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Abstract 

 

I argue in this thesis that χάρις, in 2 Corinthians 12:9a was not unmerited favour, nor 

a form of power that God infused into the believer. Δύναμις was not some form of 

energy or divine gifting. Ἀσθένεια was not a conduit for the power of God and 

believers are not made perfect through personal weakness. Τελεω was not the end of 

a long process of soul-making through affliction. Instead, Paul redefined χάρις in 2 

Corinthians 12:9a as the powerful (δύναμις) message of Christ crucified. The power 

of this message to transform lives in Corinth would be fully (τελεῖται) accomplished 

in Paul's willingness to face persecution (ἀσθένεια) for the sake of Christ and his 

church. 

 

 

The implications of this for Biblical scholarship are: 

1. Scholarly definitions of power, weakness and perfection, which display a 

tendency towards Greek definitions of those terms, need to be 

reconsidered. 

2. Teaching on weakness as the conduit for the power of God needs to be 

reappraised. 

3. Ideas on grace as something either imparted or imputed need to be 

revisited, so as to give greater focus to Paul’s redefinition in 2 Corinthians 

12:9a of this key word in Christian Theology. 

4. The eschatological nature of Paul’s teaching needs to be given greater 

emphasis. 

5. The nature of what is often termed “spiritual warfare in the Corinthian 

correspondence needs to be re-evaluated. 
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Introduction. 

 

Paul began by being antagonistic towards the followers of Jesus. His actions 

showed that he considered the early believers in Jesus as worthy of imprisonment 

and even death (Galatians 1:13).  And so, according to Acts, whilst travelling the 

road to Damascus on his way to persecute the church (Acts 9:4; 26:12, 15-16), 

Paul experienced a revelation of Jesus that changed his life. Although questioned 

today by proponents of the various new perspectives on Paul, the Christian 

Church has historically considered this event to be Paul's conversion.  

 

It is possible though, that Paul’s conversion related more directly to a call to take the 

message of Jesus to the gentiles. As a part of this ministry to the gentiles Paul was 

responsible for establishing the church in Corinth.1 His relationship to this church is 

accessible in two of the letters he sent, letters known as 1 and 2 Corinthians; of 

greatest importance to this thesis is the second letter. The nature of 2 Corinthians as a 

single letter may be questioned,2 but most scholars nevertheless consider chapters 

10-13 represents one whole letter,3 probably written “not much later than, chapters 1-

9”.4  

 

Taking his message to the church in Corinth was a challenge because of the city’s 

underlying philosophy of weakness and power. Corinth was a city made up of 

“mostly former slaves”5 according to Strabo,6  and “citizens from the lower 

classes”7 or the poor according to Appian.8 The Romans destroyed Corinth in 146 

 
1 1 Corinthians 4:15. 
2 Instead of one single letter authored by Paul, some scholars consider chapters 1-9 and chapters 10-13 

“originated as separate letters”, [Paul Barnett. The Second Epistle to the Corinthians. (Grand 

Rapids, Mich.: W.B. Eerdmans Pub., 1997), 450.] each with its peculiar style. Some would go 

further and suggest that as many as four letters exist in 2 Corinthians. [Wan, Sze-kar. Power in 

Weakness: Conflict and Rhetoric in Paul's Second Letter to the Corinthians. Harrisburg, Pa.: 

Trinity Press International, 2000, 6.] A possibility that 2 Corinthians 12:1-10 belonged to a 

different letter would only be of importance if it needed a later date, or if the author were not Paul. 
3 James Houghton Kennedy put forward the hypothesis that 2 Corinthians 10-13 “represented the 

‘letter of tears’ mentioned in 2 Corinthians 2:4”; however, it is very difficult, based on the text 

itself, to either affirm or deny his point of view. L L Welborn “The Identification of 2 Corinthians 

10-13 with the ‘Letter of Tears’ in Novum Testamentum, (Vol 37. Issue 2, 1995), 138. 
4 Paul Barnett. The Second Epistle to the Corinthians. (Grand Rapids, Mich.: W.B. Eerdmans Pub., 

1997), 15. (note 70) 
5 Sze-kar Wan, Power in Weakness: Conflict and Rhetoric in Paul's Second letter to the Corinthians. 

(Harrisburg, Pa.: Trinity Press International, 2000), 21. 
6 Strabo, Geography 8.6.23c. 
7 Wan, Power in Weakness, 21. 
8 Appian, History 8.136. 
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BCE but the city was rebuilt again by Julius Caesar in 44 BCE.9 It became one of 

the most important cities in the Roman Empire and a favourite of emperors.10 The 

nature of Corinth’s rise was partly due to Roman patronage with its emphasis on 

raising earthly status.  In this atmosphere, “boasting became an activity worthy of 

honour”.11 Also, Greek Philosophy, with its desire for perfection, had created an 

atmosphere of striving among the populace and “elevating one’s status was a 

cherished feature of urban life”.12 This atmosphere prevailed within every aspect 

of society in Corinth, even in its religious society, since “the more powerful one’s 

god, the more strength one expected to receive and manifest.”13  

 

Timothy Savage writes: 

 

The Corinthians placed a higher premium on social prominence and 

self-display, personal power and boasting. Likewise, they were more 

inclined to honour success and reward primacy and more prone to 

ridicule the poor and the humble. When Corinthians evaluated each 

other they looked for the same symbols of worth which they prized for 

themselves - wealth, assertive speech, abusive behaviour, a head carried 

high, anything which might elevate them above their neighbours. 

 

The same values influenced their perspective on religion. It mattered 

little who the gods were or what the cults taught, what was important 

was whether one’s needs were being met.14 

 

Historically, scholars have differed over the nature of the opposition Paul would have 

faced in Corinth, they have suggested: Judaizers, Gnostics, Pneumatics and Divine 

Men. Scholars have also differed as to whether or not Paul faced a unified opposition 

in all of his letters. This question will be of importance to this thesis because I make 

use of parallel passages in the letters Paul sent to other places. I also draw fairly 

extensively from Paul’s first letter to the Corinthians. Jerry L Sumney, after a fairly 

exhaustive survey argued that the opponents15 in both letters (2 Corinthians 1-9 and 

10-13) were not the same. Sumney summarised the usual argument of scholars 

 

 9  R. Kent Hughes, 2 Corinthians: Power in Weakness. (Wheaton, Ill.: Crossway Books, 2006), 30. 
10 Especially Nero, see R. Kent Hughes, 2 Corinthians: Power in Weakness, 14. 
11 Timothy B. Savage, Power through Weakness: Paul’s Understanding of the Christian Ministry in 2 

Corinthians. Society for New Testament Studies Monograph series 86. (Cambridge, Cambridge 

University Press, 1996), 14. 
12 Ibid., 22. 
13 Ibid., 29. 
14 Ibid., 52. 
15 Although I will use opponents (plural), there is some evidence that Paul’s “thorn” represented a 

single individual, a chief opponent among the opponents, I will discuss this later in the chapter. 
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regarding the opponents: “Since the opponents of both letters raise the same issues, 

approach them with the same general point of view, and come to the same positions 

on specific issues, we may conclude that Paul is facing the same kind of opponents in 

both.”16 However, Sumney observed that there was “no evidence that the problems in 

Corinth [in 1 Corinthians] are the result of intruders who are attempting to take 

Paul’s place”;17 whereas, in 2 Corinthians, taking Paul’s place appears to be the 

intention, whether or not the opposition had intruded. If Sumney was correct, and all 

of the evidence suggests that he was, then the opposition in 2 Corinthians had a very 

different agenda, which agenda focused upon “legitimate apostleship”.18  

 

Problematically, Paul’s letters to Corinth give only one side of the conversation 

between Paul and the church; nevertheless they still reveal that Paul’s relationship 

with the Corinthian congregations was often challenging. 1 Corinthians 1:10f, 

suggests a propensity to divisiveness existed in the Corinthian church.  Paul 

records them as claiming, “I belong to Paul”, “I belong to Apollos”, “I belong to 

Cephas”, and “I belong to Christ”. By the time of the writing of 2 Corinthians, the 

problems that are mentioned in I Corinthians have been resolved, although in 

other ways the situation had grown more complex, probably due to the 

deteriorating relationship with Paul. 

  

In writing 1 Corinthians, Paul appears to have acted decisively in dealing with 

issues that divided the church (1 Corinthians 2:10f.).19 These issues included 

lawsuits among believers (1 Corinthians 6:1f.) and sexual immorality (1 

Corinthians 5: 1f.). Later, the church would come to question Paul's authority, his 

appearance (2 Corinthians 10:10) and a lack of rhetorical finesse (2 Corinthians 

10:10; 11:6). Together, these issues undermined Paul’s authority. In addition, Paul 

failed to keep a promise to visit (2 Corinthians 1:17).   

 

Because of these things the opponents, and increasingly the church, perceived 

weakness in Paul, noting his “powerlessness in the face of the ‘thorn’”.20 Paul 

may have displayed charismatic power in his ministry to others, but was 

 
16 Jerry.L.Sumney, ‘Servants of Satan’, ‘False Brothers’ and Other Opponents of Paul. (Sheffield 

Academic Press, Sheffield, 1999), 131. 
17 Ibid. 
18 Jerry L.Sumney, Identifying Paul's Opponents. (Sheffield, England: JSOT Press, 1990), 190. 
19 Not all scholars would agree with this statement.  
20 Barnett, The Second Epistle to the Corinthians, 40. 
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considered lacking when compared to his opponents in Corinth. Barrett, 

commented on 2 Corinthians 10:10: “His letters are weighty and strong, but his 

bodily presence is weak, and his speech contemptible” and suggested this meant 

that Paul did not know “how to impose himself on the churches”.21  

 

The heart of Paul’s answer to his detractors was a message given to him by Jesus, 

which Paul summed up with: “καὶ εἴρηκέν μοι ἀρκεῖ σοι ἡ χάρις μου· ἡ γὰρ 

δύναμις ἐν ἀσθενείᾳ τελεῖται”. The sentence is often translated, "but he said to 

me, ‘My grace is sufficient for you, for power is made perfect in weakness.’” (2 

Corinthians 12:9a - NRSV), where I would translate “and he said to me, my grace 

is sufficient for you, for the power (of the message of Christ crucified) in 

weakness (of persecution) is perfectly revealed”. Paul shared this message with 

the church because he perceived they were in danger of rejecting his ministry and 

the Jesus he preached (2 Corinthians 11:4).   

 

For the Reformers, Paul’s gospel that was in danger of being rejected was the 

gospel of the ‘Great-Exchange’ with its focus on the death of Christ as a 

substitute. According to John Calvin: 

  

This is the wondrous exchange made by his boundless goodness. 

Having become with us the Son of man, he has made us with 

himself sons of God. By his own descent to the earth, he has 

prepared our ascent to heaven. Having received our mortality, he 

has bestowed on us his immortality. Having undertaken our 

weakness, he has made us strong in his strength. Having submitted 

to our poverty, he has transferred to us his riches. Having taken 

upon himself the burden of unrighteousness with which we were 

oppressed, he has clothed us with his righteousness.22  

 

This “great exchange” gospel, was exchanged for a “different gospel” of works-

righteousness. In other words, the Corinthian believers tried to earn their way into 

God’s favour, instead of trusting in the finished work of Christ. 

 

Morna Hooker was typical of another approach. Hooker emphasised Christ’s call 

to his followers to a life of suffering beside him, believing that this was the gospel 

 
21 C. K. Barrett, A Commentary on the Second Epistle to the Corinthians. (New York: Harper & Row, 

1973), 261. 
22 John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion. Translated by H. Beveridge. (Peabody, MA: 

Hendrickson, 2008), 1059. 
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that was in danger of being exchanged for a different gospel at Corinth.  Hooker 

said: “in contrast to the Corinthian stance, Paul emphasises the Gospel of Christ 

crucified… those who follow the path of faith must… share the humiliation and 

suffering that it brings”.23  

 

What was the Corinthians stance, according to Hooker?  

 

They have not grasped the link between the gospel and morality… 

they have not seen the implications for their own lifestyle. They are 

arrogant and boastful; they are treating Christ simply as a substitute: 

he died, we live; he became poor, we are rich; he suffered, we 

rejoice; he emptied himself, we live like kings. They see themselves 

only as recipients of grace – not as those who are commissioned to 

pass it on… They think of the interchange between Christ and 

themselves in terms of simple exchange – he gives, we take.24 

 

Marva Dawn, in her book: Powers, Weakness and the Tabernacling of God, also 

wrote about “strength in weakness”.25 Dawn argued that the Church needed  “[a] 

theology of weakness, to counter the prosperity gospel”.26 Dawn’s understanding 

of Paul’s theology led her to make the claim: “Christ’s power tabernacles in my 

weakness”.27 Dawn believed “the Church and its servants are called to weakness 

so that the power of God may tabernacle in us”,28 considering weakness a part of 

an ongoing life experience and essential for the continued (tabernacling) presence 

of the power of Christ which Paul mentioned in 2 Corinthians 12. According to 

Dawn, this was what Paul referenced by: “My grace is sufficient for you, for my 

power is made perfect in your weakness” (2 Corinthians 12:9). Dawn also said: 

“God has more need of our weakness than of our strength”,29 and translated 12:9: 

“your power is brought to its end in weakness.”30 Sharing her moving testimony 

of this she said:  

 

Some days I’m thoroughly exhausted from all the strain of trying to 

 
23 Morna. D. Hooker, “Interchange and Suffering”, 83. In Suffering and Martyrdom in the New 

Testament, Edited by William Horbury and Brian McNeil (Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press, 1981), 83. 
24 Morna Hooker, “Interchange in Christ and Ethics” JSNT 25 (1985), 11. 
25 Marva J. Dawn, Powers, Weakness, and the Tabernacling of God. (Grand Rapids, Mich.: W.B. 

Eerdmans, 2001), 147. 
26 Ibid.,  92. 
27 Ibid.,  59. 
28 Ibid.,  73. 
29 Ibid.,  47. 
30 Ibid. , 41. 
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manage with arthritic hands, a crippled leg, a blind eye, a deaf ear, 

kidneys functioning around 17 percent, dead intestinal and stomach 

nerves resulting in no peristalsis, pain left over from cancer and jaw 

surgeries, the imminent possibility of losing vision in my remaining 

eye, and now the possibility that the bone dropping from the fusion of 

my foot will continue generating sores that will eventually necessitate 

amputation. And that isn’t the whole list. Does God really want me to 

be this weak? Yes!31 

 

In my view Dawn’s emphasis on weakness as the necessary conduit of power, a 

theology fairly widespread in the church today, is not Pauline. 

 

To discover what Paul meant, we must look again at the words he used and the 

ways that he used them, especially in the context he faced at Corinth. We will 

discover the words χάρις, δύναμις, ἀσθένεια and τελεῖται in 2 Corinthians 12:9 

represent something different for Paul in this partciular context. Understanding 

the way Paul used these words will help our understanding of Paul’s teaching 

about power, weakness and perfection in 2 Corinthians 12:9a, and give us a 

different definition of grace. 

 

It is important to mention that Paul did not consider the message of 2 Corinthians 

12:9 to be of his own devising, Paul wrote that his Lord had spoken to him of 

χάρις and its relation to δύναμις (power), τελεω (perfection) and ἀσθένεια 

(weakness). I will argue that what Paul received from his Lord was a new 

definition of χάρις. This new definition was given to help him understand his 

experience of persecution. Paul’s Lord revealed to him that the powerful message 

of Christ crucified would be perfectly revealed in persecution. Paul later shared 

this message with the Corinthian church to undermine his opponents and show the 

church that the weakness they thought they could see in him was really a strength. 

 

I argue in this thesis that χάρις, in 2 Corinthians 12:9a was not unmerited favour, 

nor a form of power that God infused into the believer. Δύναμις was not some 

form of energy or divine gifting. Ἀσθένεια was not a conduit for the power of 

God and believers are not made perfect through personal weakness. Τελεω was 

not the end of a long process of soul-making through affliction. Instead, Paul 

defined χάρις in 2 Corinthians 12:9 as the powerful (δύναμις) message of Christ 

 
31 Dawn, Powers, Weakness, and the Tabernacling of God, 59. 
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crucified. This message would accomplish its goal (τελεῖται), the transformation 

of the lives of the Corinthian believers through Paul's willingness to face 

persecution (ἀσθένεια) for Christ and the church.  

 

In Chapter 1, I will explore the nature of the opposition Paul faced and the link to 

Paul’s “thorn in the flesh” (2 Corinthians 12:7). I will also explore the vision Paul 

received (2 Corinthians 12:1f), a vision which necessitated the thorn. Both Paul’s 

“vision” and his “thorn” give insight into the opposition he faced, and provide the 

context for understanding 12:9a. 

 

In Chapters 2 through 4, I will look at how ἀσθενεία, δύναμις, τελεῖται (from 

τελέω) and χάρις were used in earlier times. I will explore how the terms were 

used prior to Paul’s writing and will consider parallel use of the terms among 

Paul’s contemporaries. I will also give an overview of some of the ways in which 

Paul used these words in his writings and especially within the Corinthian 

correspondence. 

 

In Chapter 5, I will explore in greater depth Paul’s use of these words in the 

context of 2 Corinthians 12:9a. I will give an overview of scholarly opinion and 

then come to some conclusions as to the meaning of Ἀρκεῖ σοι ἡ χάρις μου· ἡ γὰρ 

δύναμις ἐν ἀσθενείᾳ τελεῖται, outlining the implications of this study. 
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Chapter 1: Paul’s Vision and his Thorn of Opposition. 

 

In this chapter, I explore Paul’s vision of heaven and how he used this vision in 

his argument with his opponents. I will also explore the nature of Paul’s “thorn” 

and I will argue that Paul’s chief opponents in Corinth are referred to by the 

apostle as “thorn” and “messenger of satan”. I will also consider Paul’s use of the 

plural “false apostles” and “super-apostles” (ὑπερλίαν ἀποστόλων) and ask if this 

indicated that Paul had many opponents in Corinth, or if Paul’s use of the plural 

indicated a widespread and unified problem. In Paul’s view, “[the] thorn” whether 

home grown or imported, whether a single person or a group within the church, or 

more widespread, is preaching a false gospel in Corinth. 

 

According to 2 Corinthians 12:9, the message of  “grace sufficient” and “power in 

weakness”32 was Jesus’ response to Paul’s “thorn” and the climax of Paul’s 

“Fool’s Speech”.33 It began properly in 2 Corinthians 11:1 with, “I wish you 

would bear with me in a little foolishness”. Paul was clearly under pressure in his 

ministry to Corinth to boast about his spirituality. Paul’s opponents (2 Corinthians 

11:5) “boast[ed]” (2 Corinthians 11:12, 13) of their credentials. They wanted 

recognition as apostles of at least equal status to Paul. The boasting had been well 

received by some in the Corinthian Church; if rejected there would be no reason 

for Paul to mention it in his letter. Primarily, it seems that “boasting” of “visions 

and revelations”, and a certain showmanship in the use of “rhetorical skills” 

impressed the church. The opposition was also keen to show up Paul’s weakness 

in these matters (2 Corinthians 10:10). 

 

Understanding the opposition Paul faced at Corinth sheds light on the meaning of 

2 Corinthians 12:9 and reveals  the nature of the gospel the opponents preached 

and the reason Paul rejected it. An understanding of the nature of the opposition 

also gives us a context for Paul’s thorn, his vision, and the reason for his boasting. 

It helps us to understand why Paul’s Lord said ‘no’ to the removal of opposition, 

and how and why grace is sufficient. 

 

 
32 These English phrases represent the common translation of the Greek words Paul used, other 

possible meanings will be considered during the course of this thesis. 
33 Barnett, The Second Epistle to the Corinthians, 533. 
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2 Corinthians 12:1-10, stands between two references to “other apostles” (2 

Corinthians 11:5f and 2 Corinthians 12:11f), indicating their importance to 

understanding the context. Paul, using irony also identified them as “super-

apostles” (ὑπερλίαν ἀποστόλων). Dieter Georgi suggested he did this: “not only 

because they had rated themselves quite highly, but also because they had gained 

prestige”.34 Paul, also identified them as “false apostles” (2 Corinthians 11:13) 

and “deceitful workers, [who were] disguising themselves as apostles of Christ” 

(2 Corinthians 11:13). That “[the] false apostles” and “super-apostles” represented 

distinct groups is possible. However, it is unlikely that Paul would have 

challenged two different kinds of error, without clearly identifying which one he 

was correcting; this would have led to further confusion. Also, a reading of 2 

Corinthians does not suggest a two-pronged attack on his ministry. 

 

The identity of Paul’s opposition. 

According to Calvin, Bengel and Hodge, Paul in writing of the super-apostles, 

used a veiled reference to the twelve, “the innermost circle”35 of Peter, James and 

John. This idea “still persists with others of more recent times”.36 John Calvin and 

others thought Paul’s opponents were a nuisance rather than a threat. Calvin 

wrote:  

 

During Paul’s absence false apostles had crept in, not, in my opinion, to 

disturb the Church openly with wicked doctrines, or designedly to 

undermine sound doctrine; but, priding themselves in the splendour and 

magnificence of their address, or rather, puffed up with an empty 

loftiness of speech, they look upon Paul’s simplicity, and even the 

Gospel itself, with contempt.37  

 

Dieter Georgi believed that Calvin and other early scholars were influenced by the 

fact that elsewhere “Paul calls heresy by name”,38 the implication being that he 

would have done so in 2 Corinthians if that had been the case. 

 

By the Nineteenth Century, insight into the nature of Paul’s opposition began to 

 
34 Dieter Georgi, The Opponents of Paul in Second Corinthians. (Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1987), 2. 
35 Philip E. Hughes, The Second Epistle to the Corinthians. The New International Commentary on 

the New Testament. (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 1980), 379. 
36 Ibid., 379. 
37 John Calvin, Commentary on Corinthians, Volume 1. The Argument on the Second Epistle to the 

Corinthians. .http://www.ccel.org/ccel/calvin/calcom39.toc.html 
38 Georgi, The Opponents of Paul in Second Corinthians, 2. 
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change with the writings of Ferdinand Christian Baur.39 Baur considered the 

opponents Judaizers led by the apostle Peter in opposition to Paul’s law-free 

gospel. However, Baur’s reconstruction, based largely upon his belief that the 

opponents at Corinth were the same as the opponents in Galatia, failed to explain 

the presence of anti-libertinism in 2 Corinthians and the lack of any polemic 

refuting nomism.40  

 

Later scholars, following Baur, expressed interest in 2 Corinthians 5:16: “we once 

knew Christ from a human point of view” and the designation “servants of Christ” 

(2 Corinthians 11:23). Paul’s words here, are seen as evidence that the opponents 

were disciples of Jesus. By implication, this would suggest that the message of 2 

Corinthians 12:9 was as much for the instruction of the opposition as for the 

church.  

 

Some scholars argued that the opposition to Paul was not Christian. Instead, the 

opposition was variously described as: “enthusiasts and Gnostics”,41 “non-

legalistic, allegorizing pneumatics”,42 “ [a] group of Jewish ‘wandering 

preachers’”43 and “representatives of the Gnostic movement”.44 Ernst Käsemann 

rejected the idea that they were gnostics, because this failed to explain the 

opposition’s knowledge of scripture and insistence on tradition,45 but the thought 

that they were not considered Christians still persists.46 Most of these theories as 

to the identity of Paul’s opposition were reconstructions of one sort or another. 

 

One of the more flamboyant reconstructions from amongst those arguing for a 

non-Christian opponents belonged to Dieter Georgi. He considered it possible that 

the opponents of Paul belonged to a broad movement of Hellenistic Jewish 

apologists. Georgi pointed to references that revealed a wider apologetic tradition 

 
39 "Die Christuspartie in Korinth," in Tübingen Zeitschrift für Theologie (1831). Cited in Dieter, 

Georgi. The Opponents of Paul in Second Corinthians. (Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1987), 2. 
40 2 Corinthians 3 and 2 Corinthians 11:15 should not be considered nomist as among other things, 

they contain no reference to circumcision. 
41 Especially Schmithals. Cited in: Dieter, Georgi. The Opponents of Paul in Second Corinthians. 

(Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1987), 5. 
42 Especially Käsemann. Cited in: Cited in: Georgi. The Opponents of Paul in Second Corinthians, 6. 
43 Ibid., 6. 
44 Ibid., 7. 
45 Ibid., 7. 
46 I use the term “Christian” loosely, since the term was probably not in circulation at the time. 
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existed within Judaism.47 Georgi argued from this that these apologists, who were 

very successful in their evangelistic efforts, were making especial use of the 

concept of the θειος ἀνήρ (divine man). The apologists were also understood to 

have promoted Judaism as “ [a] universal religion”.48  

 

In favour of Georgi’s hypothesis, Corinth, ever since its re-establishment, had 

become a melting pot of cultural influences. One of the strongest influences in the 

Roman Empire, accounting for “one-seventh of the total population of the 

empire”49 was Judaism, and at least half of the Jews were recent converts.50 Later 

scholarship questioned the extent of Jewish commitment to missionary outreach. 

There remained though, a general recognition that “several contextual factors... 

made conversion to Judaism an attractive option for non-Jews living in the ancient 

world”.51 As an example, the enthusiasm of Philo of Alexandria for such 

conversions may also suggest the practice was more prevalent than scholars 

allow.52  Philo writes in On the Virtues: “Moses invites them with conciliatory and 

amicable offers of instruction”.53 Philo also insists, “Absolute sinlessness belongs 

to God alone… conversion from sin to a blameless life shows a man of wisdom, 

who has not been utterly ignorant of what is for his good”.54 Such argumentation 

from Philo is evidently missional in its intentions. 

 

Georgi’s apologists could have offered a gospel that also played to the Corinthian 

ideal of personal advancement, making use of divine men such as Moses and 

Jesus as examples of what might be achieved. However, a question arises, if 

accurate Christology was as important to Paul as it was for the church in later 

centuries, would not Paul have made the correcting of this error a priority in his 

letter?  Paul’s mention of “another Jesus” (2 Corinthians 11:4) is insufficient to 

argue for a major difference in Christology between Paul and his opponents. In 

considering Georgi’s reconstruction we must recognise the obvious failings in 

 
47 Josephus, Ant. 13:254-8, 18:82, 20:34-35, 20:145-6. 
48 Georgi, The Opponents of Paul in Second Corinthians, 87. See also Philo (Moses 2:17-18). 
49 Ibid., 83. 
50 “Increase due to the conversion of the pagans was a much larger factor than the natural growth of 

the Jewish population” See Dieter Georgi, The Opponents of Paul in Second Corinthians., 84. 
51 Ibid., 25. 
52 Philo, On the Virtues. Section on Repentance XXIII. Translated by Kenneth Schenck, LOEB 

Classical Library, Harvard University Press (2005), 178. 
53 Philo, On the Virtues. Section on Courage I, 273. 
54 Ibid. 
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Georgi’s method.  

 

C K Barrett believed that Paul represented a very different apostolate55 from the 

Jerusalem apostles with whom the opponents in Corinth were still connected. 

Barrett believed, as in earlier thought that the term ὑπερλίαν ἀποστόλων referred 

to the Jerusalem apostolate; the opponents, whom Paul had already had dealings 

with and whose opposition had necessitated the Jerusalem Council had slightly 

toned down their demands regarding the position of Gentile converts and some 

aspects of the law,56 but they were still Judaizers, they only underplayed their 

emphasis on circumcision. Barrett considered their new approach to be a veneer. 

Barrett also argued that they made use of gnostic ideas and pneumatic/ecstatic 

behaviour to gain a hearing among the Corinthians. Barrett’s hypothesis required 

the opponents in Corinth to be the same as the opponents in Galatia, only a little 

more street-wise. One of Barrett’s main pieces of evidence related to Paul’s use of 

ψευδ to speak of the false nature of their apostolate. The prefix was used 

elsewhere mainly in Galatians which is one of the main reasons for his conclusion 

as to the opponents identity, although he himself acknowledged weaknesses in 

this argument.57 

 

Was the opposition then considered by Paul to be in any real sense Christian?  

All of the above suggestions regarding the identity of the opponents had two 

things in common: First, they portrayed the opposition as “enthusiasts” of one sort 

or another. Second, they all suggested a large degree of difference from Paul. The 

degree of difference identified does not always take account of Paul’s recognition 

that they sought recognition “as... equals... disguising themselves as apostles of 

Christ” (2 Corinthians 11:12-13)  which could suggest that in many ways they 

were indistinguishable from Paul. Even the term ὑπερλίαν ἀποστόλων could be 

taken as suggesting that their ministry was identical to Paul’s, only better. 

 

It is also important to remember, that definitions of Christianity, like definitions of 

Judaism, were very fluid in the First Century CE. A believer could be considered 

as serving the purpose of God in one moment and serving the cause of Satan in 

 
55 Barrett, A Commentary on the Second Epistle to the Corinthians, 6-7. 
56 Ibid., 7. 
57 Ibid., 387. 
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another.58 Whether brothers in Christ or not, Paul clearly had issues with the 

opposition’s praxis which Paul does not consider as Christ-like. All we can say for 

certain is that at the time of writing, Paul believed the opposition was serving the 

cause of Satan, not the cause of God. 

 

The challenge of the opposition and Paul’s response. 

Paul was at pains to define the difference between his own ministry and that of the 

ψευδαπόστολος (false apostles).59 The term “false” does not in itself suggest that 

they were not Christians, only that Paul did not consider them to have received a 

call to apostolic ministry, evidenced by their treatment of the church. According 

to Paul, they had a high-handed approach to apostolic ministry, he/she “makes 

slaves… preys upon… takes advantage… puts on airs… gives you a slap in the 

face” (2 Corinthians 11:20). David Black said: “if tyranny, arrogance, and 

violence are the credentials of true apostle-ship, then to his own shame Paul must 

admit he had failed as a leader in Corinth, for he had been too ‘weak’ to employ 

the ruthless tactics of the opposition”.60 The approach of the opponents was not 

different from the surrounding culture; this brought Paul to his conclusion in 2 

Corinthians 11:30 that in contrast, if he was going to boast it would be “about the 

things that show (his) weakness”. Barnett considered Paul’s response to his 

opponents’ boasting of their strengths with his own boast of weakness, “a daring 

counter-cultural exercise”,61 since boasting about one’s own strength and 

accomplishments would be normal for Corinth.62 Sze-kar Wan suggested: “the 

true minister has no cause to boast except that he or she is a faithful conduit for 

the power of God”.63 Wan indicated that the person of the minister although weak 

was the conduit of power, where Marva Dawn (mentioned earlier) understood 

weakness itself as that conduit. Paul’s theology would appear closer to Wan. 

 
58 Matthew 16:23. 
59 “One who claims to be an apostle without the divine commission necessary for the work?” 

Frederick Danker, Walter Bauer, and William Arndt. A Greek-English lexicon of the New 

Testament and other early Christian literature. (3rd ed. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 

2000), 1096. 
60 David Alan Black. Paul, Apostle of Weakness: Astheneia and its Cognates in the Pauline literature. 

(New York: P. Lang, 1984), 153. 

      Later, in 1 Peter 5: 1-11 we find parallels with the teaching in 2 Corinthians 12. The writer of 1 

Peter exhorts leaders “Do not lord it over those in your charge, but be examples to the flock” (1 

Peter 5:3). 
61 Barnett. The Second Epistle to the Corinthians, 529. 
62 Savage, Power through Weakness: Paul’s Understanding of the Christian Ministry in 2 Corinthians. 

Society for New Testament Studies Monograph series 86. Cambridge, Cambridge University 

Press, 1996.  
63 Wan. Power in Weakness, 15. 
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In spite of his claim to refuse to boast in anything other than his weakness, 

presumably to set his ministry apart from the opponents, Paul did boast of his 

spiritual experience. In 11:22, Paul boasted that he was a Hebrew, an Israelite, 

descended from Abraham and a minister of Christ, this suggests a parallel: that 

belonging to Israel was also important to the “super-apostles”. Paul was revealing 

that he too was of Israel κατὰ σάρκα, “after the flesh” (2 Corinthians 5:16). 

However, of greater importance, Paul went on to challenge the church in Corinth 

and the opponents by boasting of his pedigree of sufferings for the sake of the 

gospel, not his qualifications. His sufferings began with labour, imprisonments 

and floggings, and culminated with what Paul considered his greatest “boast” and 

one most pertinent to the present situation, he was “under daily pressure because 

of…anxiety for all the churches” (2 Corinthians 11:29). Paul said, “Who is weak, 

[he said] and I am not weak? Who is made to stumble, and I am not indignant?” 

(2 Corinthians 11:28, 9).  

 

In 2 Corinthians 12:1, Paul appeared then to contradict himself saying, “It is 

necessary to boast”, where previously he had boasted, claiming, “nothing is to be 

gained by it” (2 Corinthians 12:1). Paul also wrote: “I will go on to visions and 

revelations of the Lord,” suggesting that “‘boasting’ was… an unprofitable 

exercise, something that the ‘boasting’ of his opponents has forced upon him”.64 

The opponents did this by maligning “his weakness and un-impressiveness.”65  

C.K. Barrett66 saw in Paul’s use of Καυχᾶσθαι δεῖ: “It is necessary to boast”, a 

Corinthian watchword. Barrett’s observation was challenged by a later suggestion 

that it was only a “general statement”67 about the need for boasting, brought about 

by the special circumstances Paul faced in Corinth.  

 

Margaret Thrall offered68 a connection between this verse and 11:30, “If I must 

boast, I will boast of the things that show my weakness.” Thrall implied that Paul 

 
64 Barnett, The Second Epistle to the Corinthians, 557. 
65 Robert M Price. “Punished in Paradise (An exegetical theory on 2 Corinthians 12:1-10)” In Journal 

for the Study of the New Testament, no. 7 Ap. 1980, 33. 
66 Barrett, A Commentary on the Second Epistle to the Corinthians, 306. 
67 Murray J. Harris, The Second Epistle to the Corinthians: A Commentary on the Greek Text. (Grand 

Rapids, Mich.: W.B. Eerdmans Pub. Co., 2005), 830. 
68 Margaret E Thrall, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Second Epistle to the Corinthians. 

(Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1994), 772. 
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never intended any other method of boasting, since this was how he best 

“demonstrated his likeness to Christ who was ‘crucified in weakness’ (13:4)”.69 

Thrall also pointed to the place given to Paul’s earlier account of his own 

embarrassing departure from Damascus (2 Corinthians 11:32, 3). Paul’s boasting 

gravitated towards those things that showed his weakness. Edwin Judge suggested 

that Paul was contrasting his departure from the city, with the honour of the 

corona muralis given to a soldier who was first over the wall during an attack.70 

Paul certainly did not consider his behaviour in Damascus as cowardly; it could 

even suggest that he considered this event as a worthy badge of honour in the 

boasting of a fool.  

 

Everything about the Damascus incident and Paul’s boast of the descent into 

weakness portrays the importance for Paul of Christ’s willingness to suffer for 

others, whose example he followed.71 It is likely that the degree of Paul’s focus on 

weakness was made necessary in the Corinthian situation by the oponents’ focus 

upon Paul’s preceived weakness. That “boasting in weakness” was more 

pronounced here than in Paul’s other writings, points to the context in Corinth as 

the single greatest influence upon what he wrote in 2 Corinthians.  

 

In stark contrast to his claim to only boast in weakness, or to only boast when 

absolutely necessary, Paul was forced to boast in his accomplishments. Paul 

sought to prove his apostleship to the Corinthian church through a recitation of his 

own powerful heavenly experience in 2 Corinthians 12:1-4 which was poorly 

disguised as someone else’s experience:  

 

It is necessary to boast; nothing is to be gained by it, but I will go on to 

visions and revelations of the Lord. I know a person in Christ who 

fourteen years ago was caught up to the third heaven—whether in the 

body or out of the body I do not know; God knows. And I know that 

such a person—whether in the body or out of the body I do not know; 

God knows— was caught up into Paradise and heard things that are not 

to be told, that no mortal is permitted to repeat.   
 

Margaret Thrall suggested that Paul shared this because the opposition regarded 

 
69 David Alan Black, Paul, Apostle of Weakness: Astheneia and its Cognates in the Pauline literature. 

(New York: P. Lang, 1984), 144. 
70 Judge, 47 see Calvin J. Roetzel. 2 Corinthians. (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2007.), 111. For details. 
71 In 1 Peter 3:18 we also find the value of weakness in the form of a willing suffering that is 

embraced for the sake of others. Christ’s sufferings bring the believer to God, “Christ also suffered 

for sins once for all, the righteous for the unrighteous, in order to bring you to God”. 
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“such experience as a criterion of apostleship and thought Paul deficient in it”.72 

R. M. Price suggested, “[the] super-apostles… think they can appeal to ‘visions 

and revelations’ which serve to accredit them just like the prophets of old”.73 

Indeed, Price’s position identified parallels between the vision that Paul described 

and the account given of the Prophet Elisha. Elisha’s was a twofold accreditation, 

first he saw a vision then he performed a miracle. In response: “the company of 

prophets who were at Jericho saw him at a distance… declared: ‘The spirit of 

Elijah rests on Elisha’. They came to meet him and bowed to the ground before 

him” (2 Kings 2:15). The similarity between Paul’s story and the story of Elisha is 

tentative. However, it is possible that the “super-apostles” expected the churches 

to respond in a similar way to their prophetic ministry, so that they too might 

boast of the number of their followers. Presumably, this would increase their 

personal glory, which according to Timothy Savage, had become something of an 

ideal in Corinth.74 

 

Paul’s insistence that “nothing is to be gained by it” suggests that he did not see 

such “visions and revelations” in themselves as a reliable proof of his ministry. 

Victor Furnish asked the question: “If Paul really believes this, why does he 

propose now to tell about one of his own [visionary experiences]?”75 Furnish 

answered: “Paul describes his experience in a way that only accentuates how 

useless it is as a proof for anything.”76 Furnish also suggested “nothing is to be 

gained by it” (2 Corinthians 12:1). It is clear that Paul was boasting of his 

experience, even though he considered boasting ultimately useless.  

 

The Jewish apologists, identified by Georgi as Paul’s opponents in Corinth, also 

made use of the visionary experiences of divine-men like Moses. Their stated 

intention was to defend Judaism against the charge of atheism or to help win 

converts by showing the superior nature of the deeds of power of Jewish divine-

men. For example, Philo said that Moses: 

 

 
72 Thrall, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Second Epistle to the Corinthians, 773. 
73 Price, “Punished in Paradise”, 33. 
74 Savage’s conclusion is based on an extensive study of honorific plaques from Roman statues of the 

First Century BCE. Timothy B. Savage. Power Through Weakness: Paul's Understanding of the 

Christian Ministry in 2 Corinthians. (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1996), 23. 
75 Victor Paul Furnish, II Corinthians. The Anchor Bible. (Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, 1984), 543. 
76 Ibid., 543. 
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Entered… into the cloud where God was, that is into the unseen, 

invisible, the incorporeal and archetypal essence of existing things. 

Thus, he beheld what is hidden from the sight of mortal nature.77 

 

However, Ralph Martin suggested that Paul did not want to highlight his own 

power but wanted “[to point to] the power of God”.78 Martin said throughout the 

experience Paul described himself as: “not knowing” whilst “God knows” (2 

Corinthians 12:3). Hughes also questioned the idea that Paul’s reference to his 

vision was an attempt to compete with “[the] antagonists”.79 Hughes argued that 

he would surely then have compiled “a catalogue of the ‘visions and revelations’ 

he experienced, like the catalogue of his sufferings as a minister of Christ. 

(11:23ff.)”80 Instead, for Paul, one example sufficed. 

 

Paul’s vision. 

Paul’s vision and the “thorn” experience that followed have been the subject of 

wide discussion and difference of opinion. I will outline some of the more 

pertinent aspects of this debate. The context Paul faced in Corinth forced him into 

a mode of argument that he found regrettable, but it was a necessary last attempt 

by him to turn the church from its destructive direction.  In terms of Paul’s 

spirituality, nothing was gained from his course of action. It could even be 

considered spiritually dangerous, opening the door to pride in his weakness or 

pride in his heavenly experience. Nevertheless, he was willing to take the risk for 

the sake of the church.  

 

Paul told the story of a man who had visions of heaven and was given a thorn in 

the flesh, a messenger of Satan sent to buffet him and keep him from succumbing 

to over-elation (pride). Paul alluded to himself as the one who received these 

visions. They were received 14 years before his public ministry. We know this 

because he was also the one who was given the thorn: “to keep him from being 

too elated” (2 Corinthians 12:7). Paul described the person who experienced the 

heavenly phenomena as: “a person in Christ”. The designation: “in Christ” was 

 
77 Philo, Moses 1: 158. Vol 6. LOEB Classical Library, Harvard University Press Translated by Katrin 

Kogman-Appel, Mati Meyer – 2009, 359. 
78 Ralph P Martin, 2 Corinthians. Word Biblical Commentary 40. General Editors: David A. Hubbard 

and Glenn W. Barker. (Waco, Tex.: Word Books, 1986), 394. 
79 Philip E. Hughes, The Second Epistle to the Corinthians. The New International Commentary on 

the New Testament. (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 1980), 429. 
80 Ibid., 429. 
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more than Paul’s identification of himself as a Christian, he described himself as: 

“one intimately joined to Christ”.81 It is possible “ἐν χριστῷ”, “in Christ” (2 

Corinthians 12:2) described for Paul the means of his transportation to paradise (2 

Corinthians 12:4). However, Paul admitted that he did not know exactly what 

took place: “I do not know, God knows” (2 Corinthians 12:2, 3).  

 

Thrall believed Paul’s visions were: “visions of Christ”,82 although 2 Corinthians 

12 does not support this, 2 Corinthians 4: 2-6 could suggest that this was what he 

had in mind. The ἄπιστος (un-believing) had succumbed to a blindness, a veiling 

that “ [kept them] from seeing the light of the gospel of the glory of Christ”. 

Describing his vision as a vision of “[the] glory of Christ” may suggest these were 

the kind of “visions and revelations” expected of a real apostle, as opposed to 

whatever visions or superior gifting was used by the opponents to prove their 

calling. The result of Paul’s vision was not boasting but humility. Paul suggested 

the effect of his vision was: “We do not proclaim ourselves; we proclaim Jesus 

Christ as Lord and ourselves as your slaves for Jesus' sake” (2 Corinthians 4:5).  

 

Paul wrote that “this one [himself] fourteen years ago was caught up 

(ἁρπαγέντα)”,83 with Paul using ascension terminology here.  The only other time 

when Paul used caught up (ἁρπάζειν) is found in 1 Thess. 4: 17, “[where] 

Christians who survive until the Lord’s coming are caught up to join him”.84 

Paul’s intention in including this reference to a superior experience may have 

been to impress the Corinthians and diminish the hold of “[the] super-apostles”, 

otherwise he would presumably not have done it. Furnish pointed out that 

experiences of the kind described by Paul, including those found in other 

literature, involved the body. Furnish cited similar examples from 1 and 2 Enoch 

(1 Enoch 12:1; 14:8; 2 Enoch 38:1-2) and the Testament of Abraham (T. Abr. 

8(B)). In the latter, “Abraham’s ascent into the clouds is described as en somati”. 

Mitzi Minor pointed to this as “normal” Jewish experience;85 it also represented 

the highest honour a person could receive in Jewish thought and was something 

 
81 Rudolf Bultmann and Erich Dinkler, The Second Letter to the Corinthians. (Minneapolis: Augsburg 

Pub. House, 1985), 219. 
82 Thrall, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Second Epistle to the Corinthians, 774, 777. 
83 2 Corinthians 12:2. 
84 Barrett, A Commentary on the Second Epistle to the Corinthians, 309. 
85 Mitzi Minor, 2 Corinthians. Smith & Helwys Bible Commentary. (Macon, Ga.: Smyth & Helwys 

Pub., 2009), 224. 
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that Paul might use “to (further) elevate his authority”.86 

 

The Greeks spoke “of the ability of the soul to separate from the body for a 

journey to an extraterrestrial arena and then return to the body.”87 However, Paul 

did not claim to have seen “[the] archetypal world from which we have our 

ultimate being”,88 nor did he imply that his vision would in any way “constitute 

salvation”.89 Paul “disdains to ‘know’ whether this man’s journey to the third 

heaven, the highest heaven, is in or out of the body”.90 This could suggest that this 

detail was important to the opponents. They may have emphasised experiences of 

“visions and revelations”, because they considered them essential to salvation, 

although it is difficult to be confident of such an assertion. The opponents may 

also have insisted that such experiences were out-of-the-body experiences, since 

the body was only capable of “ephemeral knowledge”;91 however, Paul “disdains 

to ‘know’”,92 which could suggest he was deliberately dismissive of the 

considerations considered necessary to a Greek dualistic understanding of 

humanity. 

 

This man of whom Paul spoke “was caught up to Paradise,” the third heaven. An 

earlier belief in “seven heavens… referred to in both Jewish and later Christian 

writings”93 is not found in Paul’s writings. If Paul believed in seven heavens his 

testimony of going to the third heaven or paradise would not have been so 

impressive. There is also no evidence that Paul made any reference to this 

experience in previous communications or on a visit to the Corinthian Church. 

Presumably, Paul’s intention was to take by surprise those who thought they 

already knew enough about him to allow them to judge him as in some sense 

inferior. Whilst in Paradise this man heard things “that are not to be told, that no 

mortal is permitted to repeat” (2 Corinthians 12:4). God spoke in words 

inexpressible “the ἄρρητα ῥήματα”,94 words “no mortal can repeat”. When “the 

 
86 Ibid., 224. 
87 Minor, 2 Corinthians, 224. 
88 John A. Sanford. Mystical Christianity: A Psychological Commentary on the Gospel of John 

(Crossroads: New York, 1993), 19. 
89 Ibid., 19. 
90 Barnett, The Second Epistle to the Corinthians, 562. 
91 Sanford, Mystical Christianity, 19. 
92 Barnett, The Second Epistle to the Corinthians, 562. 
93 Ibid., 562. (note 28) 
94 Harris, The Second Epistle to the Corinthians: A Commentary on the Greek Text, 862. 
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Lord” (2 Corinthians 12:8) (with the definite article) spoke, those words could be 

repeated: “καὶ εἴρηκεν μοι.” We could be forgiven for thinking that Paul is 

indulging in mind games or displays of his own prowess regarding rhetorical skill 

with the opponents. At the same time it must be remembered that Paul is not being 

too serious, he does not believe that anything of value is accomplished by such 

display. Paul is setting the scene for his true boast.  

 

Paul will only boast of weakness. 

In challenging his opponents, Paul said, “On behalf of such a one I will boast, but 

on my own behalf I will not boast, except of my weaknesses” (2 Corinthians 

12:5). Rudolf Bultmann was not convinced that Paul referenced his experience 

here, because “nowhere else does Paul speak of himself in the third person”.95 

According to Martin, “Paul appears to be… preserving his desire to boast, but not 

in himself”96  and was “seeking to avoid the accusation that he has sought to 

enhance his person in the eyes of the Corinthians through self-commendation.”97 

Instead, it should be understood that Paul was making deliberate use of irony; it 

was his witty response to the criticism received for his unimpressive speech and 

lack of rhetorical finesse. When Paul said: “on behalf of such a one I will boast, 

but on my own behalf I will not boast, except of my weaknesses” (2 Corinthians 

12:5), he was indicating that in spite of the superior nature of this revelation, 

presumably far greater than anything that “[the] super-apostles” could boast of, he 

would not boast. Instead, echoing 11:30,98 he would only boast of his weaknesses.  

 

Furnish noted, that in using the third person when he referenced his vision, “Paul 

continues to maintain the distance he had established in vs. 2-4 between himself 

as narrator and the person whose journey to paradise he has been describing”.99 

Furnish went further though, and suggested, “it is evident now why he makes the 

distinction, because religious experiences no matter how extraordinary, cannot 

legitimate one’s apostleship, but only weakness and suffering.”100 Furnish’s 

argument sounds very similar to what Paul had to say to the Philippians: “For he 

has graciously granted you the privilege not only of believing in Christ, but of 

 
95 Bultmann and Dinkler. The Second Letter to the Corinthians, 219. 
96 Martin, 2 Corinthians. Word Biblical Commentary 40, 406. 
97 Ibid., 406. 
98 Barnett, The Second Epistle to the Corinthians, 563. 
99 Furnish, II Corinthians. The Anchor Bible, 546. 
100 Ibid., 546. 
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suffering for him as well” (Philippians 1:29). But, was Paul really suggesting that 

weakness and suffering “legitimate one’s apostleship”? Suffering may be spoken 

of by Paul as a “privilege”, but that does not make it necessary to mark out a true 

apostle through “weakness and suffering”. 

 

Michael Barre argued that in 11:29-30, as in 2 Corinthians 12:5, “the specific 

nuance of asthenein (weakness)… is eschatological”101 and such “eschatological 

struggle… marks the ministry of an authentic apostle”.102 If  Barre was correct, 

then we might expect to find that the opponents in Corinth were preaching a very 

different view of life in the Eschaton from Paul, particularly, one that did not 

consider weakness an authentication of a last-days’ ministry, but we must be 

careful when making such assertions.  

 

Georgi,103 mentioned earlier, also emphasised “[their] extraordinary abilities.”104 

The opponents he constructed exhibited the expectation, “all the powers of nature 

would work together to provide… an inner well-being… also external prosperity, 

wealth, many children, even a long life which would eventually pass over into 

immortality”.105 Georgi wrote of the opposition Paul faced:  

 

They were certain, not only of their cause, but also of their ability, 

potential and prospects. They knew that the powers which accompanied 

piety were strong enough to overcome all difficulties that stood in the 

way; they were not overwhelmed by adversity. If necessary, they were 

also prepared to endure suffering, but this perseverance... was 

understood as a heroic achievement [Philo, Praem 4-6]... Successful 

superiority of the pious would be recognized by the whole world and 

their leadership over the world would dawn.106 

 

Georgi’s ideas about the opponents are similar to the kind of triumphalist theology 

that Marva Dawn and others reacted against, causing her to offer her own belief in 

beneficial weakness as conduit of the power of God. There is a real danger though 

when the nature of the opponents’ false gospel is deduced from a reconstruction 

 
101 Michael L. Barre, “Qumran and the ‘Weakness’ of Paul”. (The Catholic Bible Quarterly. 42, 1980), 

216. 
102 Michael L. Barré, “Paul as Eschatologic Person: A New Look at 2 Cor 11:29”. In: Catholic Biblical 

Quarterly, 37 no 4 O 1975, 518. 
103 Georgi, The Opponents of Paul in Second Corinthians, 149. 
104 Ibid., 149. 
105 Ibid., 149. 
106 Ibid., 151. 
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based on something written by Paul or deduced from external evidence, which is 

then used to shed further light on what Paul was saying. For example:  

 

Paul boasts of weakness.  

The opponents must have boasted of their strength. 

Boasting of strength was a bad thing. 

Paul believed the opponents needed to hate their strengths if they want to 

be true apostles. 

 

In 2 Corinthians 12:6, we find that Paul no longer boasted about his revelations, 

only about the weakness he willingly endured. He did this even though such 

boasting of revelation would be “speaking the truth,” not “rehearsing claims that 

lacked substance.”107 Paul chose “[to] refrain from it; so that no one may think 

better (ὑπὲρ) of me”. The use of ὑπὲρ is key, Paul used it to describe the boasting 

of the ὑπερλίαν ἀποστόλων “super-apostles” (2 Corinthians 11:5). Paul was 

warning the church not to be like them, nor to think of him or any apostle in that 

way.  

 

But, what was going on? Paul said that boasting was a waste of time (2 

Corinthians 12:1), then he said that if he wished to boast “[he would] not be a 

fool”. Again, this might look like Paul was either guilty of “inconsistency”108 or 

of “boasting without substance”.109 Thrall suggested that Paul thought all boasting 

was folly “whether or not it corresponds with the facts”, although Paul did not say 

this.110 In citing Betz, Thrall considered the possibility that “for a moment he 

steps out of his fool’s role to ensure that his conduct will be properly 

understood”.111 However, Paul did not suddenly set aside the device of folly; 

instead, what he said represented the use of ‘folly’ in the extreme. Paul said that 

he would not boast even though such boasting would be about things that actually 

happened. He did not want anything to challenge their low estimation of him.  

Paul found it essential that he avoid “too high an opinion of himself”,112 which is 

why he used folly to deny “the relevance of his visionary experience [or theirs] 

 
107 Harris, The Second Epistle to the Corinthians, 849. 
108 Thrall, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Second Epistle to the Corinthians, 799. 
109 Ibid.  
110 Ibid., 800. 
111 Ibid., 800. 
112 Ibid., 802. 
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to… claims to apostleship.”113 Here, Paul is using folly as a literary device and he 

is playing their game, not indulging in personal flagellation as the mark of a true 

apostle. Although Paul would not have been a fool to boast, nevertheless he 

refused to. He did this so “that no one may think better of me than what is seen in 

me or heard from me”( (2 Corinthians 12:6).  Interestingly, it was what they saw 

in Paul and heard from Paul that led to this challenge to his apostolic authenticity 

in the first place, but Paul did not appear defensive about his weaknesses. Instead, 

Paul brought those very criticisms front and centre, to show that he was not 

threatened at all by their perception of him and their perception of him was of no 

account when compared with what was being revealed through Paul’s ministry, in 

spite of his weaknesses.   

 

The Reason for Paul’s Thorn. 

Paul then turned to the reason for the “thorn”. Paul had referred to the surpassing 

nature of his revelations with τῇ ὑπερβολῇ in 2 Corinthians 12:7a. Paul 

understood their purpose was to keep him from being too elated (τῇ ὑπερβολῇ)”. 

Paul recognised there would be a danger of “being too elated (ὑπεραίρωμαι)” 

because of the revelations.114 By this, Paul hinted at the over-elation or hubris of 

the “super-apostles” (2 Corinthians 11:18) and possibly pointed to the corrupting 

influence of Corinthian culture with its own emphasis on status elevation.115 

Timothy Savage said that in Corinth “boasting itself became an activity of 

honour”;116 consequently, the church was arguably coming under pressure to 

conform to Corinthian society. Arthur Nock also pointed to the importance of the 

ideal of “deity… assimilated to the person”117 within Corinthian society. Such an 

idea could also have found its way into the teaching of the opponents and would 

certainly fit the theme of “over-elation”. 

 

Paul gave his own reason for his experience of the thorn: “considering the 

exceptional character of the revelations. Therefore, to keep me from being too 

 
113 Thrall, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Second Epistle to the Corinthians, 802. 
114 Is it being suggested that Paul is again in danger of being “over-elated” or is this only the 

ongoing ramification of his vision fourteen years ago? 
115 Savage, Power through Weakness: Paul’s Understanding of the Christian Ministry in 2 

Corinthians, 22. 
116 Ibid., 24. 
117 Arthur Nock, “Studies in the Graeco-Roman beliefs of the Empire”. (Journal of Hellenic Studies 

45, 1925), 91.  
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elated, a thorn was given me in the flesh, a messenger of Satan to torment me, to 

keep me from being too elated”.  

 

Paul’s Thorn 

Paul used σκόλοψ to describe his experience. The word referenced “anything 

pointed, such as a ‘pointed stake’… also… anything that causes annoyance”.118 

A number of OT passages use σκόλοψ to describe the suffering of Israel that was 

caused by an enemy. In Numbers 33:55, a warning was given to the Israelites that 

the remaining Canaanites would become like “σκόλοπες ἐν τοῖς ὀφθαλμοῖς ὑμῶν” 

(thorns in your eyes). The opponents were also described in the Book of Ezekiel 

as “τῷ οἴκῳ τοῦ Ισραηλ σκόλοψ” (Ezekiel 28:24). The NRSV, based on the 

Masoretic text, called them “…thorns to the house of Israel;” however, A New 

English translation of the Septuagint has: “and the house of Israel shall no longer 

have a thorn of bitterness or a prick of pain from those all around them, who 

dishonour them, and they shall know that I am the Lord”. The “thorn” was an 

enemy; in the above context it represented the nations who persecuted Israel, but 

in my view as I will argue here, in Paul’s context it referenced the opponents in 

Corinth. The implication given by Paul being that they were in some sense to him 

what the Canaanites were to Israel.   

 

It is often suggested that Paul was given the “thorn in the flesh” to keep him from 

becoming too elevated, in his own, or others’ thinking, that is, to keep him humble 

but it is important to remember that Paul may be commenting on the opponents 

rather than on himself. Paul referenced God as the ultimate source of his 

experience, “He gave to me [ἐδόθη μοι]”. The “thorn” “[was] a messenger of 

Satan to torment [κολαφίζῃ - buffet] me”. Michael Barre said: “The immediate 

purpose of God’s action is to prevent Paul becoming conceited about the 

‘extraordinary revelations’ granted him.”119 Barre offered another possible 

motive, “that God’s saving power might be more clearly revealed in this adverse 

situation”.120 In support, Barre cited the Qumran letter 1QH:23-25 as another 

instance of “God allow[ing] or even instigat[ing] hostile activities… in order to 

 
118 Frederick Danker, Walter Bauer, and William Arndt. A Greek-English lexicon of the New Testament 

and other early Christian literature. (3rd ed. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2000), 930. 
119 Barre, “Qumran and the ‘Weakness’ of Paul”, 223. 
120 Ibid.   
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reveal his power”:121  

 

You allowed them to assemble against me, 

So that you might be glorified in the judgement of the wicked 

And that you might manifest your power through me 

In the presence of the sons of men; 

For by your grace I stand. (1QH:23-25) 

 

The above passage at first reading appears similar to Paul, however, Philo’s idea 

of heroic achievement [Philo, Praem 4-6] in the battle with weakness is closer to 

the Qumran quote and could be considered the opposite of what Paul was actually 

saying. 

 

Uncovering the identity of Paul’s “thorn” (σκόλοψ – stake122) has been the subject 

of much scholarship. That it was a “thorn in the flesh”, has led to a number of 

suggestions about the possible ways that Paul suffered physically, or as a result of 

temptation. According to J. B. Lightfoot, the identification of “[the] thorn” with a 

persistent headache was “fairly constant”123 in earlier times. Lightfoot also cited 

Irenaeus belief that it was “[an] Infurmus Carne”124 (infirmity of the flesh). 

Thayer suggested that this referenced “a grievous bodily ailment sent by 

Satan”,125 but again there is no mention here of any illness or physical disability; 

in fact, “None of the trials-lists in Pauline literature contains any reference to 

sickness or physical disorder brought on by disease”.126 Barre also pointed out 

that “the ‘pathological’ [related to physical disease] interpretation of this 

passage… finds support in neither the context of this section of 2 Corinthians, nor 

in the parallels from the OT or contemporary literature”.127  

 

The thorn was mainly identified with sexual temptation in the middle ages.128 

Thrall said: “The ‘thorn’ must have been the most grievous of Paul’s apostolic 

 
121 Ibid.  
122 Harris, The Second Epistle to the Corinthians, 853. 
123 Joseph Barber Lightfoot, St Paul's Epistle to the Galatians: a revised text with introduction, notes, 

and dissertations. (London: Macmillan, 1866), 284. 
124 Ibid.   
125 Thayer’s Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament. 

http://lexiconcordance.com/greek/0931.html 
126 Barre, “Qumran and the ‘Weakness’ of Paul”, 224. 
127 Ibid., 226-7. 
128 Thrall, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Second Epistle to the Corinthians, 810. 
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trials, and its hindrance of his work must be something peculiar to himself.”129 

Furnish wrote: “the imagery of the thorn in the flesh requires us to think of some 

affliction more directly personal than persecution that Paul shared with the whole 

church,”130 which might also make it very difficult ever to posit an identity for the 

“thorn” if it was “peculiar to him”.131   Although, if the “thorn” was an opponent 

or opponents whose sole focus was the undermining of Paul’s apostolic ministry, 

that would certainly be “peculiar to him”. 

 

That it is “[a] thorn in the flesh” (σάρξ), the material body, is responsible for the 

enduring belief that Paul was facing some form of physical disability or disease. 

Many interpret σάρξ in this way.132 However, James Dunn said of σάρξ: “it is the 

continuum of human mortality, the person characterized and conditioned by 

human frailty, which gives sarx its spectrum of meaning and which provides the 

link between Paul’s different uses of the term”.133 Anthony Thiselton also rejected 

the idea that Paul used sarx (‘flesh’) to denote “physical being [instead it 

referenced] a mode of life lived in pursuit of its own ends, in an attitude of self-

sufficiency, without reliance upon God”.134 

 

It is easy for scholars to take the words of Paul too far. Roetzel suggested, “the 

pain of the thorn was so excruciating that it repeatedly prompted him to cry out 

for deliverance from this ‘messenger of Satan.'”135 Roetzel’s language 

exaggerated Paul’s symptoms, like those who give to σκόλοψ “the image of a 

body helplessly impaled”.136  The most likely explanation for the σκόλοψ came 

from those who argued “[the] context marginally favours a relational 

interpretation of the metaphor.”137 This idea was prominent among the Greek 

Fathers. Phillipe Menoud said: “according to earlier exegesis, based on the Greek 

Fathers, particularly on Chrysostom and Theophylact, Paul (in 2 Corinthians 

12:7b) was alluding to the different tribulations of his ministry and to the 

 
129 Ibid., 811. 
130 Furnish, II Corinthians, 549.  
131 Black, Paul, Apostle of Weakness: Astheneia and its Cognates in the Pauline literature, 153. 
132

 Anthony C. Thiselton, 1 Corinthians: A Shorter Exegetical and Pastoral Commentary. (Wm. B. 

Eerdmans Publishing, 2011), 85. 
133 James D.G. Dunn, (2008). The Theology of Paul the Apostle. (Edinburgh, T & T Clark, 2008), 66.  
134 Thiselton, 1 Corinthians: A Shorter Exegetical and Pastoral Commentary, 85. 
135 Calvin J. Roetzel, 2 Corinthians. (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2007.), 111-112. 
136 Thrall, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Second Epistle to the Corinthians, 807. 
137 Barnett, The Second Epistle to the Corinthians, 569. 
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sufferings inflicted on him by his enemies who were also the enemies of the 

preaching of the gospel, and who were envisaged as being in the service of 

Satan”.138  

 

A messenger of Satan. 

Paul referred to his “thorn” as “a messenger of Satan” (ἄγγελος σατανᾶ), this 

requires serious consideration, especially when both “angel” and “Satan” receive 

a mention in the previous chapter. Chrysostom considered this referenced “all 

opponents of the Gospel”.139 However, in 2 Corinthians 11:14, Paul was only 

attacking “those who want an opportunity to be recognized as our equals”. Paul 

went on to say:  

 

“Such boasters are false apostles, deceitful workers, disguising 

themselves as apostles of Christ and no wonder! Even Satan disguises 

himself as an angel of light. So it is not strange if his ministers also 

disguise themselves as ministers of righteousness. Their end will match 

their deeds”.  

 

Paul’s own testimony was that “a thorn was given me in the flesh, a messenger of 

Satan to torment me” (2 Corinthians 12:7b). Paul wrote of his thorn/antagonist as 

“[a] messenger of Satan” whom God allowed to buffet him to keep him from 

being over-elated. Paul recognised that the opponents had already succumbed to 

“over-elation” and what he wrote suggested that in some sense “[the] messenger 

of Satan” had returned again in this challenge to his apostolic ministry. Paul may 

have recognised in the leader (singular) the handiwork of “[a] messenger of 

Satan” or he may have simply used this reference to undermine the church’s 

confidence in him/them. Paul did not believe the opponents was necessarily 

demon possessed, rather he/she was pride-possessed and in need of the rude 

awakening that Paul’s reference provided. Paul suggested this attack on his 

ministry also had a positive purpose in that it reminded him of his need of the 

grace of God, which was enough.140  

 
138 Phillipe H Menoud, “The Thorn in the Flesh and Satan’s Angel” In: Jesus Christ and Faith: a 

Collection of Studies by Phillipe H Menoud. (Pittsburg: Pickwick Press, 1978), 23. 
139 Thrall, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Second Epistle to the Corinthians, 812. 
140 The receiving of χάρις is also linked to times of suffering by later New Testament writers, “after 

you have suffered for a little while” (1 Peter 5:10) and these sufferings are the result of a battle 

with the devil, “your adversary the devil prowls around, looking for someone to devour. Resist 

him” (1 Peter 5:8-9). Such suffering is not unique to the apostles, “your brothers and sisters in all 

the world are undergoing the same kinds of suffering” (1 Peter 5:9), suggesting that the experience 

of suffering and the answer of χάρις are widespread among the believers. The use of “suffered for 
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The words, Satan, angel/messenger and false apostle are intimately bound 

together in this passage where “[the] context is one of persecution by 

adversaries”.141 I think, although it is not possible to prove, that Paul had in mind 

a particular human personality, who was involved in the battle for the Corinthian 

church. That it was a ‘personality’ could be supported by Paul’s use of words142 

such as “Satan” / “opponents” and “messenger”, which suggest relationship. 

Thrall believed “The identification of the σκόλοψ with Paul’s opponents is less 

than compelling”.143 She cited as evidence for this, the argument by Furnish that 

“an angel of Satan does not sound like a reference to a group of persons”.144 

However, in 2 Corinthians 11:14-15: “Satan himself is the angel and his minions 

are called ‘ministers,’ not ‘angels'”145 and in any case it is not beyond the bounds 

of possibility that Paul referenced the opponents as a group in one place and the 

chief opponents as an individual “thorn” in another. Paul’s use of ἄγγελος also 

suggests the messenger was sent with a message specifically intended for him. 

The same person could be described by Paul as a ‘minister’ of Satan in one 

context and ‘messenger’ of Satan in another. It is therefore possible that for Paul, 

“an angel of Satan” signified a key personality in Corinth “one of special 

experience”146 from among the “ὑπερλίαν ἀποστόλων” who is influencing the 

church. 

 

Barre finds a parallel with Paul’s usage within Qumran literature. He especially 

noted Qumran's identification of the opposition as “[a] congregation of Belial” 

(1QH 2:22) and the persecutors as “the wicked of the nations”.147 It is likely that 

Paul's outburst in 2 Corinthians 6:14-16 was also a reference to his view of their 

 

a while” is suggestive that the χάρις that is promised as coming personally... from “the God of all 

Grace”, may take time in coming. Watson and Callan, see in this a suggestion that χάρις refers 

primarily to the disciples sharing in the exaltation and glory of Christ at his return, although they 

do allow for a certain experience of χάρις in this lifetime. An encouragement that is found in the 

passage is that such “suffering that tests faith will be short” and the promise of χάρις is in the end a 

definite promise to “restore, support, strengthen (σθενώσει), and establish” (1 Peter 5:10). 

(Watson, Duane Frederick, and Terrance Callan. First and Second Peter. (Grand Rapids, 

Michigan: Baker Academic, 2012), 122. 

 
141 Barre, “Qumran and the ‘Weakness’ of Paul”, 225. 
142 Barnett, The Second Epistle to the Corinthians, 570. 
143 Thrall, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Second Epistle to the Corinthians, 813. 
144 Furnish, II Corinthians, 549. 
145 Ibid.   
146 Georgi, the Opponents of Paul in Second Corinthians, 91. 
147 Barre, “Qumran and the ‘Weakness’ of Paul”, 224 (note 37). 
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influence upon the church: 

 

Do not be mismatched with unbelievers. For what partnership is 

there between righteousness and lawlessness? Or what fellowship is 

there between light and darkness? What agreement does Christ have 

with Belial? Or what does a believer share with an unbeliever? What 

agreement has the temple of God with idols?  

 

 

There is no evidence that everything in 2 Corinthians related to the challenge of 

his opponents and so it is not possible to prove that the passage above is aimed at 

them, but is at least possible, or even likely that Paul may have been attacking the 

dangerous teaching of one who challenged his understanding of church (ἡ 

ἐκκλησία) as an “assembly” called out of the idolatry of the nations to belong to 

God. Whilst it is important not to impose theology from elsewhere, it is 

interesting that in the other First Century CE Christian writings, “Σατανᾶ” also 

had a distinct relation to the nations. In the Gospels, the ability to offer lord-ship 

over the nations is vested with Satan (Matthew 4:8-9). In Revelation 13:7, the 

beast is “allowed to make war on the saints and to conquer them [and] it is given 

authority over every tribe and people and language and nation”. Although, there is 

no hard evidence that these traditions relating to Satan and the nations were 

known by Paul at the time of writing 2 Corinthians, it is still possible that Paul’s 

use of “Messenger of Satan” was based on a similar tradition. It could be 

suggested then, though not proven, that Paul identified one who had afflicted him 

with the 'thorn' of various insults and challenges to his apostolic authority, 

especially as it related to his call to people among the nations: “therefore come 

out from them, and be separate from them, said the Lord” (2 Corinthians 6:17).  

 

2 Corinthians 6:14-16 above, is sometimes seen as incongruous; however, it is a 

better fit for the rest of the letter when it is seen as Paul’s challenge to one who 

sought to influence the church to adopt what he considered “another gospel” 

about “another Jesus”.  Paul appears to have considered a return to depravity 

among the nations a real possibility for those who followed the teaching of the 

opponents. The person Paul titled a “messenger of Satan,” may have viewed his 

influence upon the church in a more positive light. He might not have accepted 

Paul’s dire prophecy. 
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As another alternative we might take Paul’s words literally; Robert Price arguably 

did so when he suggested a link with later Jewish Merkabah mysticism. 148 Thrall 

also considered this a possibility, citing Price as saying that a visionary may “find 

himself under attack from angelic or demonic powers”.149 Evidence for First 

Century CE belief in demonic attack and “entrapment by the agents of Satan in 

the eschatological struggle”,150 is not difficult to find. It provided the backdrop for 

most of the New Testament writings and was exemplified by this first century 

Pauline comment:  

 

For our struggle is not against enemies of blood and flesh, but 

against the rulers, against the authorities, against the cosmic powers 

of this present darkness, against the spiritual forces of evil in the 

heavenly places (Ephesians 6:12).151  

 

 

However, the spiritual nature of the opposition found in Ephesians above, is less 

prevalent among the Pauline letters than is often presumed. There is no evidence 

in Paul’s second Corinthian letter that Paul was directly warring against spiritual 

forces in heavenly places. This might call into question just how literal Paul was 

trying to be when referring to the opponents as a “thorn”, a “messenger of satan”?   

 

Another thing to bear in mind, is that in any theory on the nature of Paul’s thorn, 

there should be “[a] connection between the superlative vision on the one hand 

and the punitive experience of the ‘thorn’ on the other, a feature absent from most 

of the exegetical theories”.152 Price is correct, there should be a connection. This 

fact would appear to exclude the possibility that the thorn represented Paul’s foe 

(singular) in Corinth, since it is unlikely that he was also around “14 years ago”; 

unless, and this is further conjecture, “thorn/messenger of Satan” was Paul’s 

normal way of referencing individuals who had been used in similar ways in other 

places to thwart his ministry. 

 
148 Price, “Punished in Paradise”, 34. 
149 Thrall, (Citing R M Price) A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Second Epistle to the 

Corinthians, 817. 
150 Thrall, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Second Epistle to the Corinthians, 813. 
151  A Note of caution: many scholars question the Pauline authorship of Ephesians, which question is 

beyond the scope of this thesis, however, it is interesting to note that language like the above is 

absent from the rest of Paul’s writings, this might suggest that the passage and the thought-world 

that lies behind it, is unhelpful for determining his meaning with regards to the “messenger of 

Satan”.  
152 Price “Punished in Paradise”, 39. 
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In 2 Corinthians 12:7, Paul used κολαφίζῃ to describe the messenger of Satan’s 

form of attack on his ministry as “torment”. Paul used the same word in 1 

Corinthians 4:11-13: 

 

To the present hour we are hungry and thirsty; we are poorly clothed 

and beaten (κολαφιζόμεθα) and homeless, and we grow weary from 

the work of our hands. When reviled, we bless; when persecuted, we 

endure; when slandered, we speak kindly. We have become like the 

rubbish of the world, the dregs of all things, to this very day.  

 

 

As well as ‘torment” Paul’s reference to the ‘thorn’ also introduces the language 

of incarnation. Paul shows himself, in spite of his heavenly experience, living and 

ministering among those who will misunderstand him and disabuse him.153 By his 

use of such language, Paul may have also sought to deliberately reference the 

crucifixion-death of Christ, revealing his belief in the need for some form of self-

identification with those events. It has also been suggested that in his reference to 

the “thorn”, Paul was indicating that something of his own human propensity to 

seek ego-elevation needed to be put to death through this experience. Martin 

questioned whether these passages referenced such “[a] duality of person-

hood”154 in the apostle and Mark Strom agreed that Paul “did not encourage self-

examination in the sense of the philosophers, since… self-examination does not 

lead to a changed life, [intead Strom suggested:] the new point of reference was 

the dying and rising of Christ”.155 Jerry McCant also saw some very strong 

parallels in Paul’s references to his own ‘thorn’ experience and the life of Jesus.156 

McCant said: “so many parallels suggest that Paul is consciously using the story 

of Jesus as a paradigm for his apostleship.”157 However, Paul emphasised his 

weakness and inability to see that the hand of God was at work in his present 

circumstances, which is why he asked Jesus to remove the “thorn”. Also, since 

Christ-likeness was very important to Paul, it is unlikely that Paul would have 

 
153 Paul’s “beating” at Corinth only a verbal beating as described by Price, or had there been a physical 

challenge of some kind from the opposition? 
154 Martin, 2 Corinthians. Word Biblical Commentary 40, 407. 
155 Mark Strom, Reframing Paul: Conversations in Grace and Community. (IVP: Downers Grove, II, 

2000), 189. 
156 See Jerry W. McCant, 2 Corinthians. (Sheffield, England: Sheffield Academic Press, 1999), 153 for 

a list of these parallel accounts. 
157 Ibid.   
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considered his desire to escape the “thorn” as Christ-like. 

 

Paul’s appeal for deliverance. 

In 2 Corinthians 12:8 Paul said: “three times I appealed to the Lord about this, 

that it would leave me.” Paul’s wish to get rid of the “thorn” meant that he 

appealed to the Lord on three occasions, which had the effect of diminishing the 

status of Paul within the narrative. Paul also began to clarify the context in which 

“the Lord” spoke to him, using words that he could share with others. Paul was 

not ashamed to admit that it was in the context of an attempt to avoid suffering 

that he received his revelation. That Paul mentioned his struggle with the “thorn” 

and his attempt to avoid suffering rather than overcome it through personal 

strength, suggests this was also the main thrust of the opponents’s charge against 

him. What Paul then set before the Corinthian church were “ὀπτασίας καὶ 

ἀποκαλύψεις Κυρίου” (visions and revelations of the Lord) (2 Corinthians 

12:1)158 intended to explain his behaviour. 

 

Paul turned to Jesus (τὸν κύριον), articular κύριος meaning “the Lord”,159 for help 

with “[the] thorn”.  He did this on three occasions, not mentioning the time that 

elapsed between each request. The answer Paul received, though not expressly 

stated, is “no!” The solution to Paul’s dilemma would not be the immediate 

removal of the thorn. The suggestion of a need for perseverance, represented 

something very different in regard to prayer. Strom pointed out that “the vast 

majority of the population had always taken prayer as a means to influence or 

change a god’s mind and will”.160 Tasker saw in the fact of Paul's threefold 

entreaty a parallel with the prayer of Jesus in the Garden of Gethsemane, although 

there is no evidence Paul knew of the tradition where, “Jesus prayed three times 

that the humiliation and the suffering which He had been called upon to endure as 

the Sin-bearer of mankind, might pass from Him”.161 Tasker’s theory is further 

challenged by the fact that Paul did not pray to the Father as Jesus did, instead, “it 

 
158 The use of κύριος without the article is, in the LXX, often indicative of the Tetragrammaton 

Yahweh. Articular κύριος was most often used when referencing “Lord” not in translating the 

Tetragrammaton. We also find this indicated elsewhere in the New Testament, “Κύριος τῷ Κυρίῳ 

μου” (Matthew 22:44). 
159 Danker, Bauer, and Arndt, A Greek-English lexicon of the New Testament and other early Christian 

literature, 577-578. 
160 Strom, Reframing Paul: Conversations in Grace and Community, 55. 
161 R. V. G. Tasker, 2 Corinthians. Tyndale New Testament Commentaries. (Grand Rapids, Mich.: 

Eerdmans, 1974), 178. 
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was to the Lord Jesus that he turned in prayer”.162 Barnett said of this prayer: 

“Christ’s deity is implied by such a reference”,163 which could be another 

indication that Paul was seeking to correct the opponents Christology; however, 

the reference was rather subtle regarding deity and it would be better to suggest 

that the passage added to the weight of argument in favour of recognising Christ’s 

deity, but of itself, does not prove the point.   

 

Another possibility, rarely considered, is that Paul asked God to separate him 

from “the thorn” by bringing his life and ministry to it’s close. Paul had 

considered this possibility on occasion. For example, his earlier mention “we 

would rather be away from the body and at home with the Lord” (2 Corinthians 

5:8) and in another letter “my desire is to depart and be with Christ, for that is far 

better” (Philippians 1:23). However, if the hope of Paul’s petition was the 

avoidance of suffering, that would be the opposite of the petition of Christ, and it 

is unlikely that Paul would ask for the opposite of what Jesus would ask for.  

 

Another important fact to arise from this first chapter, as mentioned earlier, relates 

to Paul’s use of “ὑπὲρ”. Paul recognised the danger of “over-elation” in his life 

and was quick to note how prone the Corinthian church was to this particular 

weakness. This weakness was first made apparent through the Corinthian claim to 

belong to the more important group within the church, which we could term the 

“ὑπὲρ” sect, “I belong to Paul... Apollos... Christ”, etc. Unlike the Corinthians, 

Paul knew of his own vulnerability and came to understand the need for “the 

thorn”. Paul also saw much evidence of “ὑπὲρ” in the lifestyle and teachings of 

the “ὑπερλίαν ἀποστόλων”. In the end, this may prove to be the main thing that 

Paul had against his opponents, not that they were gnostics, pneumatics, satanists 

or divine men, but that their faith and ministry had a fatal flaw, a weakness which 

undermined everything they tried to achieve in Corinth.  

 

Conclusions as to the nature of Paul’s thorn, his vision and his opposition.  

Paul received the message of “grace sufficient”/ “power in weakness perfected” 

after his vision and experience of “the thorn”. The context for Paul’s teaching was 

very specific; it was to explain the reason for the weakness the church saw in him, 

 
162 Barnett, The Second Epistle to the Corinthians, 571. 
163 Ibid.   
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weakness being used to turn the church away from Paul and the Jesus he 

preached. Instead of rejecting their apostle and his gospel, Paul wanted the church 

to understand that the challenges he faced were signs of apostolic authenticity. 

The lack of the same challenges in the lives of the “super-apostles” revealed them 

as “false-apostles”. When it comes to the identity of the opposition there have 

been a number of reconstructions which have sought to identify the thorn, most of 

them read very well, but the evidence is often thin. We will probably never know 

whether they were Jewish apologists preaching about divine men, representatives 

of Jerusalem, Pneumatics or Gnostics. 

 

We do know that boasting was of great importance to Paul’s opposition in Corinth, 

and that their boasting challenged Paul’s authority and raised questions about his 

gospel. The opponents may have considered themselves Christians but their 

approach to ministry was different from Paul’s. The opponents had a good 

knowledge of scripture and emphasised tradition, and yet it appears that Paul may 

have believed their influence would ultimately lead the Gentile believers of Corinth 

back into idolatry as may be evidenced by 2 Corinthians 6:14-18.  

 

Paul’s ministry represented a very different kind of apostleship to that of the 

opponents and central to this was Paul’s willingness to boast in the weakness that the 

opponents saw in him and despised. This particular emphasis on boasting in 

weakness by Paul should not be considered a general call by Paul to all Christians in 

all ages to boast of weakness, because Paul also boasted of his spiritual experiences, 

even though he did so under the thinly veiled disguise of: “I know a man”. Paul had 

no intention of leading the Corinthians astray as to the true identity of the man, he 

only intended to show the inferiority of, and the danger inherent in boasting, 

especially for someone claiming to be an apostle. Paul sensed the need to counter 

the spiritual accomplishments of his opponents, not only by reference to his 

weakness, but also by this off-hand mention of a superior experience. Paul’s 

experience paradoxically, also created a need in his life and ministry for those 

“thorn” experiences. Whilst the “thorn” was believed to cast doubt upon the 

authenticity of Paul’s calling, he himself believed it actually authenticated his 

ministry. 

 

The “thorn”, the messenger of Satan by whom Paul was afflicted, could have been 
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the chief opponents in the battle for Corinth, but there is no conclusive evidence. 

References to the thorn as some form of physical malady, particular to the apostle 

are not convincing. Instead the enemy of Paul, much like the enemy of ancient 

Israel, was considered by the apostle to be both physical and ‘personal’ and yet 

paradoxically in some way linked to that personality who stands opposed to the will 

of God since ancient times. Paul considered persecution by this “thorn” as the lot of 

the apostle in times of eschatological struggle.  

 

Paul believed the “messengers” and the “thorn” were connected, although it is 

probably a mistake to try and identify a unified opposition. Paul also referred to 

them corporately as “false apostles”. By this, Paul appeared to have considered 

them the opposite in every way to “true” apostles, among whom he numbered 

himself. From Paul’s teaching it appears that they were boastful, arrogant, over-

bearing and cruel and this was all the result of their teaching “another Jesus”.164 

The “thorn” in the Corinthian situation could be a human being who opposed 

Christ rather than served Christ. Just as the people of Israel suffered from enemies 

described as “thorns”, so Paul joins with them in suffering for the sake of the 

Kingdom. We do not have the teachings of the opponents to compare with Paul’s 

estimation of them, but Paul clearly considered them to be attention seeking false 

teachers who would eventually lead the church back into the ways of the nations 

if they were not stopped. Paul believed that the message of ἀρκεῖ σοι ἡ χάρις 

μου· ἡ γὰρ δύναμις ἐν ἀσθενείᾳ τελεῖται as displayed in his own suffering, would 

be enough to turn the church from its perilous course. 

 

 
164 2 Corinthians 11:4. 



37 

 

Chapter 2: Understanding the Apostolic Calling to Vulnerability.  

 

In this chapter I will explore the use of ἀσθένεια outside of the Pauline writings, 

particularly in writings that are earlier than or roughly contemporary with Paul. I 

will then look at the contexts in which Paul himself used the word and establish 

what it meant for him, especially its use within the Corinthian correspondence.  

 

“In weakness” (ἐν ἀσθενείᾳ) 

What Paul meant by his use of grace, power and perfection, hinges upon a correct 

understanding of what he referred to by his use of ἀσθένεια. Paul’s opponents 

probably made great use of ἀσθένεια to diminish him in the eyes of the Corinthian 

church.  Paul deliberately takes up a word that has very little to commend it in 

terms of Greek thought and transforms it into a badge of honour.  By the time 

Paul is finished, the word has come to reference the willing suffering of the 

apostle for the church in his care.  Paul was willing to endure Christ-like 

persecution for the sake of Christ and the true gospel he preached.  Paul’s 

experience of ἀσθένεια, which in my view involved persecution by “a thorn” and 

rejection by the church he established, only served to authenticate his apostolic 

ministry. 

 

I first became interested in this subject through the writings of Marva Dawn;165 

however, I soon came to see that her understanding of what Paul meant by 

“weakness” was problematical. Marva Dawn believed that Paul’s ἀσθένεια was 

human physical impairment and in her teaching, such human physical weakness 

became a conduit for the power of God. I will argue that ἀσθένεια is not physical, 

moral nor spiritual weakness according to Paul’s use in 2 Corinthians 12:9. The 

idea that moral weakness provided the conduit for grace and power, would not 

have been recognised by Paul.166 In this chapter, I will explore the various 

meanings that have been given to ἀσθένεια. I will argue, in this context, it speaks 

only of Paul’s call to endure persecution for the sake of the gospel he preached. 

 

The history of the use of ἀσθένεια. 

 
165 Dawn, Powers, Weakness, and the Tabernacling of God. (Grand Rapids, Mich.: W.B. Eerdmans, 

2001). 
166 Romans 6:1. 
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Corinth was a Greek city influenced by Roman and Hellenistic ideas and the 

thinking of great philosophers. Paul would be influenced by this context in his 

understanding of ἀσθένεια, since “the boundaries between the church and the 

world were fluid”.167 Although, it is also important to remember that, as Mark 

Strom warns, Paul was not tied to “Greco-Roman intellectual and social 

patterns”168 and was more likely “exploiting the material”169 and reframing it,170 

rather than merely borrowing it. 

 

Earlier, Aristotle summed up weakness in the word ἀκρασία, a knowing 

ignorance. He said: “what people call akrasia is really ignorance”.171 Ασθένεια 

was a form of ἀκρασία, “[the] two forms of akrasia [being]: propeteia and 

astheneia”,172 with astheneia translated as “weakness of will”.173 Aristotle 

considered weakness of will to have no positive function.  

 

In the LXX, the noun ἀσθένεια translated a variety of words. The Hebrew ַר ּ֑כ  ,תֹו

which generally meant soft/tender, was translated by ἀσθενεῖς. In Genesis 29:17, 

ἀσθένεια described "[Leah's] weak eyes", interesting for those who see a 

reference in ἀσθένεια to Paul's difficulties with his sight and his "thorn in the 

flesh", although it was more likely a reference to “a blemish in the matriarch’s 

beauty”.174 This was the only place where ἀσθένεια referred to eyes in particular, 

but the word could also mean “faint-heartedness”175 as in Proverbs 21:13.  

 

However, ἀσθένεια also explains the Hebrew  ד ָּ “poor” “If you close your ear to 

the cry of the poor, you will cry out and not be heard” (Proverbs 21:13). In Job 

36:15, it translated ִ֣י  afflicted”, “He delivers the afflicted by their affliction, and“ ָענ 

opens their ear by adversity”. It can also describe one who was “frail” and in need 

of God’s healing. The concept of weakness/vulnerability was more prevalent in 

 
167 Georgi, The Opponents of Paul in Second Corinthians, 236. 
168 Strom, Reframing Paul: Conversations in Grace and Community, 185. 
169 Edwin Judge, “St Paul and Socrates,” Interchange 14 (1973), 110. 
170 See Reframing Paul: Conversations in Grace and Community. By Mark Strom. (IVP: Downers 

Grove, II, 2000). 
171 http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/aristotle-ethics/supplement1.html 
172 Constantine Sandis. “How to Act against Your Better Judgement”. In Philosophical Frontiers. Vol. 

3, Issue 2 (2008), 112. 
173 Ibid. 
174 G J. Botterweck, Helmer Ringgren, and Heinz-Josef Fabry, Theological Dictionary of the Old 

Testament: Vol. 13. (Grand Rapids, Mich: Eerdmans, 2004), 497. 
175 Ibid.   

http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/aristotle-ethics/supplement1.html
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the Old Testament than the use of ἀσθένεια would suggest. Weakness (not 

ἀσθένεια) was often found providing an opportunity for the revelation of the 

power of God. For example, in Isaiah 40:29f:  “he gives power to the faint and to 

him who has no might he increases strength… they who wait for the Lord shall 

renew their strength”.  

 

Also, Moses argued with God saying: “who am I that I should go to Pharaoh?” 

(Exodus 3:11). Moses received the answer “I will be with you” (Exodus 3:12). 

Dane Ortlund said of this, “It is weak Moses through whom God’s strength is 

channelled overcoming powerful Pharaoh”.176 Although there is no mention in the 

LXX of ἀσθένεια in relation to Moses’ condition, Ortlund is correct, and the story 

represented “human weakness through which the power of God is revealed”.177  

 

In Judges 6, we find the story of Gideon, chosen to fight against the Midianites. 

Gideon objected to God’s choice because he was the least in his father’s house 

and belonged to a clan described as “the weakest [ָּ ַ  ”smallest] in Manasseh לֹו ֹו

(Judges 6:15). Nevertheless, the promise “I will be with you” (Judges 6:16) was 

sufficient for Gideon to accept a significant reduction in the size of his army and 

willingly embrace the weakness God commanded. The story of David and Goliath 

is another obvious example of strength being overcome by weakness that relied 

only on God (1 Samuel 17). Through David’s reliance upon God, in spite of his 

weakness, the victory was assured and God received the glory:  

 

David said to the Philistine: "You come to me with sword and spear 

and javelin; but I come to you in the name of the Lord of hosts, the 

God of the armies of Israel, whom you have defied. This very day 

the Lord will deliver you into my hand, and I will strike you down 

and cut off your head; and I will give the dead bodies of the 

Philistine army this very day to the birds of the air and to the wild 

animals of the earth, so that all the earth may know that there is a 

God in Israel (1 Samuel 17:45-6). 

 

Then, in Proverbs we read: “[He] who is lowly in spirit [ָּ ְֹׁו ַפ  referencing ‘the - ל

state of being low or the action of making low’178], will obtain honour” (Proverbs 

 
176 Dane Ortlund, “’Power is made perfect in Weakness’ (2 Corinthians 12:9): A Biblical Theology of 

Strength through Weakness.” In: Presbyterion 36/2, Fall 2010, 90. 
177 Brevard S Childs, Exodus Old Testament Library. Editors P. Ackroyd, J. Barr, J. Bright and G.E. 

Wright. (SCM Press; London, 1974), 75. 
178 Botterweck, Ringgren, and Fabry, Theological Dictionary of the Old Testament, 443. 
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29:23), and in the Book of Job, God “sets on high those who are lowly [ְׁש ַָָּ ְׁד ַפ ]” 

(Job 5:11). The reason why the “lowly” are honoured is given in Deuteronomy 7:6 

and 7: “It was not because you were more numerous than any other people that 

the Lord set his heart on you and chose you—for you were the fewest of all 

peoples”; rather, “It was because the Lord loved you and kept the oath that he 

swore to your ancestors, that the Lord has brought you out with a mighty hand” 

(Deuteronomy 7:8). Again, although none of these passages used ἀσθένεια in the 

LXX, each aspect of human vulnerability, whether lowliness or numerical 

inferiority, gave God an opportunity to act and in so doing show His strength.  

 

God’s bias towards the weak is also mentioned in the Apocrypha, “For your 

strength does not depend on numbers, nor your might on the powerful. But, you 

are the God of the lowly, helper of the oppressed, upholder of the weak, protector 

of the forsaken, saviour of those without hope” (Judith 9:11). These 

understandings of human dependence upon God, which were important to 

Judaism, would also be important to Paul. 

 

Isaiah 53 offered a very different treatment of the subject of weakness. It 

described the willing suffering of one who was intimate with God: “he grew up 

before him like a young plant” (Isaiah 53:2). He suffered because “it was the will 

of the Lord to crush him with pain” (Isaiah 53:10). The one who was willing to 

suffer was “a man of suffering and acquainted with infirmity” (Isaiah 53:3). In his 

appearance he was not appealing, “He had no form or majesty that we should look 

at him, nothing in his appearance that we should desire him” (Isaiah 53:2). 

Similarly, in Corinth, Paul’s presence appeared “weak” (2 Corinthians 10:10). 

Isaiah concluded that the vulnerability endured was for the sake of others. Isaiah 

said: “he was wounded for our transgressions, crushed for our iniquities; upon 

him was the punishment that made us whole, and by his bruises we are healed” 

(Isaiah 53:5). The suffering of the servant was described in cultic terms: “[he was] 

like a lamb that is led to the slaughter” (Isaiah 53:7). God had decided to “make 

his life an offering for sin” (Isaiah 53:10). Paul explained his own willingness to 

suffer for the church in similar terms: “humbling myself so that you might be 

exalted” (2 Corinthians 11:7), but Paul did not thereby exhibit messianic 
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pretentions. 

 

Michael Barre rightly identified as “curious phenomena”,179 the meaning that was 

given to ἀσθένεια in scripture. Barre pointed out: “this word seldom translated 

such Hebrew verbs as [rapa] (‘to be weak’) or [hala] (‘to be sick’). Instead, in 55 

percent of the occurrences of ἀσθένεια, the LXX translated a Hebrew original 

where the underlying word was usually some form of the verb  ל  often ,[kasal]ָכשַׁ

translated “to stumble”,180 although it also carried the sense of being slow and 

lumbering, even slow-witted. ל  was “derived from a single root with the basic ָכשַׁ

meaning ‘fat, dull, clumsy’... [and] is associated with physical fat”,181 as in 

Leviticus 3:4,10,15. Most references to ָָּלכ שַׁ  are found in the Wisdom Literature, 

where “a specific human trait... [of] slowness”182 was the meaning. For example, 

in Proverbs 26: 1-12, ל   referenced “a foolish individual who will not learn”.183 ָכשַׁ

 

Barre identified two references from Qumran that he considered important to 

understanding what Paul was saying in 2 Corinthians 12:9 by his use of ἀσθένεια. 

1 QH 9:25-26:  

 

The scorn of my enemies shall become a crown of glory, and my 

stumbling (shall change) into everlasting might.184 (Italics mine) 
 

 

1QH 9:27: 

 

(You will bring healing to) my wound and marvellous might in place 

of my stumbling.185 (Italics mine) 
 

The word “stumbling” represented the Hebrew לִמְכׁשֹו , from the root ל  כָּׁשַׁ

mentioned above. It translated “stumbling block”. A further example is Jeremiah 

6:21: “See, I am laying before this people stumbling blocks against which they 

shall stumble”. Ἀσθένεια in the LXX translated both of this reference to 

stumbling. They particularly referenced a stumbling block set by God, or which 

 
179 Michael L. Barré, “Paul as Eschatologic Person: A New Look at 2 Cor 11:29”. In: Catholic Biblical 

Quarterly, 37 no 4 O 1975, 510. 
180 Ibid. 
181 Botterweck, Ringgren, Fabry, Theological Dictionary of the Old Testament, 264. 
182 Ibid., 267. 
183 Ibid. 
184 Barre, “Qumran and the ‘Weakness’ of Paul”, 218.  (Vermes translation) 
185 Ibid.   
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God allowed to be set for the correcting of those who compromised themselves. 

In the Book of Daniel it is written: “Some of the wise shall fall, so that they may 

be refined, purified and cleansed, until the time of the end” (Daniel 11:35). The 

“stumbling” of the “wise”, suggested that God had an ulterior motive in taking 

them through this experience, possibly their sanctification.  Stumbling could also 

be “caused by wicked men”,186 through their exploiting the weaknesses/human 

vulnerabilities of the “wise”. Barre also suggested that the persecution spoken of 

in the Qumran writings also carried “the nuance of persecution by the ‘sons of 

darkness’”.187Nevertheless, God was still considered sovereign, and his will was 

not thwarted by human vulnerability. Even stumbling could paradoxically be an 

opportunity for the power of God. Barre also suggested “[the] mention of ‘might’ 

rarely refers to the might of someone other than God”,188 although 4Q161 Frag 8, 

Col 3, 18-21 could indicate a “might” associated with messiah.  

 

That these verses from Qumran parallel Paul’s words, may help explain the 

contextual situation of persecution for the sake of the Kingdom of God. This 

theme was also fairly dominant in the Book of Acts. In Acts 14:22, Luke’s Paul 

strengthens the believers in Lystra, Iconium and Antioch, and encourages the 

disciples with: “We must enter the kingdom of God through many persecutions”. 

It might be considered a mistake to use such a parallel, but it is an interesting 

insight into the way that the Lukan community also viewed persecution. 

 

The Qumran documents also cast light on the wider implications of δύναμις and 

its relation to ἀσθένεια as found in 2 Corinthians 12:9a. In Qumran the 

“everlasting might”189 or “marvellous might”190 and “the power” Paul mentioned 

in 2 Corinthians 12:9a, both referenced the power to overcome a stumbling block 

(ἀσθένεια).  

 

In 2 Maccabees, written in the Mid-Second Century BCE, ἀσθένεια was 

synonymous with sin, although the punishment of ἀσθένεια was “designed not to 

destroy, but to discipline our people” (2 Macc 6:12). To punish ἀσθένεια speedily 

 
186 Barré, “Paul as Eschatologic Person: A New Look at 2 Cor 11:29”, 511. 
187 Barre, “Qumran and the ‘Weakness’ of Paul”, 219. Mentions 1 3:24; 4QFlor 1:8; 4QDibHam6:17. 
188 Ibid. 
1891 QH 9:25-26 and 1 QH 9:27  
1901 QH 9:25-26 and 1 QH 9:27 
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was even considered “a sign of great kindness” (2 Macc 6:13). Importantly, 2 

Maccabees does not suggest that the revelation of God’s power was in any sense 

dependent upon human ἀσθένεια.  

 

In Wisdom of Solomon 2:11, ἀσθένεια had no redeeming features. The writer 

said: “let our might be our law of right, for what is weak (ἀσθενὲς) proves itself… 

useless." Also for Josephus, ἀσθένεια was a human characteristic identified with 

weakness of the body; it was overcome ‘[by] the strength of courage”.191  

Josephus wrote of the bravery of children in refusing to worship the emperor, 

commenting on “the strength of the[ir] courage [which was] superior to the 

weakness of their frames .”192 Josephus also used ἀσθένεια to describe the nation 

that was poorly prepared for warfare: “the valour of those who had made plans 

and shown no weakness in the execution of them”.193 The army that was 

numerically small or not adequately prepared he considered weak (ἀσθένεια), and 

such weakness reflected upon the god of that army.194  

 

Philo, whose writings were contemporary with Paul, wrote of a weakness that was 

antecedent to the corruption of the soul: “the rational nature was as yet 

uncorrupted in the soul… no weakness or disease, or affliction had as yet come 

upon it”.195 Prior to such corruption, people were “truly beautiful and good”,196 

but they “wavered and went downward through weakness of soul”.197 Philo's use 

of ἀσθένεια revealed his Stoic understanding of the need for a man to recover 

himself from corruption, since “deficiency produces weakness but fullness 

produces strength”;198 or, “weakness is brought about by emptiness and strength 

by fullness”.199 Philo exhorted his hearers: “do not lose heart; your weakness is 

 
191 Josephus, Jewish Wars. (VII) 418. 
192 Flavius Josephus, War. 7. 10. 1. LOEB Classical Library, Harvard University Press. Translated by 

H. ST. J. Thackeray, (1927). LCL 487, 425. 
193 Flavius Josephus, Antiquities of the Jews 18.257-18.309. LOEB Classical Library, Harvard 

University Press. Translated by Ralph Marcus, (1986), 287. 
194 Flavius Josephus, Antiquities of the Jews 18.257-18.309. 
195 Philo, Creation LII. Vol. 1.1 LOEB Classical Library, Harvard University Press. Translated by F H 

Dobson, G H Whitaker. (1991), 7. 
196 Philo, Creation LII. Vol. 1. LOEB Classical Library, Harvard University Press. Translated by F H 

Dobson, G H Whitaker. (1991), 109. 
197 Philo, Creation LII. LCL 227. LOEB Classical Library, Harvard University Press. Translated by F 

H Dobson, G H Whitaker. (1991), 423-433. 
198 C D Yonge, (New Edition) the Works of Philo: (Olive Tree Bible Software), 1995. Worse XXX 
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199 Philo, Creation LII. LCL 227. LOEB Classical Library, Harvard University Press. Translated by F 

H Dobson, G H Whitaker. (1991), 276-279. 



44 

 

your strength”.200 For Philo, ἀσθένεια was an opportunity to display strength or 

personal sanctification, not the source or cause of sanctification.  

 

In these writings, ἀσθένεια had negative connotations. Later understanding of 

ἀσθένεια as sin, or as having no redeeming features, were probably influenced by 

aspects of Greek philosophy or wider Greco-Roman thought. It may also be a 

good fit for the teaching Paul attributed to his opponents at Corinth, who viewed 

weakness as sin and depravity. Paul’s understanding of ἀσθένεια had a greater 

affinity with the Old Testament teaching, where vulnerability partnered with and 

provided opportunity for, the display of the power of God. 

 

Paul’s use of ἀσθένεια in 1 Corinthians. 

Paul’s first reference to ἀσθένεια was in 1 Corinthians 1:25. Paul claimed: “God’s 

weakness (ἀσθενής - adjective) is stronger than human strength”. Black suggested  

that Paul intended to show that “God… does not have foolishness or weakness 

[and] by saying that he does, Paul shows the paradoxical nature of man’s attempt 

to rely upon his own wisdom and strength”.201 The equating of God with 

weakness was also rejected by Thiselton. Instead, he suggested: “τὸ μωρὸν τοῦ 

θεοῦ” should translate “the foolish thing,”202 so “τὸ ἀσθενὲς τοῦ θεοῦ,” would 

translate “the weak thing.”203 Thiselton cited Tertullian, “who identifies the 

foolish thing… as the cross and the weak thing… as the incarnation”.204 Black 

was expressing a similar understanding when he suggested that “Christ crucified... 

is the supreme instance of the weakness and foolishness of God and stands against 

the world’s wisdom because he contradicts the idea that victory is gained through 

the display of force”.205 

 

Paul strongly identified himself with the church’s vulnerability; in spite of their 

failings they were chosen because “God chose what is weak… God chose what is 

low and despised… things that are not” (1 Corinthians 1:27, 28). In verse 29, we 

discover the reason for this choice by God, “[it is] so that no one might boast in 

 
200 C D Yonge, (New Edition) the Works of Philo: (Olive Tree Bible Software), 1995. Life of Moses 1 
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201 Black, Paul, Apostle of Weakness: Astheneia and its Cognates in the Pauline literature, 96. 
202 Thiselton, The First Epistle to the Corinthians: a Commentary on the Greek Text, 173. 
203 Ibid.   
204 Ibid.   
205 Black, Paul, Apostle of Weakness: Astheneia and its Cognates in the Pauline literature, 96. 
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the presence of God”, instead “the one who boasts, [must] boast in the Lord” (1 

Corinthians 1:30).  

 

Paul even revealed a connection between preaching and the need for humility: “I 

did not come proclaiming the mystery of God in lofty words or wisdom” (1 

Corinthians 2:1); instead, Paul’s sole focus was “[the] weak” and “foolish” 

message of “Jesus Christ and him crucified” (1 Corinthians 2:2). Paul confessed 

his weakness, his fear and trembling, also his unimpressive speech combined with 

an implausible knowledge (1 Corinthians 2: 3- 4a), which is why he came to them 

“in weakness”, so that their faith “may rest… on the power of God”.  

 

Neither Paul’s physical condition, his stature, his health nor his moral consistency 

are in mind when the opponents identified him as weak. The criticism of Paul’s 

weakness concerned the way he deported himself. Paul did not impress the 

opponents or the church, but instead of pandering to Corinthian concerns, Paul 

offered “a demonstration of the Spirit and power” (1 Corinthians 2:4b). By this, 

Paul had no intention of challenging “[the opponents’] words” by his “deeds of 

power”, which could have suited the opponents; rather, we discover later in this 

thesis, Paul intended a demonstration of the powerful message of Christ crucified.  

 

1 Corinthians 2:4 was Paul’s first mention of the Spirit in the Corinthian 

correspondence, and it’s mention coincides with a reference to power, suggesting 

that for Paul, δύναμις and πνεῦμα were inseparable from the message of 

weakness/vulnerability which was “Christ crucified” (1 Corinthians 1:23). 

 

Next, Paul used ἀσθένεια in the context of an argument about food sacrificed to 

idols (1 Corinthians 8:1). Some in the church considered this an important moral 

issue (those Paul described as “the weak”), whilst others, “the strong” considered 

“the weak” as spiritually ignorant. Paul suggested: “[those who had] knowledge” 

(1 Corinthians 8:1) were not motivated by “love” in their relation to others in the 

church. Paul referred to them as “(those whose) conscience, being weak, is 

defiled” (1 Corinthians 8:7). Paul exhorted the strong at Corinth not to become 

“[a] stumbling block to the weak” and “wound their conscience when it is weak” 

(1 Corinthians 8:9). Such weakness as Paul described here was not considered the 

route to perfection, but neither was it thought of as deliberate sin or lawlessness. 
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If anything it was the “strong” in Corinth, those who had become “[a] stumbling 

block” to others, who Paul considered here to be furthest from “[the] power in 

weakness” example of Jesus.  

 

Paul also presented the missional context for ἀσθένεια in 1 Corinthians: “To the 

weak I became weak, so that I might win the weak” (1 Corinthians 9:22). Earlier, 

Paul said: “to the Jews I became as a Jew, in order to win Jews… and to those 

outside the law I became as one outside the law… so that I might win those 

outside the law” (1 Corinthians 9: 20-21). Paul’s practice of becoming “all things 

to all people, that… (he) might by all means save some” (1 Corinthians 9:22) is in 

mind here. The word Paul used on three occasions here was the adjective ἀσθενής 

“weak thing” or “[a] weak one”. Kistemaker said: “The weak were those 

Corinthians who were weak in conscience; they needed Paul’s counsel and his 

encouragement; Paul strengthened their Christian faith.”206 Kistemaker also 

suggested that “the strong did not need Paul’s help in the same way, since ‘the 

strong’ were free in Christ and had no guilty conscience when they ate meat that 

had been sacrificed to idols”. It is not difficult to guess which kind of Christian 

Kistemaker believed the most Christ-like.207  

 

C. K. Barrett said: “the weak” were “Christians not yet fully emancipated from 

legalism.”208 Therefore, “[to] win the weak” means “[to] win them from an 

inadequate to an adequate understanding of Christianity”.209 Black’s 

reconstruction of the situation in Corinth led him to consider “[the] weak” in this 

instance, as those outside of the faith; he said, “the weak are non-Christians, 

whether Jewish or Gentile, who are powerless (ἀσθενεῖς) to work out any 

righteousness for themselves”.210 Thiselton thought Paul’s use of ἀσθενής in this 

verse, also referenced “those whose options of life and conduct were severely 

restricted because of their dependence on the wishes of patrons, employers and 

slave owners”.211 Thiselton went on to suggest that Jesus may have called them 

“the poor in spirit” (Matthew 5:3). However, Thiselton’s suggestion and the others 
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mentioned above, appear to represent a very different use of a ἀσθεν word to what 

occurs in 2 Corinthians 12:9a. 

 

It is more likely that Paul, in 1 Corinthians 9:22, was exercising “apostolic 

sensitivity”212 by abstaining from eating meat sacrificed to idols for the sake of 

[out of loving concern for] the ἀσθενής. Paul was “warning ‘the strong’ that he 

was about to side with the over-scrupulous (if they cannot overcome their 

scruples).”213  

 

1 Corinthians 11:30, also provides an instance where ἀσθένεια described a form 

of weakness as ignorance. Specifically, personal spiritual blindness which caused 

a failure to recognise: “the body” (1 Corinthians 11:29).  This reference has often 

been given “[a] sacramentalist’ interpretation”,214 but, in my opinion, Käsemann, 

Bornkamm and Schweizer215 correctly “understood ‘discerning the body’ as 

referring primarily to respect for the congregation of believers as the body of the 

Lord”.216 One of the results of failure to discern the body was ἀσθένεια. Paul said 

that as a result “many... are weak and ill, and some have died” (πολλοὶ ἀσθενεῖς 

καὶ ἄρρωστοι καὶ κοιμῶνται ἱκανοί) (1 Corinthians 11:30). Ἀσθένεια is not 

synonymous with ἄρρωστοι” (sick),217 instead ἀσθένεια is the least of the three 

possibilities mentioned, and less potent than ἄρρωστοι. Black suggested for 

ἀσθένεια: “a physical punishment of a less serious nature”;218 typically, a human 

vulnerability that may end in sickness or death. However, C. K. Barrett does not 

make this distinction, arguing that ἀσθένεια was “[a] physical punishment… [he 

said] those who abused the Lord’s Table were [considered to be] exposing 

themselves to the power of demons, who were taken to be the cause of physical 

disease.”219 Barrett’s hypothesis detracts from Paul's actual intent in this verse, 

which was to highlight that the real weakness was a failure to value every member 

of the Corinthian church, the body. Such weakness endangered the church’s 

existence and rendered it susceptible to sin. This passage may suggest that for 

 
212 Thiselton, The First Epistle to the Corinthians: a Commentary on the Greek Text, 706. 
213 Ibid., 705. 
214 Ibid., 892. 
215 Käsemann, “The Pauline Doctrine of the Lord’s Supper.” 130-32; Bornkamm, “The Lord’s Supper 

and Church in Paul.” 148-49; E. Schweizer, “soma”. TDNT, 7:1, 067-69. 
216 Thiselton, The First Epistle to the Corinthians: a Commentary on the Greek Text, 892. 
217 Black, Paul, Apostle of Weakness: Astheneia and its Cognates in the Pauline literature, 124. 
218 Ibid.   
219 Barrett, A Commentary on the First Epistle to the Corinthians. 2nd ed, 275. 



48 

 

Paul, the real weakness was to be found in the self-centred lifestyle that was 

typical of his opponents. 

 

In 1 Corinthians 12:12, Paul continued with his focus on the “body”. He 

suggested: “the members of the body that seem to be weaker (ἀσθενέστερα) are 

indispensable” (1 Corinthians 12:22). Paul’s teaching here is similar to 1 

Corinthians 8:7 and it implies that such people because of their ἀσθένεια, are 

most useful to God. However, Paul did not suggest it was because of their 

weakness, rather, in spite of their weakness they have a part to play in God’s 

Kingdom. 

 

In 1 Corinthians 15:43, Paul wrote that the body was “sown in weakness” and 

“raised in power” (ἐν δυνάμει) or instrumentally “by power”. Furnish believed 

there was a link here, between δύναμις, and the state of human ἀσθένεια, meaning 

that power can only be experienced where weakness has first been experienced, I 

will sho that this is also at the heart of Marva Dawn’s understanding of Paul’s 

“power and weakness”, but not Paul’s. However, it is important to remember that 

Furnish commented on a passage that focused on a very different use of ἀσθένεια, 

where the context was death and resurrection and not the challenge of the “thorn” 

as found in 2 Corinthians 12:9. If the meaning Furnish proposed was 

inappropriately applied to the human struggle against sin, he could be found 

advocating that the believer continued in sin/weakness so that grace/strength may 

increase (Romans 6:1) and Furnish would not have argued for this.  

 

Paul’s use of ἀσθένεια and its cognates in 1 Corinthians presents some interesting 

possibilities regarding how Paul could have used the word; however, by and large 

it represented something different from Paul’s use in 2 Corinthians 12:9a. The 

meaning Paul gave to ἀσθένεια in 1 Corinthians was arguably much closer to 

Greek thought; it was the kind of weakness that Paul would certainly not have 

boasted about. 

 

Paul’s use of ἀσθένεια in 2 Corinthians. 

2 Corinthians 1:5-8 is important for understanding how ἀσθένεια related to 

physical weakness. The passage deals exclusively with Paul’s suffering caused by 

persecution, and the relation of suffering to the suffering of Christ. Paul said: “for 
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just as the sufferings of Christ, are abundant for us, so also our consolation is 

abundant through Christ” (2 Corinthians 1:5). For “sufferings of Christ”, Paul 

used πάθημα and πάσχω, he used θλίβω and θλῖψις for Christ’s afflictions.  

Furnish later pointed out that the promise given to Paul in 2 Corinthians 12:9 also 

did not offer “immediate relief from afflictions but that they can be endured.”220 

Furnish considered that the apostle was “directed to understand his affliction as 

part of that weakness in and through which God’s powerful grace is operative”.221 

Furnish’s suggestion finds a parallel in “[the] theme of the eschatological 

vindication of those who suffer in behalf of their God”,222 a theme that was also 

“widespread in second temple Jewish literature”.223 

 

Paul also described his experience of the limits (τέλος) of human power in stark 

terms in 2 Corinthians 4:10 and 11:  

 

Always carrying in the body the death of Jesus, so that the life of Jesus 

may also be made visible in our bodies. For while we live, we are 

always being given up to death for Jesus' sake, so that the life of Jesus 

may be made visible in our mortal flesh.  

 

Here, Paul referenced his experience of dying for the sake of the gospel, so “the 

life of Jesus” (2 Corinthians 4:11) may become visible in and through his body.224 

There may be a reference here to Jesus as the one who has first marked out this 

course through his willing self-sacrifice for the sake of others. In Christ’s case this 

was followed by a tabernacling resurrection power. Paul followed his messiah and 

suffered “[just] as Christ... gave himself up for us, a fragrant offering and sacrifice 

to God” (Ephesians 5:2, NASB). That Paul’s “fragrant offering” of his own life 

was for the benefit of others is contrasted with the motivation of the 

ψευδαπόστολοι. Paul also contrasted his ministry with theirs when he wrote, 

“everything is for your sake, so that grace, as it extends to more and more people, 

may increase thanksgiving, to the glory of God” (2 Corinthians 4:15).  

 
220 Furnish, II Corinthians, 121. 
221 Ibid., 550. 
222 James P. Ware, Paul and the Mission of the Church: Philippians in Ancient Jewish Context. 

(Grand Rapids, Mich: Baker Academic, 2011), 130. 
223 Ibid.   
224 In the later writing of John (1:17), we discover the statement, ἡ χάρις καὶ ἡ ἀλήθεια διὰ Ἰησοῦ 

χριστοῦ ἐγένετο; that grace/ favour came “through” (διὰ) Jesus Christ suggests God's grace is 

experienced through Jesus. This “grace is sufficient” because it is grace that is given in Jesus, who 

faced similar difficulties and opposition to what Paul faces in ministering to the Corinthians and in 

dealing with the challenge of the “thorn.” 
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Another passage often used to speak of weakness is 2 Corinthian 4:16. Paul spoke 

of the outward nature “wasting away”. In spite of this experience, he encouraged 

the Corinthians “we do not lose heart, even though our outer nature is wasting 

away, our inner nature is being renewed day by day”. It is unlikely that Paul was 

referencing physical disability, although it could be a reference to the effects of 

illness or ageing; however, it could also be a reference to the after-effects of 

persecution for the sake of the gospel, which took their toll on him physically or 

even psychologically. That Paul experienced some form of death through these 

sufferings, whilst they (the Corinthian church) received life (2 Corinthians 4:12), 

may suggest some form of belief in “interchange”.225 James Ware had a similar 

understanding to Margaret Thrall regarding interchange226 when he wrote: 

“believers must suffer with Christ in order to share in salvation at his advent”.227 

 

A slightly different understanding of interchange is found in 2 Corinthians 8:9 

where Paul urged the Corinthians to make good on a prior promise to support the 

churches of Judea. Paul intended that by this action they might embark upon a 

lifestyle of “fragrant offering”.  Paul reminded them: “you know the generous act 

of our Lord Jesus Christ, that though he was rich, yet for your sakes he became 

poor, so that by his poverty you might become rich…” Paul may have changed 

the motif from weakness/strength to poor/rich, but it alluded to the same 

sacrificial lifestyle. A self-sacrificing lifestyle was an important part of the good 

news that Paul preached in 2 Corinthians and provides further background to 

identifying what may be intended by 2 Corinthians 12:9. Morna Hooker said: 

“The ethical implications are clear and immediate. If that were what Christ had 

done for them, they in turn should give from their wealth to help alleviate the 

poverty of their fellow-Christians”.228 Paul was also doing this very thing, through 

a different kind of self-giving, in the persecution he endured out of his love for the 

Corinthian church. 

 

Paul then made use of ἀσθένεια whilst voicing his criticism of opposition to his 

 
225 Morna. D. Hooker, Interchange and Suffering, 83. In Suffering and Martyrdom in the New 

Testament, Edited by William Horbury and Brian McNeil (Cambridge University Press, 

Cambridge, 1981). 
226 More on this later in the thesis. 
227 Ware, Paul and the Mission of the Church: Philippians in Ancient Jewish Context, 130. 
228 Hooker, “Interchange in Christ and Ethics” JSNT 25 (1985), 9. 
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ministry. He quoted his opponents or the church as saying: “his letters are weighty 

and strong, but his bodily presence is weak, and his speech contemptible” (2 

Corinthians 10:10). Paul believed “[the] super-apostles… by their demonstration 

of oratory and miraculous powers seduce[d] the Corinthians away from him”.229 

That Paul used ἀσθένεια to describe the church’s response to his appearance has 

led some to mistakenly conclude that his “thorn” was some form of visually 

apparent “ill health”.230 However, the contrast between Paul as present and weak 

(not authoritative) and Paul as absent, communicating through his letters with 

strength (authority), “when at a safe distance”,231 suggests the opponents 

considered Paul’s ἀσθένεια represented a lack of authority. Paul’s ministry 

experience appears to have been sharply contrasted with the lifestyle of the 

“super-apostles” and both parties recognised the difference.  

 

Paul was also reluctant to assert his authority in Corinth when to do so might have 

obstructed his usefulness to the Corinthian church, especially when God’s 

authority was the thing that really mattered to him. Paul’s use of ἀσθένεια also 

described the gentle way that he had towards the church. Similarly, in Romans 

12:17, 18 Paul wrote:   

 

Do not repay anyone evil for evil, but take thought for what is noble in 

the sight of all. If it is possible, so far as it depends on you, live 

peaceably with all.  

 

There was no personal benefit to being weak, but a person might embrace a form 

of weakness, as Paul had done, for the benefit of others.232 Paul did this so he 

“might by all means save some”. In 2 Corinthians 11:23-28, Paul listed the 

tribulations he experienced as the result of “by all means save some” ministry:  

 

Are they ministers of Christ? I am talking like a madman—I am a better 

one: with far greater labours, far more imprisonments, with countless 

floggings, and often near death. Five times I have received from the 

Jews the forty lashes minus one. Three times I was beaten with rods. 

Once I received a stoning. Three times I was shipwrecked; for a night 

 
229 Wan, Power in Weakness: Conflict and Rhetoric in Paul's Second Letter to the Corinthians, 36. 
230 Barrett, A Commentary on the Second Epistle to the Corinthians, 261. 
231 Harris, The Second Epistle to the Corinthians, 691. 
232 Later, in 1 Peter 2:19 and 20 we find χάρις is also a reward for endurance, for it is a credit 

(χάρις) to you if, being aware of God, you endure pain while suffering unjustly. If you endure 

when you are beaten for doing wrong, what credit (χάρις) is that? But if you endure when you 

do right and suffer for it, you have God’s approval (χάρις) (1 Peter 2:19, 20).  
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and a day I was adrift at sea; on frequent journeys, in danger from 

rivers, danger from bandits, danger from my own people, danger from 

Gentiles, danger in the city, danger in the wilderness, danger at sea, 

danger from false brothers and sisters; in toil and hardship, through 

many a sleepless night, hungry and thirsty, often without food, cold and 

naked.  

 

Jennifer Clancy noted both here and in 2 Corinthians 10:36, that Paul “relies on 

martial imagery”.233 She warned that Paul’s use of martial imagery did not imply 

a connection with the battle scars sustained by a hero and she was right. In the 

first century there was a clear distinction made “between a battle-scarred body 

and a flogged body”234 and Paul was clearly describing the latter. According to 

Clancy though, “[Paul’s] abused body is already the subject of discussion and 

even derision in Corinth”.235 Clancy argued that this allowed Paul to challenge 

cultural norms, especially regarding what constituted a hero, but Clancy’s 

argument is based on a reconstruction which is not evidenced in the letter, since 

there is no evidence that Paul’s body was the focus of attention for the opponents.  

 

Calvin Roetzel noted the similarity between Paul’s trials list and “[the] hardship 

lists used by the Stoic and Cynic philosophers”.236 Roetzel also noted their 

differences; he wrote: “the Stoics catalogue their hardships to demonstrate their 

detachment… from and triumph over adversity through philosophical wisdom and 

courage… [whereas Paul used the list to] demonstrate how his weakness 

participates in that of Christ and shares in that of the Corinthians”.237  

 

Paul, sharing in the weakness of the church, is also found in 2 Corinthians 11:28. 

Paul testified: “and, besides other things, I am under daily pressure because of my 

anxiety for all the churches.” Responding to passages like this, Morna Hooker238 

suggested Paul’s Theology of salvation was dependant not only upon the suffering 

of Christ but upon Paul’s own suffering as he took up his own cross and followed 

Christ in a life of personal sacrifice. This is similar to Roetzel when he suggested 

 
233 Jennifer A Clancy, “Boasting of Beatings. (2 Corinthians 11:23-25)” in Journal of Biblical 

Literature, (Vol. 123, Number 1, 2004), 135. 
234 Ibid., 134. 
235 Ibid., 135. 
236 Roetzel, 2 Corinthians, 108. 
237 Ibid.   
238 Hooker, Interchange and Suffering, 83. In Suffering and Martyrdom in the New Testament, Edited 

by William Horbury and Brian McNeil (Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 1981). 
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that Paul “participates in… [the suffering] of Christ and shares in that of the 

Corinthians”, as noted above. Hooker thought a doctrine of “grace alone” may fall 

short of the Pauline witness and considered Paul an advocate of a salvation, partly 

dependent on faith in the sacrifice of Christ and partly dependent on a lifestyle of 

willing self-sacrifice.  

 

Paul as apostle, felt deeply about a weakness that opened the church in Corinth to 

false doctrine and the possibility of sinful behaviour (2 Corinthians 12:20). Paul 

could not hold himself aloof from this church, no matter how bad their behaviour 

was towards him. It is correct that Paul mentioned “[his] anxiety for all the 

churches” (2 Corinthians 11:28) as they strayed from the truth of the gospel, but 

he never implied that bearing this anxiety was necessary to his salvation, or that 

“grace alone” was in some sense insufficient. Ralph Martin considered Paul’s use 

of ἐπίστασίς (responsibility/pressure239) in verse 28, meant “the force of events 

which press on a person”,240 and “troublesome things or circumstances”241 as they 

pressed upon the church. In 2 Corinthians 11:29, Paul wrote, “Who is weak, and I 

am not weak? Who is made to stumble, and I am not indignant?” He concluded, 

“If I must boast, I will boast of the things that show my weakness.” That Paul 

boasted in weakness, in the context of the Corinthian situation, does not mean 

Paul intended his hearers in Corinth or later disciples to do the same in other 

contexts. In my view Paul did not teach acceptance of the positive benefit of 

weakness, Paul only boasted of those weaknesses that were the marks of a Christ-

like, self-giving lifestyle. 

 

In 2 Corinthians 12:10, the verse that follows after the main quarry of the thesis, 

Paul reached the conclusion, “whenever I am weak, then I am strong”. Paul 

testified in this letter that he was “content with weaknesses, insults, hardships, 

persecutions, and calamities for the sake of Christ; for [he said] whenever I am 

weak, then I am strong”. The nature of the mystery “I am weak/I am strong” in 

this passage suggests another Pauline paradox: “I have been crucified with Christ 

and I live yet not I, but Christ lives in me” (Galatians 2:19):  

 

 
239 Danker, Bauer, and Arndt, A Greek-English lexicon of the New Testament and other early Christian 

literature, 380. 
240 Martin, 2 Corinthians, 381. 
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'I have been crucified with Christ' [I am weak]. 

'And I live' [I am strong]. 

'Yet not I' [I am weak]. 

'But Christ lives in me' [I am strong]. 

 

We also find with Paul that his use of ‘weakness’ (ἀσθενον)… could mean the 

opposite of strength (σθενος), carrying the meaning of “powerless”.242 According 

to Mark Nanos, its use may also suggest “lacking strength, especially the strength 

of faith”. 243 However, it is hard to substantiate that in facing up to his experience 

of the “thorn”, Paul lacked faith, especially after his earlier heavenly vision. It 

would be easier to substantiate an argument that Paul portrayed himself as weak, 

in the sense of lacking in human understanding and philosophical wisdom, so that 

he might embrace the more profound knowledge of Christ. 

 

In the final chapter of 2 Corinthians Paul mentioned human weakness again, this 

time in relation to God’s power. In 13:3 and 4, Paul was responding to the 

church’s desire for some proof that Christ was speaking through him. Paul did not 

try to argue for his own authority, but countered with:  

 

“He is not weak in dealing with you, but is powerful in you. For he was 

crucified in weakness but lives by the power of God. For we are weak in 

him, but in dealing with you we will live with him by the power of God” 

(2 Corinthians 13:3-4).  

 

Paul subtly shifted the emphasis from himself to Christ. His power or lack of 

power was irrelevant when what mattered was the power of Christ who was 

powerful in them (“is powerful in you”). Christ was “crucified in weakness” but 

he lives “by the power of God”. So too, Paul and the Corinthian church may have 

been “weak in him” but they “live with him by the power of God”. David Black 

suggested: “the Corinthians thought Christ himself was weak and unable to 

manifest his power in their life as Christians.”244 However, Paul was convinced 

that Christ was strong, and by virtue of being “in Christ”, the believer was able to 

partake in both ‘his weakness’ and ‘his strength’. 

 

 
242 Mark D. Nanos, The Mystery of Romans: The Jewish Context of Paul's Letter. (Minneapolis: 

Fortress Press, 1996), 120. 
243 Ibid.  
244 Black, Paul, Apostle of Weakness: Astheneia and its Cognates in the Pauline literature, 161. 
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The people in Corinth also demanded that Paul “prove” (2 Corinthians 13:3) that 

Christ was speaking in him. They may have asked for this proof because they 

were struggling to recognise the portrait of Christ the apostle painted in his own 

life, which doubts were exploited by the opponents. Paul responded to their 

concerns with: “examine yourselves to see whether you are living in the faith. 

Test yourselves. Do you not realize that Jesus Christ is in you? – Unless indeed, 

you fail to meet the test!” (2 Corinthians 13:5). Paul suggested that the weakness 

they thought they saw in him was of little importance when the power of 

Christ/God was clearly present in his ministry. Instead of judging him they ought 

to have urgently considered their standing before Christ.  

 

2 Corinthians 13:4 is also important, since there we read that Jesus was: “crucified 

in weakness, but lives by the power of God”. This is important because it would 

be reasonable to expect that Paul in his closing comments, would restate his 

message in the clearest possible terms. Paul reminded the Corinthians: “we are 

weak in him” (καὶ γὰρ ἡμεῖς ἀσθενοῦμεν ἐν αὐτῷ). By this Paul suggested that  

the believer must in some sense share in Christ’s weakness. Paul did not thereby 

imply that it was necessary to bring to completion what Christ had accomplished 

by his suffering and death. Instead, Paul considered identification with Christ’s 

weakness essential for the accessing of the “power of Christ”.  

 

In verse 9 of the same chapter, Paul used the words: power, weakness and 

perfection, (though not τελέω) in the same sentence. On this occasion he told the 

church: “we rejoice when we are weak and you are strong”. Paul did not only 

rejoice in weakness; he requested it: “this is what we pray for” (2 Corinthians 

13:9b). Paul did this so that the Corinthians might “become perfect” (κατάρτισιν) 

through witnessing his suffering for them. In the New Testament, κατάρτισις 

could mean anything from healing, i.e. the setting of broken bones245 to the 

mending of fishing nets (Mark 1:19), and even “maturation”.246 In this context 

κατάρτισις probably meant restoration.247 Paul was suggesting his willingness to 

suffer so that the Corinthian church might be restored/healed.  

 
245 Liddell, Henry George, Robert Scott, Henry Stuart Jones, and Roderick McKenzie. Article on 

ἄρτισις. 2011. The Online Liddell-Scott-Jones Greek-English Lexicon. Irvine, CA: University of 

California, Irvine.  
246 Danker, Bauer, and Arndt, A Greek-English lexicon of the New Testament and other early Christian 

literature, 526. 
247 Furnish, II Corinthians, 573. 
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Other uses of ἀσθένεια by Paul. 

Paul used ἀσθένεια differently in the letter to the Romans, especially when 

describing the danger faced by those who had rejected God’s good news about 

Jesus. They were in danger of stumbling and possibly even losing their salvation. 

The same concern was particularly prevalent in Paul’s descriptions of his people 

Israel (Romans 9:33). Israel refused to acknowledge its ἀσθένεια, something that 

was also true of the opponents who influenced the church in Corinth. For Paul, it 

was Jesus himself who was the stone that caused his people to stumble.  

 

In Romans, distress (θλῖψις) brought believers to maturity: “we… boast in our 

sufferings, knowing that suffering produces endurance” (εἰδότες ὅτι ἡ θλῖψις 

ὑπομονὴν κατεργάζεται); properly “tribulation works steadfastness/endurance” 

(Romans 5:3).  Here Paul did not boast in ἀσθένεια as such, but in tribulation for 

the sake of Christ, which tribulation worked steadfast endurance in the life of the 

believer. 

 

Conclusions on ἀσθένεια. 

We noted a connection with depravity from the time of Aristotle through to the 

writings of Philo and Josephus. In contrast, in the LXX weaknesses of various kinds 

were met with a greater degree of compassion from God and willing suffering was 

considered an act of faithfulness to God. When ἀσθένεια was used, its use often 

indicated some form of “stumbling”, or a “stumbling block” placed in the road by an 

enemy.  

 

In the First letter to the Corinthians, we found a very different use of ἀσθένεια to 

what we discovered in the second letter. The use of ἀσθένεια in 1 Corinthians was 

arguable closer to Philo and Aristotle, and very different from the meaning that Paul 

developed in 2 Corinthians. Paul’s mention in 1 Corinthians of “becoming weak in 

order to win the weak” revealed a very different understanding when compared to 

Paul’s later theology. Paul’s opponents also appeared to have an understanding of 

ἀσθένεια that was similar to Paul’s understanding in 1 Corinthians, and similar to 

“Greek” understandings, so that ἀσθένεια was generally to be avoided, except 

perhaps when embracing weakness is for the sake of others (1 Corinthians 9:22). 
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The ἀσθένεια of 2 Corinthians was seen in a much more positive light. Paul can 

even “boast” in ἀσθένεια. What Paul means by ἀσθένεια in 2 Corinthians is more 

precise. In this eschatological framework, ἀσθένεια was redefined by the apostle to 

reference the Christ-like suffering of the true apostle. Such suffering was not the 

conduit for power, there was for Paul no thought of an interchange brought about by 

his own sufferings. Nevertheless, in experiencing something of what Christ suffered, 

Paul had a deeper understanding of both “the weakness” and the “power of God”.248  

 

If Paul’s theology of ἀσθένεια were summed up in one sentence, we would need 

to look outside of the Pauline corpus for that sentence. From what we have 

discovered thus far, John 15:20 “If they persecuted me, they will persecute you”, 

is closest to Paul. The meaning Paul gave to ἀσθένεια had nothing to do with 

sickness, disability or sin, it was instead a reference to the authentic nature of his 

apostolic ministry. Paul considered his ministry authentic because he was often on 

the receiving end of the kind of persecution that Christ himself experienced. Paul 

testified that his earlier heavenly vision was quickly followed by “the thorn” of 

persecution. His success in preaching the Gospel in Corinth had also quickly led 

to a challenge by the same old enemy, although in a different guise. Paul wanted 

the Corinthian church to understand that they too had become somewhat 

unwilling dupes in the persecution of one who first brought them the message of 

Christ. We will discover the message of grace in 2 Corinthians 12:9, was Paul’s 

encouragement from his Lord not to give up even in the face of severe 

persecution. The effect of persecution was at its most intense when it proceeded 

from the people Paul loved.249 Barre’s understanding of ἀσθένεια as self-sacrifice 

in persecution, was close to Paul’s meaning. However, as mentioned earlier, it was 

arguably even more important to Paul that he identify with Christ’s weakness so 

as to access the “power of Christ”.250 

 
248 2 Corinthians 13:3-4. 
249 2 Corinthians 6:11, 12. 
250 Page 56 above. 
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Chapter 3: Power in a Vulnerable Apostle.  

 

Paul’s opponents in the battle for the heart of the church in Corinth appear to have 

made a great deal of their own strength and Paul’s apparent weakness; however, 

Paul believed that the power advocated by his opponents had no place in the 

church. Paul was convinced that Jesus had revealed a better way, the χάρις way, 

which he summed up with the apparent contradiction of: “δύναμις ἐν ἀσθενείᾳ”. 

In this chapter, I will consider the possible nature of the power that Paul’s Lord 

mentioned, examining the use of δύναμις (power) in earlier writings to establish 

what the word meant when Paul first came into contact with it. I will also explore 

the writings that were current at the time in which Paul wrote 2 Corinthians, 

looking for potential parallels. Finally, I will consider Paul’s own use of δύναμις, 

especially within the Corinthian correspondence.              

 

Early understandings of δύναμις 

An obvious place to start in seeking to understand what Paul intended by his use 

of δύναμις in 2 Corinthians 12:9a would be to examine the ways in which δύναμις 

was previously used. An examination of Greek usage would be expected to give 

us some idea as to how the word would be understood by people living in the 

Greek context of Corinth, whilst an examination of its use in the Hebrew 

scriptures and LXX should give us an idea of what the word meant in a Jewish 

context. 

 

For Aristotle δύναμις was “movement (kinêsis)… [And] the power that a thing 

has to produce a change”;251 more importantly, Aristotle understood δύναμις as 

“potentiality” in relation to “actuality (energeia)”.252 “Dunamis in this sense was 

not the power to produce a change, but rather the capacity to be in a different and 

more completed state.”253 Aristotle may have understood Paul’s, “ἡ γὰρ δύναμις 

ἐν ἀσθενείᾳ τελεῖται” (2 Corinthians 12:9a), as indicating potentiality (δύναμις) 

that could reach perfection/actuality (τελεῖται)254 through a process of overcoming 

 
251 S. Marc Cohen. Aristotle’s Metaphysics from the section titled: Actuality and Potentiality. 

http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/aristotle-metaphysics/#ActPot  
252 S. Marc Cohen. Aristotle’s Metaphysics from the section titled: Actuality and Potentiality. 

http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/aristotle-metaphysics/#ActPot  
253 S. Marc Cohen. Aristotle’s Metaphysics from the section titled: Actuality and Potentiality. 

http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/aristotle-metaphysics/#ActPot  
254 Aristotle would arguably prefer ενεργεια to τελεῖται. 
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human weakness. For the Greek moralists, the ideal life involved “progress in 

virtue toward the perfect man”,255 an idea not far removed from the understanding 

of John Barclay who also spoke of “the distinction between the capacity of human 

agency and its actuality”.256 Barclay’s “distinction” suggested a need for 

progression in virtue, similar to that which the Greek moralists advocated. Plato 

understood δύναμις differently. He considered it “the absolute mark of being”,257 

whilst the Stoics said it was a “self-originating and self-moving force”.258  

 

When we move into the Old Testament stories, especially as they were translated 

into Greek in the LXX, we find an almost unbroken use of δύναμαι, to describe 

armies,259 troops and companies of armed soldiers,260 particularly foot-soldiers (1 

Maccabees 15:41).  Δύναμαι can also be used in the LXX for “strength” 

(Habbakuk 3:19), “wealth” (Zephaniah1:13) and the “powers of spirits” (Wisdom 

of Solomon 7:20). However, such references are few in comparison to references 

that suggest some form of  “power for war” (4 Kingdoms 18:20). It is interesting 

to note that references to the “powers of the Lord” (Daniel 3:61) using δύναμις 

are few in the LXX.  

 

However, in the Old Testament book of Habakkuk we read “κύριος ὁ θεὸς 

δύναμίς μου”, “God, the LORD is my strength” or “the God Yahweh is my 

strength”261 (Habakkuk 3:19). The motif of power, although only occasionally 

representing the use of δύναμίς, is also used of Yahweh’s deliverance of his 

people from the might of their enemy. There are also times when God was thought 

of as witholding power for the benefit of particular people; we see this in 1 Kings 

19:12: “and after the earthquake a fire, but the Lord was not in the fire, and after 

the fire a sound of sheer silence.” However, the norm would be that God’s 

δύναμίς was given to an army or a warrior, to triumph over an enemy.  Δύναμις 

was also used to speak of other mighty acts of salvation, particularly where God 

 
255 Strom, Reframing Paul: Conversations in Grace and Community, 186. 
256 John M. G. Barclay. “Introduction” in Divine and Human Agency in Paul and his Cultural 

Environment. Edited by John M.G.Barclay and Simon Gathercole. (London: T & T Clark, 2006), 

5. 
257 W.Grundmann (Article – Dunamis) In: Theological Dictionary of the New Testament. Editors: 

Kittel, Gerhard, Gerhard Friedrich, and Geoffrey William Bromiley. (Grand Rapids, Mich.: W.B. 

Eerdmans, 1985), 284.  
258 Ibid.   
259 2 Chron. 26:11; 1 Macc. 3:27 Esdr. B 13:34. 
260 Numbers 2:4; Jdth. 3:6; 1 Macc. 7:39. 
261 Own translation. 
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acted directly to bring about a certain end (τέλος). 

 

Δύναμις had a variety of uses in the later Jewish writings. Philo used δύναμις to 

speak of the power of God’s dominion262 and “[the] power of the number 7”.263 In 

Virtues, XXXV1I, Philo wrote of the amount of δύναμις a person could receive 

from God “through the breath of god imparting of His own power such measure 

as mortal nature could receive”.264 Philo also wrote of the power of kings, the 

power of speech, and about the source of creative power (δύναμις), “He [God] 

gives the strength to make power, words full of vigour and instruction”.265 It is 

noteworthy that both Paul and Philo particularly recognised δύναμις in God’s 

speech/instruction. Philo also contrasted creative power with royal power 

(δύναμις), he described the latter as “legislative and punitive”,266 and he described 

God as “great and strong and mighty”.267 However, δύναμις was also “the 

merciful power of God”.268 Philo believed that a person could do nothing unless 

he were first empowered by God to do it.  

 

Flavius Josephus could also make varied use of the term δύναμις. Josephus 

referenced “[the] power of the Romans”,269 and the power of the gods; he also 

questioned whether they contributed anything to the happiness of humankind, 

suggesting, if they did “each did so by His [God’s] command and not in virtue of 

its own inherent power”.270 Josephus also used δύναμις to describe Roman victory 

in battle; he wrote of this as something achieved by “the power of Rome and by 

her fortune”.271 The variety of meanings given to δύναμις would have been 

available to Paul. Later in this chapter I will explore the ways in which Paul 

 
262 Philo, Creation LII. Vol. 1. LCL 222, LOEB Classical Library, Harvard University Press. 

Translated by F H Dobson, G H Whitaker. (1991), 34-35. 
263 Philo, Creation LII. Vol. 1. LCL 226, 82-83. 
264 Philo, