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 When I was younger, I was fascinated with voices. Like, what does the voice of God sound like? If you are brought up in a more traditional, liturgical church, [deep voice] He might sound like this. Or if you are brought up in a more enthusiastic church, [excited voice] He might sound like this. [normal voice] But maybe He just sounds like this. I’m not saying I’m God! I’m just saying He sounds like this. When Pastor Mark if I would come, I get these wonderful invitations to get to be here half a dozen times a year, he said our theme is ‘Voices.’ I said what is that? He said it is perspectives on life. It is someone bringing the piece or pieces that shape them. It is the thing that makes you want to get up in the morning. It is that incident or that time or that Scripture that was a trajectory correction for you.  Well, when you are as old as I am, you’ve got all kinds of stuff like that, so I just thought that I would tell you a story. Surprise! Right? 
This is an overarching story about some words from Jesus, a plastic surgeon and me. One idea kept bubbling up as I was praying and thinking about this and it was some words of Jesus quoted by Paul that we will get to in just a moment. It is hard to go wrong when you have the words of Jesus! I have a friend, an attorney here in town, a wonderful friend, and some years ago for Christmas, we exchanged books and I gave him a red-letter edition of the Bible. That’s where all the words of Jesus are in red letters. It isn’t just that He is in the gospels, there are certain other parts of the New Testament where the words of Jesus are quoted and we’ll get to that in a moment. But I had the opportunity some years ago to go up on Capitol Hill to do a Bible study for a handful of Senators. I asked my friend, ‘What should I tell them.’ He said, ‘Let me think about that,’ and he called me the next day and said, ‘I got it, Foth, you tell them that the red stuff is the best stuff!’  I like that.

Here’s the context for my thoughts tonight. Paul the apostle has planted a church in Corinth, that’s in southern Greece. We will get to the text in just a minute. Corinth is a wild city, unlike Athens. Athens was sort of the place of culture. It was the place with deep and long thoughts with Aristotle and the Plato. It is old money and they drive Bentleys in Athens. Corinth, on the other hand, down in the south part of Greece, is a cross between Hollywood and Lauderdale at spring break. It has sailors and wild women and the new money and they drive Ferraris in Corinth. And he had planted a church there. In the decade following this church plant, some guys came and stirred the pot against him saying he wasn’t really an apostle and that he hadn’t really walked with Jesus. Paul is put in the place, in the Second letter to the Corinthians, of defending himself and his apostolic authority. I like how he does it. He says let me see, an apostle takes risks, he takes it in the teeth, why don’t you boys take off your shirts and let’s see how many stripes you have from Roman cat-o-nine tails. Let’s go there and see how it works for you. But in this passage, he starts talking about what should I boast in. If I’m going to defend myself and say these are my credentials, want should I say? So he starts talking about some mystical experiences that he has had and some revelations from God. Now, in our culture, we are not so big on that. We are more straight-line, western, rational thinking. But in other countries, dreams and visions and revelations, the Bible is full of this. You get to II Corinthians 12 and he talks about that in the first few verses and I’m going to read a few verses for you and on the screen you will see the key verse. This is verse 6 of II Corinthians 12

6 Even if I should choose to boast, I would not be a fool, because I would be speaking the truth. But I refrain, so no one will think more of me than he sees in me or hears from me.

What you see and what you hear is what you get. 

7or because of these surpassingly great revelations. Therefore, in order to keep me from becoming conceited, I was given a thorn in my flesh, a messenger of Satan, to torment me. 8 Three times I pleaded with the Lord to take it away from me. 9 But he said to me, “My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness.” Therefore I will boast all the more gladly about my weaknesses, so that Christ’s power may rest on me. 10 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.

The thorn in the side business that leads up to this is fodder for theological scholars. They say is it a physical thing or a spiritual thing or a mental thing? Some people think he had terrible eye sight. But whatever it was, it keeps getting at him. And Jesus’ words to him are, ‘My grace is sufficient to you for my power is made perfect in weakness.’

