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These days we are all about super heroes.  Their invincibility clearly has appeal. 
 
Whole movie franchises are built around super heroes and their exploits. 
 
Superman comes to mind.  “Truth, justice, and the American way” was his mantra.  He seems 
invincible, save for the occasional bout with Kryptonite.   
 
Wonder Woman has done more to encourage young girls than just about any other super hero.  
No wonder her movies are blockbusters. 
 
The one super hero that really does it for me is Ironman.  Ironman is just a regular guy, if you 
call the genius billionaire Tony Stark a regular guy.   
 
What makes Ironman a super hero is his costume.  Anyone fitted with the high-tech suit he 
wears would be a super hero as well.   
 
That’s the way a lot of us are, or so we think.  We figure if we build a tough exterior we’ll be 
impervious to the slings and arrows of this life.  We figure we’ll make it just fine trusting in our 
own energy.   
 
That sort of self-reliance is a slippery slope.  When push comes to pull though, we know in our 
heart of hearts that we are just regular people. 
  
Self-Reliance 
 
Some assert that this country was built upon the self-reliance of its people and there is some 
truth to that..   
 
“I’d really rather do it myself,” is an all too common attitude.   
 
Those who are self-reliant, “go their own way.”  The figure they can make it just fine on their 
own energy.   
 
“Pulling yourself up by your bootstraps,” as if that is possible, is encouraged.  The “self-made 
person” is put up on a pedestal.   
 
Underneath all of that are just regular people. 
 
A newspaper a few years back carried a want ad that read like this:  “Needed Co-Author for a 
Book on Self-Reliance.”  Now think about that.  That just doesn’t quite add up. 



A Couple of Ironies 
 
When it comes to our faith in God a couple of ironies cut contrary to the notion of self-reliance. 
 
The first of these ironies has to do with what Paul writes in II Corinthians 12:10, “For when I am 
weak, then I am strong.” 
 
Our weaknesses are precisely the opportunities for God’s power to be on display. 
 
The Lord speaking into Paul’s life made this all too clear. 
 
“My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness.”  (II Corinthians 12:9) 
 
The upside down life of the Kingdom says this, “We are made perfect in our weakness.  For 
whenever we are weak then we are strong.”   
 
Paul writing in II Corinthians 1:9 about the persecution he had sustained in the province of Asia 
said this, “Indeed, we felt we had received the sentence of death.  But this happened that we 
might not rely on ourselves but on God, who raises the dead.”  (II Corinthians 1:9) 
 
Relying on self will only get us so far.  Relying on God is another thing entirely. 
 
The second irony that cuts contrary to the notion of self-reliance is the notion that when we 
empty ourselves it is then we will become truly full.   
 
When we think we are strong we are not open to resources beyond ourselves and because of 
that we come up empty every time. 
 
God is all about filling us with the sustenance necessary to get through this life.  He has a hard 
time doing that if we don’t make room for him to do his thing. 
 
Paul’s “Thorn in the Flesh” 
 
In II Corinthians 12:1-10, Paul is quite transparent about his struggles and one struggle, in 
particular. 
 
He calls that particular struggle his “thorn in the flesh.”  That “thorn” was such a drag on his life 
that “three times he prayed for the Lord to remove it.”   
 
It was not to be.  God wanted to show himself in other ways, like sustaining Paul in his 
weakness day by day.  That way Paul would be forced to trust him all the more. 
 
We really don’t know what Paul’s “thorn in the flesh” was.   
 

• Some have said it might have been some form of epilepsy.   

• Others have said that Paul might have suffered from a bad back.   
 

• Still others have said that Paul suffered from a degree of blindness left from his 
Damascus Road experience.   
 



• I like the one that says that Paul’s “thorn in the flesh” might have been his mother in law.  
I’m not so sure about that one. 

 
We don’t know what Paul’s malady might have been and that’s just as well.  The discussion 
though puts us to wondering about our own “thorns.” 
  
In the midst of his “thorn in the flesh” Paul discovered some important things about himself.   
 

• Paul’s “thorn” served to keep him humble before the Lord.  Otherwise, he might have 
become spiritually arrogant. 

 

• Paul’s “thorn” kept him open to a wisdom and strength that was beyond him, namely, the 
strength and wisdom of God. 

 
Paul could do no other but rely on the resources God had for him.  He realized he couldn’t go it 
alone.  Paul knew he couldn’t rely upon himself and expect to be effective.  Because of that 
Paul depended upon God all the more.   
 
If it had not been for his “thorn in the flesh,” Paul would have depended more so upon his own 
ability rather than the power of God working through him.   
 
For Paul, his weakness became his strength. 
 
The same thing can happen for us.  If we let them our weaknesses: 
 

• can help us grow 
 

• can help us become more determined about our relationship with God 
 

• can cause us to depend more upon God instead of ourselves 
 

The truth that Paul expresses so well in II Corinthians 12:1-10 speaks to our lives, particularly 
when we consider the thorns of our own flesh.  
 
When we confront that truth and try to live it out we become less self-reliant and more 
dependent upon God.  We open ourselves to the resources only God can give.   
 
So then what’s your “thorn in the flesh?”  Has it brought you to the place where you can do no 
other but turn to God?  If it has, then consider yourself in a very good place, in spite of the 
troubles you face. 
It is a great relief to relinquish control and give your lives to God.  There is great refreshment in 
placing your faith in God rather than in the energy you try to muster all the time. 
 
Most of us are not good about asking for directions.  We have a tough time taking someone 
else’s lead.   
 
It’s is freeing beyond measure when we let the Lord lead, when we let him direct us.   
 
 



“God’s Grace Is Sufficient” 
 

• To direct our lives 
 

• To offer wisdom  
 

• To give the strength necessary 
 

• To see us through 
 
Paul writes elsewhere in Philippians 4:11-13, “I am not saying this because I am in need, for I 
have learned to be content whatever the circumstances.  I know what it is to be in need, and I 
know what it is to have plenty.  I have learned the secret of being content in any and every 
situation, whether well fed or hungry, whether living in plenty or in want.  I can do everything 
through him who gives me strength.”  (Philippians 4:11-13) 
 
Asking for the Lord’s Help 
 
I like the story told of the little boy who was helping his father work in the yard.  The young man 
was doing his best to lift a rock that was much too large for someone his size.   
 
The little boy grunted and groaned and huffed and puffed as he tried to lift the rock. 
 
In spite of all his efforts, the rock wouldn’t budge. 
 
His father walked by and, after watching his son’s struggles, asked if he was having trouble.  
The boy answered, “Yes, I have tried everything, and it won’t move.” 
 
With a smile on his face, the father bent over and said, “No, son, you haven’t.  You haven’t 
asked for my help.”   
 
How many times are we like that young man?   
 
We struggle with our problems and figure we can make it through all by ourselves.  Self-reliance 
teaches us that.   
 
The call to put our faith in God begs to differ.  The help of our Heavenly Father is always there.   
 
When we say we are strong and can do it on our own, we don’t allow room for God to act.   
 
The self-reliant don’t leave room for God.  They figure they don’t need anybody, much less God.   
 
It’s only those who recognize their weaknesses that truly depend upon God.  The Kingdom way 
is that there is strength in weakness.   
 
The Walking Cane 
 
Some say that religion is nothing more than a crutch for the weak. 
 
I say it is more like a walking stick that helps steady our way as we make our way through life.  



It helps steady us.  It provides something to lean on when going uphill and something to depend 
on when we’re going down. 
 

• I am thankful to have God upon whom to depend.   
 

• I am thankful to have him to hold on to.   
 

• I am thank I don’t have to go it along.   
 

• I am thankful he can be trusted in every way.   
 

• I am thankful I don’t have to be self-reliant because I know I can rely on him.  
 


