SESSION 3

THE GIFT OF
GRACE

The Point
God’s grace allows me to face anything life throws at me.

The Passage
2 Corinthians 12:2-10

The Bible Meets Life
Our lives are filled with both joys and sorrows—opportunities we embrace and difficulties we’d
rather avoid. We don’t question God’s presence in the good times, although we might when life
gets hard. God is with us through it all: good and bad. We are no less in God’s hands or useful as His
instruments when we face challenges. God’s grace is always with us.

The Setting
The apostle Paul wrote Second Corinthians while in Macedonia around A.D. 56, about four years
after his first visit to Corinth (Acts 18). While First Corinthians had been written to correct a variety of
erroneous beliefs and practices within the Corinthian church, Paul wrote Second Corinthians primarily
to defend himself against charges raised by false teachers in Corinth who claimed he was not a true
apostle and could not be trusted.
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What does the Bible say?

2 Corinthians 12:2-10 (CSB)
The third heaven (v. 2)—
Scripture does not mention
elsewhere anything about
different levels of heaven.
Thus we must understand this
simply as a place in heaven
beyond our known universe.
Revelations (v. 7)—The
Greek term means a
“disclosure.” In New Testament
usage it typically refers to the
revelation or disclosure of
some truth (or truths) of God.
A thorn in the flesh (v. 7)—
This phrase describes an
affliction of an uncertain
nature God allowed Paul
to experience so he would
not become proud due to
the heavenly visions he
experienced.
A messenger of Satan
(v. 7)—A parallel to “thorn in
the flesh,” the term indicates
that Satan, the chief adversary
of God, was the immediate
cause of Paul’s affliction.
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I know a man in Christ who was caught up to the third heaven fourteen
years ago. Whether he was in the body or out of the body, I don’t know;
God knows.
2

I know that this man—whether in the body or out of the body I don’t
know; God knows—
3

was caught up into paradise and heard inexpressible words, which a
human being is not allowed to speak.
4

I will boast about this person, but not about myself, except of my
weaknesses.
5

For if I want to boast, I wouldn’t be a fool, because I would be telling the
truth. But I will spare you, so that no one can credit me with something
beyond what he sees in me or hears from me,
6

especially because of the extraordinary revelations. Therefore, so that I
would not exalt myself, a thorn in the flesh was given to me, a messenger
of Satan to torment me so that I would not exalt myself.
7

Concerning this, I pleaded with the Lord three times that it would
leave me.
8

But he said to me, “My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is
perfected in weakness.”
9

Therefore, I will most gladly boast all the more about my weaknesses, so
that Christ’s power may reside in me.
So I take pleasure in weaknesses, insults, hardships, persecutions, and in
difficulties, for the sake of Christ. For when I am weak, then I am strong.

10
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THE POINT

God’s grace allows me to face anything life throws at me.

GET INTO THE STUDY

10 minutes

DISCUSS: Invite your group members

Notes

to discuss Question #1 on page 97 of
the PSG (Personal Study Guide): “If you
could have a lifetime supply of any
product, what would you choose?”
Allow time for each person to respond.
ACTIVITY (OPTIONAL): To introduce
the idea of a lifetime supply of something, share the story of Ruth Wakefield.
While trying to create a new chocolate
cookie, Ruth added broken pieces of
Nestle semi-sweet chocolate to her recipe expecting it to melt during baking. The result? The first batch of chocolate chip cookies. Nestle chocolate sales spiked and as part
of a business deal, Ruth earned a lifetime supply of Nestle chocolate. 3

TIP: Pay
attention to the
pace of your
lesson. Do you
typically run
short on time?
Or do you often
finish early?
Evaluate your
teaching and
identify ways to
keep within your
scheduled time.

SUMMARIZE THE PSG (PAGE 98): We can get too much of a good thing if we’re
talking about ice cream, coffee, or roller coasters. One thing, though, stands out as
something we all could use in an endless supply. Grace. An unlimited supply of grace
is available—and fully accessible. We’re just not always aware of it. When our lives are
going great, we often rest in those things that appear to make life great. But when the
circumstances of life knock those props out from under us, what’s left? Grace. Grace is
there. God’s grace was always there, but we become more acutely aware of it.
GUIDE: Call attention to The Point on page 98 of the PSG: “God’s grace allows
me to face anything life throws at me.”
PRAY: Transition into the discussion with prayer. As you study God’s grace together,
pray for your group members to gain a deeper understanding of this unmatched grace.
PACK POSTER:
Pack Item #10
“When God Says ‘No’” poster

PLAYLIST PICK:
“Shepherd”
By Crowder
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10 minutes

STUDY THE BIBLE
2 Corinthians 12:2-7a (CSB)

Notes

I know a man in Christ who was caught up to the third heaven fourteen
years ago. Whether he was in the body or out of the body, I don’t know; God
knows. 3 I know that this man—whether in the body or out of the body I don’t
know; God knows—4 was caught up into paradise and heard inexpressible
words, which a human being is not allowed to speak. 5 I will boast about
this person, but not about myself, except of my weaknesses. 6 For if I want
to boast, I wouldn’t be a fool, because I would be telling the truth. But I
will spare you, so that no one can credit me with something beyond what
he sees in me or hears from me, 7 especially because of the extraordinary
revelations.
2

ALTERNATE
QUESTION:
What are
the risks and
rewards of
sharing our
spiritual
experiences
with others?