When I look back at my 72 years of living, this idea is perhaps the most powerful idea in my spiritual life. I sometimes wish I had a Bible that had inflection because I wonder what it sounded like when Jesus said this. Did He emphasize ‘my’ or maybe it was ‘my grace’ or ‘my grace is’ ‘sufficient,’ or ‘my power is made perfect in weakness.’ I love these words. I love grace. How many of you like grace? I love power. This is a power town. We like power. But I don’t like all the words. I don’t think I like ‘sufficient’ or ‘weakness.’  It is interesting, the definition of sufficient in the original language carries the idea of to ward off or to resist or to be strong enough. Therefore the idea is of something being strong enough to defend against any danger. So here is Paul with this thing, whatever it is, this thorn in the flesh bugging the life out of him and Jesus is saying ‘my grace is enough to ward that off, to keep that at bay.’  
I live in Fort Collins, Colorado and Ruth and I are in a little group with three other couples and one of the couples is from South Africa and he was a world class plastic surgeon. His name is Mark. We were in small group one day and he kept looking at me and then he came up to me afterwards and he said, ‘Come over here in the light.’  And then he puts his hands on my face and I start getting a little nervous. He said, ‘I think you might have a pre-cancerous lesion here under your left eye.’ I said, ‘What does that mean?’ He said, ‘Come to the office and we will look at it and if I think we should take it off, I will take it off.’ I said, ‘Do I have to go under?’ He said, ‘No.’ So I went to his office and he laid me down on the table and he checked it out and he said he thinks he should take it off. I said ok. So he got the needle out and I don’t like needles! He deadened it all and then he took this scalpel and scraps it and then he does these little tiny stitches. He used a magnifying thing and these little tiny stitches. And of course I couldn’t feel anything, I could only feel the pressure. He got all done and I said, ‘How many stitches did you put in there?’  And these are so tiny that when it healed, you can’t tell it is there because it is in my smile line. So I asked him how many stitches and he looked at me and just said, ‘Sufficient.’ I said, ‘What kind of an answer is that!” He said, ‘It is the answer that the Rolls Royce automobile company used to give because they would not put the horse power of the engine in the owner manuals back in the 20s and 30s. All it said was sufficient.  
So I hear ‘sufficient’ and somehow ‘sufficient’ or adequate or enough doesn’t sound like enough! Why doesn’t He use language here like He uses in Ephesians 3 where it says: Now to Him who is able to do far more abundantly than all we ask or think according to the power at work within us, to Him be glory in the church and in Christ Jesus throughout all generations forever and ever, Amen. Now we’re talking! But here’s the deal, sufficient, enough to ward off or keep it at bay or to handle things is a precise word. If I have a 10 ounce glass, I can’t handle 13 ounces. He knows my need, my capacity, my future. Enough is not average. Hear me on this if you will. Enough, sufficient, is just right. 

I have a friend who went to be with the Lord recently. Not all my friends are world class, I just bring those up when I’m in DC! Jim Miller was his name. He ran the design group at the University of Illinois Architecture School for a number of years. He did a campus design when I was president of a little college out in California and I said, ‘How do you know when something is on the mark?’  He said, ‘Whenever you create a building that is appropriate to the context, like you don’t put a glass envelope in the redwoods of coastal  California, when you do that so it fits in and works, we say that is just right, and the word we use is ‘elegant.’ 
I have another friend, also with the Lord, who was an analytical chemist. One of the top five spectroscopists in the world, those are the guys who use light for scientific measurement. And he said, ‘Whenever we do experiments in chemistry over and over and over and over again and it comes out the same, so that it is just right, the word we use is ‘elegant.’  I would submit to you that sufficient has the same quality as elegant. Sufficient here is not a now. My grace is sufficient, it is a verb. The verb is in the present tense and it indicates God’s constant availability of grace to me. The affliction he had was not removed, not taken away, but there was a promise that the favor of Christ would be shown to him constantly and that he would find this ample. It is sufficient answer to our prayers if we have the promise of God that He is going to be there and ready and able whenever we need that. Here is Jesus who understands our need and will proportion the remedy to our malady.
Recently I had a situation, I had some problem with a rotator cuff or something and I said, ‘Doc, can I get something for the pain?’ And he said, ‘Yes.’ And I said, ‘How about this because I’ve had this once before?’ And he said, ‘No, that is too much. You don’t need that much, you just need this much.’  

Jesus comes along and says, ‘My grace is sufficient for you.’  Or let me say it another way. This is Foth paraphrase, my power is made perfect in weakness.  Philippians 2 models that. It says that Jesus did not think it wrong to let go of his glory but humbled Himself and took on the form of a servant, died a criminals death so that we could be redeemed. In his weakness, his power shows up. Here are people saying they can’t stand his rightness so they throw Him on the cross and say there, take that! And He says, ‘Fine, that is the way I will love you. Father forgive them for they don’t understand what they are doing.’  In his weakest moment, his power comes up. The cross is the place of weakness. The Resurrection shows his power.

So my friend, the plastic surgeon, is a model plane enthusiast. He is sort of a Renaissance man. He is teaching himself to play the guitar and he does all this kind of stuff. He had a helicopter that he had changed the rotor out on and there is a very specific way you do this. He said, ‘I’m holding it down with this hand and you put the lug nut on and tighten it down and then you rev it up.’  So he was in his garage doing this two years ago last January. He revved it up and there was a defect in the lug nut and the rotor came off and went right into his left eye through his glasses and blinded him.  It detached the retina and destroyed the eyeball and he thought at that moment his whole career was over. His specialty is cleft palates in babies. He taught at the Penn State Medical School in Hershey for seven years. When you ask him what he does, he says he is an artist. He puts people’s faces back together and reconstructions after breast cancer and all these kinds of things. What started out as an accident for him became an on purpose for God. After Mark recovered from the shock, you know, you have all these kinds of reactions, he started saying, ‘I don’t know why this happened but You do and I surrender myself to You.’  Within 10 weeks, he was back doing surgery with one eye. These people would come in, women would come in with double mastectomies and he would say, ‘You understand I’m perfectly willing to do this but I have one eye and I just want you to know that.’  That impediment, that weakness, that deficiency was overwhelmed by God’s sufficiency. A medical person in our area, when asked who you would go to for plastic surgery, she said, ‘I would go to Mark with two eyes and I would go to Mark with one eye.’  
Where are you deficient? That is where He is sufficient. My deficiency is his sufficiency. Out of that thing that happened to my friend Mark, you wouldn’t believe the numbers of conservations in the medical community saying how can you do this? How can you just keep going? And he got a chance to talk about Jesus saying that his power showing up where I am the weakest.  Where you are deficient, Jesus is sufficient. I know this. I personally know this. Those of you who know my story, please bear with me because I’m going to tell it again. This part of my story has shaped my whole life and career. Almost every time I stand to speak like this, I am amazed. Not at what I say but at the capacity to say it without impediment. His grace is sufficient. His power is made perfect in weakness. At almost every point in my young life, or at every point in my young life, this Jesus showed up. I was three and a half years old and my parents were missionaries to India. We were in New York City in 1945 and the scarlet fever epidemic swept the town and I got it and it went into a mastoid infection in my ear. The doctors said if they didn’t do surgery, I would die or at that very least go deaf because the infection was moving toward my brain. They sent out letters, cablegrams, to churches in California that were supporting us and people started to pray. Three days later, they took me in for the pre-op and the doctor called my father at 5:30 in the morning and said, ‘I took x-rays three days ago and I’m holding those in my hand and I just took other x-rays and I have to tell you that there is nothing wrong with this boy. Whatever was there is not there now.’  His grace is sufficient for you. His power shows up in our weakness. You say does that happen every time? No, I don’t think it happens every time. But at that point and time, for me, that was critical.  A year later, I get malignant malaria, what they called in Africa black water fever. In the middle of the night, I had a temperature of 106. I had been delirious for three days. There was a knock on the door up at that station at 6,000 feet in the tea plantations of South India, and this single lady, British missionary, was standing there saying in prayer that she felt she was supposed to come and pray for Dick. My mom brought her in and she knelt by my bed and put her hand on me and prayed for me and that night my fever broke. His grace is sufficient. Then I went to boarding school at the age of four with my sister nine months out of the year in a British boarding school. When I got to age six, they skipped me a grade. And that’s when my mom said I started stuttering. For the next 20, almost 25 years, I stuttered. The very thought of doing this just freaked me out. They say that stuttering is psychological; that it is in our brains and that we get tight in here. But you don’t get tight in here when you sing, so Mel Tillis, the country singer, when he sings, he doesn’t stutter but when he talks he stutters. Sometimes it is a physical thing where you are hearing a reverb and that makes you stutter, but mostly it is in your head. In junior high Science class, I remember they would come down the rows and they would have you read a paragraph. I used to just go crazy trying to figure out which paragraph was going to be mine and how I could get started. I could remember in family devotions one time just breaking down and weeping because I couldn’t get the words out. The speech therapist would say, ‘Dick, you think in paragraphs and you try to speak in sentences and it jams up behind your teeth.’  What I found out was that if I memorized jokes, I could say them because I knew the words that were coming. My father would always have to say, ‘Dick, is this a good joke?’ All my jokes are good!  Then I found that in drama I could do that. So I had the lead in the term play at Freemont High in Oakland and I played John Proctor in the Crucible and I didn’t stutter but they hung me at the end anyway! 
Then I thought I was supposed to do this but I stuttered so I can’t do this so I’ll go to Cal Berkeley as a pre-med student because doctors don’t have to talk, they just cut on people. I went there and got five units of D in Chemistry and decided not to inflict myself upon the population! Then I transferred to this little Christian college and I would go to my room and I would read out loud very slowly. I would elongate the sentences and I would read from the Bible or Time magazine or whatever. Elizabeth Barrett Browning, how, do, I, love, thee.  Later on, I found out it was a therapy technique. Then I started dating Ruth and many of you have heard me tell this story. I was nervous about our relationship because I had this problem, this impediment, this weakness. We were driving down the road in Santa Cruz, California, and it was a romantic moment and all that and I said, ‘Ruth, [stuttering], you probably don’t want to keep going with me because I stutter.’  And she looked at me and smiled very sweetly and said, ‘Oh really? I hadn’t noticed.’ And she meant it. She was dead serious and it unlocked my door and started letting me out.

