paul appears to have been driven to the epitome of foolishness as he calls it in recounting God’s favors to him. Yet the good he draws from this foolishness as he reminds the Corinthians, is the consciousness that since all apostleship comes from God Almighty rather than from himself, he is not in any way inferior to any other apostles who, if they are sincere, claim the same source of their apostleship. Here, Paul was not merely revealing his feelings; he was defending his authority as an apostle of Jesus Christ. He was hurt that the Church in Corinth doubted and questioned him, so he defended himself for the cause of the Gospel, not to satisfy his ego. 

The two apparent charges by the Corinthians against Paul were the fact that Paul did not accept support for his apostolic work from them, and this prompted the Corinthians to accuse him of deceit. Paul has already responded to these charges, but it appears that a residue of distrust remains. The Corinthians competitive spirit even goes as far as to charge that Paul is in some way rejecting them in not accepting their support. The Corinthians mistakenly search for reasons to explain Paul’s gratuitous faithful love for them. No wonder he speaks to the consummate patience he has had to manifest in working with them.  It appears the Corinthians were beginning to imagine that Paul considers them inferior to the other Churches. 

As we can see from Paul’s response, he stands firm in his decision not to burden them financially. His frequent and prolonged visits are the most telling evidence of his love for them. If they must rely on external signs to reassure themselves of Paul’s love, they need look no further than his willingness to be spent for their sakes. Paul explains that his is a parent’s love which is provident and generous in its concern for the children. Paul love for the Corinthians is no less strong because it is not self-seeking. Because it is a gift, his love should not be considered underserving of love in return. We find no evidence of intended craftiness for guile in Paul’s action. Instead Paul caught them in their self serving mistreatment of him for his love for them. Unless the Corinthians thought they could buy him with their support, so that he speaks no more openly of their corrupt practices, and their immoral behaviors. Paul has no ulterior motive; he has never deceived or taken advantage of them, either personally or through his envoy in the person of Titus.

15-22. The love of Paul for the Corinthians did not abate, it actually increased more and more. He was willing to serve them and teach them, even if the more he loved them, the less they loved him due to their rebellion. Paul insists that he has done everything possible and necessary for the edification of the Corinthians and he finally addresses with a note of endearment. However, he expresses his apprehension about their imminent meeting and the petty obstacles that threaten to make it disastrous for the badly behaved members in the Corinthian church. We recall that it was in the Corinthian church that their women shaved their heads and spoke wildly and out of order in the churches, that Paul instructed their women to be silent in the church (1 Corinthians 14:34-35; 11:6). 
Paul warns the Corinthians of his fears that the sinners among them may not repent and thus the problems may continue to persist. Therefore, the Corinthians need to be fortified and encouraged; yet he fears that, finding them divided and not really corrected from their former Corinthian pagan ways, he will have to act severely with them and increase the tension among them.  In the event that he will come to reprove and rebuke them, and they will find him not to be what they expected because they would not be as he had expected and had hoped.

After reading this catalog of sins, it is hard to believe that these are the people Paul said had great gifts and were leaders. It is unfortunate to learn how much the Corinthians seem to have lost their spiritual gains in Jesus Christ (2 Corinthians 8:7). Paul feared that the practices of wicked Corinth had invaded the congregation, and he wrote sternly in hope that they would straighten up their lives before he arrived. True Christians must live differently from unbelievers, not letting secular society dictate how we are to treat others. As a true Christian you must not allow culture to invade your true Christian behavior. My friends, whatever thorn you have in the flesh, remember that it could be what God has allowed to keep you humbled in your Christian living.
The wicked pagan ways of Corinth Paul warns:  From the history books, we would now review the practices of the wicked pagan ways of Corinth to help us understand Paul’s fears for the Corinthians. Paradoxically, Corinth offered another attractive feature for Paul: its long-standing reputation for immorality and licentiousness. The Greeks who had a name for everything coined the term corinthiazesthai to mean “immorality”; literally, the word means “to live a Corinthian life.” To call a girl a “Corinthian girl or woman” was to cast aspersions or doubt on her virtue. In America we use the words such as: a whore, a slut to describe such a girl or a woman. Corinth’s reputation was as notorious in Paul’s day as it had been in the Classical Age five centuries before Paul’s day. We looked further in our research of the ancient history and found the account by the Roman geographer Strabo that a thousand cult prostitutes once served the temple to Aphrodite on the Acrocorinth, overlooking the city. The steady stream of sailors, traveling salesmen, and the ancient equivalent of soccer fans doubtless kept a good number of the cult prostitutes’ secular counterparts busy.

This is the reality that lay behind Paul’s reference, in his first and second letters to the Corinthians, to the “impurity, immorality, and licentiousness” that characterized the behavior of some church members before their conversions (2 Corinthians. 12:21). Paul knew what he was talking about when he referred to the “immoral,” the “idolaters,” the “adulterers,” the “homosexuals,” the “thieves,” the “greedy,” the “drunkards,” the “revilers” and the “robbers” of Corinth. “Such,” he writes to the church at Corinth, “were some of you” (1 Corinthians 6: 1-20; 7:1).

Corinth also had strong associations with “pagan” religions. There were the worship of Asclepius, Poseidon, and Aphrodite. The city also had a venerable connection with Apollo. A Roman shrine to Apollo was located prominently on the main street leading from the forum to Corinth’s western port. Altars and temples to other traditional Greek gods: Athena, Hera, and Hermes lined the edges of the forum. One temple was even dedicated to “all the gods.” On the road leading up to Acrocorinth or “Upper Corinth,” on a monolithic rock overseeing the ancient city of Corinth, was a shrine to the Egyptian gods Isis and Serapis. A shrine to Octavia, the deified sister of Emperor Augustus, was located at the west end of the forum. Some of the newest “mystery” religions also flourished in Corinth; these offered their special kinds of personal salvation and communion with pagan gods.

For Paul all this represented a special challenge and a special opportunity. Paul had been preaching throughout his missionary journeys that Gentile converts to Christianity did not need to undertake circumcision of the flesh and all the obligations of Jewish tradition. Now, in Corinth of all places, Paul’s mindset was probably that if he could establish a church of Gentile converts who were morally upright without relying on the constraints of the Jewish tradition, then the Christian gospel could take root anywhere even in the most hostile soil the Gentile world could offer. We have seen this happen in our time. The thorn God allowed to stay in Paul’s flesh seemed to have helped him to understand the conditions and the mindset of sinners who of course, are sick with thorns in their spirits.
Paul’s letters, later sent back to the Corinthian Christians, reflect his special zeal that their behavior be morally elevated. The church at Corinth was a “showcase” congregation for Paul; with it he hoped at last to convince the most skeptical among the Judaean Christian leaders in Jerusalem that Jewish tradition and religious rituals are not necessary for salvation.

The gods of the Corinth
In Roman Corinth, Aphrodite, Poseidon, and Demeter did continue to be worshipped along with the Roman gods. Aphrodite's chief center of worship remained at Paphos, on the south-western coast of Cyprus, where the goddess of desire had long been worshipped as Ishtar and Ashtaroth. It is said that she first tentatively came ashore at Cytherea from the city under the sea, a stopping place for trade and culture between Crete and the Peloponesus.

Aphrodite, ancient Greek goddess of sexual love and beauty, identified with Venus by the Romans. The Greek word aphros means “foam,” and Hesiod relates in his Theogony that Aphrodite was born from the white foam produced by the severed genitals of Uranus, after his son Cronus threw them into the sea.

	APHRODITE FACTS

	Parents:
	Uranus, or Zeus and Dione

	Consort:
	Hephaestus, Ares, Poseidon, Hermes, Dionysus, Adonis, and Anchises

	Children:
	Eros, Phobos, Deimos, Harmonia, Pothos, Anteros, Himeros, Hermaphroditos, Rhode, Eryx, Peitho, Eunomia, The Graces, Priapus, Aeneas and Tyche (possibly)

	Roman name:

	Venus


In Greek mythology, Aphrodite is the goddess of fornication and adultery renamed love, beauty and vile sexual rapture. According to Hesiod, she was born when Uranus (the father of the gods or demons) was castrated by his demon son Cronus. Cronus threw the severed genitals of his father into the ocean which began to churn and foam about them [like to making butter].
Holy Spirit Advantage Prophetic Ministries®

 Scripture Reading Online
http://av1611.com/kjbp/kjv-bible-text/index.html
http://www.hsapm.org/radio1.html
Online Bible by HSAPM for Windows 8.1
http://www.hsapm.org/rss