READ: Ask a group member to read aloud 2 Corinthians 12:2-7a.
DISCUSS: Question #2 on page 99 of the PSG: “How would you summarize
Paul’s experiences in these verses?”
SUMMARIZE THE PSG (PAGES 99-100): Paul spent much of 2 Corinthians
correcting the Corinthian believers and defending his ministry.

»»

False teachers were trying to convince the Corinthian church to follow them
based on their own claimed visions and revelations of the Lord
(2 Corinthians 11:4-14).

»»

Paul responded by sharing his own experience with visions and revelations,
but he refused to boast about it. It would seem this was not an experience
Paul talked openly about, since it happened 14 years earlier, and this appears
to be the first time he spoke of it. And even now in telling of it, he spoke in the
third person voice as though he were talking about someone else.

»»

Paul—not wanting to boast—shared only the briefest of details. He did not
elaborate on what was a private moment between him and the Lord.

»»

By withholding the details, Paul demonstrated to the Corinthian church that
experiences like these are not prescriptive for all believers. This was a unique
event and not one that others should necessarily expect to experience in
order for God to use them in ministry.

TRANSITION: In the next verses, Paul goes on to share about what he calls a
“thorn in the flesh,” a persistent and painful issue in his life.
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THE POINT

God’s grace allows me to face anything life throws at me.

2 Corinthians 12:2-7a Commentary
God honors and blesses us in Christ. Verses 2-3: Paul spent much of 2 Corinthians correcting the
Corinthian believers and defending his ministry. Then because the Corinthians seemed so enamored by
the boasting of the false teachers, Paul reluctantly borrowed a page from the false teachers’ playbook.
Rather than boast about his successes and accomplishments, however, Paul focused on his hardships
and sufferings. Then he continued to share further boasting about his weakness and what he had
learned from an overwhelming experience with the Lord many years earlier.
Paul began by referring to an unnamed person: “I know a man in Christ.” In verse 7 it is obvious Paul was
writing about himself in the third person, so perhaps this was Paul’s humble way of moving away from
the self-centered boasting that the Corinthian believers had heard from false teachers.
Next, Paul wrote that he was caught up to the third heaven. That Paul was “caught up” indicates it was
an act of God, not something Paul initiated or pursued. Scripture does not mention elsewhere anything
about different levels of heaven, thus we must understand the third heaven simply as a place in heaven
beyond our known universe. Wherever this is, it is a place beyond this earth and the heavens of our
atmosphere. It refers to the dwelling place of God and His saints.
Paul further noted that his experience had occurred fourteen years ago. The New Testament gives us
no other record of the event. Paul did not know if he was physically taken up to heaven or if it was some
sort of vision. Only God knew the full extent of what really happened.
Verses 4-5: The Greek word translated “paradise” is probably equivalent to the third heaven, and it
may have been used simply as a more descriptive term. It refers to the place where the dead in Christ
dwell with God (Revelation 2:7).
Paul noted that in his experience he heard “inexpressible words” he was “not allowed to speak”. Similar
to what the apostle John experienced when he was forbidden to write what he heard (Revelation 10:4),
Paul also was prohibited from sharing what he heard. Note that he mentioned nothing about what he
saw. While the incredible details of Paul’s vision would have surpassed anything the false teachers had
experienced, he wrote nothing else about it.
Verses 6-7a: Paul noted that if he had chosen to boast, he would not have been a fool because his
words were the truth. This stood in stark contrast to the foolish boasting of his opponents, who told
about things that were not true, probably hoping to captivate and control the Corinthian believers.
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10 minutes

STUDY THE BIBLE
2 Corinthians 12:7b-8 (CSB)

Notes

Therefore, so that I would not exalt myself, a thorn in the flesh was given
to me, a messenger of Satan to torment me so that I would not exalt myself.
8
Concerning this, I pleaded with the Lord three times that it would leave me.
7b

READ: Ask a group member to read aloud 2 Corinthians 12:7b-8.
SUMMARIZE THE PSG (PAGES 100-101): To prevent Paul from becoming
proud over his experience, Paul received “a thorn in the flesh.”