And when I went to Wheaton Graduate School and took my first speech class ever, because my old speaking style is I will speak rapidly for a few moments and then pause and then say a few more words and pause and say a couple words and pause because I can sort of manage it that way. When I took this class, I got high marks on the effective use of the dramatic pause! I was just trying to keep from stuttering! So then I became a young pastor and I spoke three times a week and I was amazed. It wasn’t that it was always smooth or fluid, but his grace was sufficient. I would go to conferences and speak and I was amazed that his power was made complete in my weakness.  I would go to retreats and speak and I was amazed at his sufficient grace. I went to meet with Vatican theologians for a week in 1980 and I was amazed because I was able to talk. Then I spoke at University commencement and it was like his power squared. And then several times, when I was here in DC from 1993 to 2008, I got to open the United States Senate in prayer and I was amazed. This weekend, standing here before you all, I am amazed. I never cease to be amazed at the sufficiency of God’s grace and that his power shows up where I am weak. He amazing grace, it really is amazing, his amazing grace is sufficient. In a place where grace is rarely a core value in this community, where often credentials are everything, where being strong is the order of the day, where the weak are flawed and thrown under the bus or exploited, Jesus comes to say my grace is enough. It is just right. It is elegant. It is for you. My power is made perfect in your weakness.

So, where are you weak? Where are you vulnerable? Where is your impediment? Jesus wants to use it, to exploit it, if you will, for his glory. You say how does that work? I have no idea! I just know it does, it has and it will. This is the God that at our weakest point shows up and says, ‘I am enough. I will be just enough at just the right time when you need me and it.’

There was a song we used to sing as little kids in church. I don’t know how many of you grew up in church, but it goes like this. If you know it sing it with me. Jesus loves me, this I know, for the Bible tells me so, little ones to Him belong, they are weak but He is strong. Let’s sing it again and let’s put ‘we’ where ‘they’ is. Jesus loves me, this I know, for the Bible tells me so, little ones to Him belong, we are weak but He is strong. Yes Jesus love me. Yes Jesus love me. Yes Jesus love me. The Bible tells me so.
Father thank You for your love that is expressed so powerfully in Jesus. He became weak so that we might be redeemed and in our weakness, He shows us his power. For the one sitting here this weekend who is up against it and feels the pain of his or her weakness, even in this moment, may the confident of your Holy Spirit be his or hers. Whatever the circumstance, whatever the impediment, so that You might receive the glory. Thank You Lord for doing that. We stand on tip-toe to see what it is You want to do next. In Jesus’ name, Amen. 
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