»»

Paul gave us no more details regarding this sharp, painful, and persistent issue
in his life. This thorn could have been his adversaries or the persecution he
endured, but most scholars believe it was some type of physical condition
ranging from eye or ear problems to malaria. We just don’t know.

»»
»»
»»

This thorn was a hardship to his ministry at times (see Galatians 4:13-14).
Paul prayed for God to take it away from him three times.
While we don’t know just what this thorn in the flesh was, we do know it kept
Paul humble before God. Therefore, Paul’s thorn in the flesh brought good
into his life.

ALTERNATE
QUESTION:
Why is pride
such a powerful
and dangerous
temptation for
Christ-followers?

DISCUSS: Question #3 on page 101 of the PSG: “What are some reasons God
allows us to go through hardships?”
SUMMARIZE THE PSG (PAGE 101): “God can use adversity to bring about
something profitable. When your job is ‘downsized’ just after you’ve relocated to
a new state for it or your car breaks down for the third time in as many months,
it’s difficult to see how God is going to use it for His good. But He does. He always
does (Romans 8:28). You might not see the results immediately, but God, in His
providence and sovereignty, will strengthen you through these hardships. He
walks with us and comforts us. That’s grace.”
TRANSITION: The next verses sum up the good news of this passage: God’s
grace will sustain His people.
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THE POINT

God’s grace allows me to face anything life throws at me.

2 Corinthians 12:7b-8 Commentary
Hardships can keep us from pride. Verse 7b: To prevent Paul from becoming proud over
his experience, Paul received “a thorn in the flesh.” This was some type of trouble or disability Paul
experienced throughout his life. The majority of biblical scholars have thought it refers to some physical
condition that caused pain and difficulty. However, it could have been an extreme emotional issue or
even a severe spiritual burden (such as depression, despair, or doubt). Others have suggested it may have
been related to issues of persecution or opposition to Paul’s ministry. Apparently, whatever the thorn
was, the Corinthians already knew about it. Whatever the malady, Paul never specifically identified it.
What Paul did mention, however, was the source of this thorn and the reason behind it. The Greek
verb translated “was given” is used elsewhere in Paul’s writings to indicate favor or blessing from God
(Ephesians 3:8; 1 Timothy 4:14). Paul’s use of the term here emphasized that his thorn ultimately came
from God. Notice that twice Paul pointed out God’s purpose in this: ”so that I would not exalt myself.”
The thorn was intended to humble Paul, to keep him from thinking himself superior to others because
of the heavenly revelations he had received or using the experience for sinful purposes.
While God was the ultimate source, He allowed a messenger of Satan to afflict Paul. This is similar to the
experience of Job, when Satan was given permission by God to bring pain and trouble to Job but not
to kill him (Job 1:6–2:7). In a way that is difficult for us to understand, God used Satan for His purposes.
While Satan thought he could bring down Paul or cause him to turn away from the Lord, God knew the
suffering would strengthen Paul and his relationship with God.
The word “torment” is a translation of a Greek term that means to beat with the fist or buffet with
punches. A modern picture would be of a boxer or street fighter who repeatedly beats or punches
another person. This is the way of Satan, who continually strikes us and exploits our vulnerabilities like
the thief who seeks “to steal and kill and destroy” (John 10:10; see 1 Peter 5:8‑9).
Verse 8: Pain and suffering were not a part of God’s original creation. They came into the world as a
result of human sin. Thus it is not normal for humans to enjoy these difficulties. Rather, we naturally seek
relief for our discomfort and an end to our distress. Paul was no exception. He didn’t like the messenger
and whatever means used to torment him. So Paul prayed to God and asked “that it would leave me.”
He pleaded with the Lord for permanent relief. “Three times” may reflect the pattern of Jesus’ prayer in
the garden of Gethsemane (Matthew 26:36‑44) or it could simply emphasize the intense and repeated
requests for healing Paul made of God.

© 2017 LifeWay

BIBLE STUDIES FOR LIFE

127

10 minutes

STUDY THE BIBLE
2 Corinthians 12:9-10 (CSB)

Notes

But he said to me, “My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is perfected
in weakness.” Therefore, I will most gladly boast all the more about my
weaknesses, so that Christ’s power may reside in me. 10 So I take pleasure in
weaknesses, insults, hardships, persecutions, and in difficulties, for the sake
of Christ. For when I am weak, then I am strong.
9

READ: Ask a group member to read aloud 2 Corinthians 12:9-10.
SUMMARIZE THE PSG (PAGE 103): When we experience the pain of hardship,
we discover God never leaves us (Hebrews 13:5). In fact, God often uses the pain of
hardship to get our attention and reveal His grace and presence to us.

»»

When Paul turned to God and pleaded for Him to remove his “thorn in the
flesh,” the Lord responded, “My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is
perfected in weakness” (v. 9). God’s grace is always sufficient.

»»

God wants to shape us through times of hardship and use the difficulties to
make us strong in Him. God’s grace gives us the strength to endure anything.

DISCUSS: Question #4 on page 102 of the PSG: “What are some appropriate
ways to respond when God says ‘No’ to our prayers?”
LEADER PACK: After your group members have shared their initial responses to
Question 4, bring their attention to Pack Item #10, “When God Says ‘No’” poster,
for additional ideas that haven’t been mentioned in your discussion.
DISCUSS: Question #5 on page 103 of the PSG: “What has helped you
ALTERNATE
QUESTION:
What role does
our Christian
community
play in times
of personal
distress?
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discover that God’s grace is sufficient for your needs?”
DO: Instruct group members to complete the activity on page 102 on their own. If
time allows, invite volunteers to share their responses aloud.
HIS GRACE > OUR NEED:

»»
»»
»»

In what area of life do you most need God’s grace right now?
What truth from today’s study helps you trust in God’s grace for this need?
In the space below, write out a brief prayer giving this need over to God.
© 2017 LifeWay

THE POINT

God’s grace allows me to face anything life throws at me.

2 Corinthians 12:9-10 Commentary
God helps us by His grace to endure anything. Verse 9: God would not remove Paul’s thorn
in the flesh, but He would, however, use that malady for Paul’s good. The thorn caused weakness for
Paul. Perhaps it had initially hindered Paul’s preaching, teaching, writing, or traveling for the sake of the
gospel. But rather than finding strength through the removal of this thorn, Paul experienced strength
through God’s grace. In this case the word “grace” pictures the presence of God encouraging, guiding,
supporting, and strengthening him. Paul would have all that was necessary when he had God’s grace.
The grace that God gives to believers through Christ is inseparably linked to and expressed through His
power.1 However, God’s ways are not always easy to understand. Sometimes in the New Testament we
read statements that are difficult to comprehend. An example is when Jesus noted that “the last will
be first, and the first last” (Matthew 20:16). Paul heard a similar paradox when God told him, “my power
is perfected in weakness.” In times of human weakness is when God’s power can best be seen and
experienced. The most complete display of power comes from God when we are weak.
Rather than boasting about his strengths as the false teachers had been doing, Paul said he would
“most gladly boast” of his weaknesses. Paul was not boasting in weakness for weakness’s sake. Only
in his weakness could he experience the fullness of Christ’s power; it would reside in him to provide
everything he needed to glorify God and fulfill His mission.
Verse 10: Paul closed out this section of his letter by listing several things no human would desire: “So I
take pleasure in weaknesses, insults, hardships, persecutions, and in difficulties.” These are a summary of
the extreme struggles and sufferings Paul experienced in his apostolic ministry (2 Corinthians 11:23‑28).
Paul noted that he took pleasure in these difficulties. It was not that he enjoyed them because he
enjoyed pain; rather, he accepted and even desired them for the sake of Christ and His kingdom. Paul’s
greatest desire was for Christ to live out His will in him (Galatians 2:20) so he could effectively “testify
to the gospel of God’s grace” (Acts 20:24). This could only happen when he was weak and Christ was
strong in him.
Jesus predicted difficulties and troubles for His followers (John 16:33). In their writings both Paul
(2 Timothy 3:12) and Peter (1 Peter 4:12‑13) affirmed this truth. When we lean into God in the difficult
times, listen for His voice, and allow His grace to work through our weakness, we can experience Him on
a deeper level and bring glory to Him as He works in and through us.
1. Paul Barnett, The Second Epistle to the Corinthians (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1997), 573-74.
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5 minutes

LIVE IT OUT
SAY: “How will you choose to respond to
God’s grace?”

Notes

ACTIVITY (OPTIONAL): The song
“Shepherd” by Crowder talks about how Jesus
daily and actively shepherds us, guiding us
with His presence. Send a link to the song to
your group members and invite them to listen
to it sometime this week.
GUIDE: Lead group members to consider the responses to the Bible study listed
on page 104 of the PSG.

»»

Give thanks for grace. What hardship are you currently experiencing or
have you most recently experienced? Thank God for His presence and grace in
the midst of that difficulty.

»»

Look for grace. Consider a recent hardship you encountered. How did
God work in your life while going through that difficulty? Identify how God
displayed His grace in that situation.

»»

Share grace. Who in your life needs to experience the grace of God? Pray
that God would intervene in the situation. Ask God to break the false hopes
and false securities in that individual’s life. Pray that God would use you to
share the amazing message of the gospel’s grace with him or her.

Wrap It Up
SAY: “In Christ, we find an endless supply of grace. And this grace is sufficient
to meet all our needs.”

Get expert insights on weekly studies through the Ministry Grid.
MinistryGrid.com/web/BibleStudiesForLife
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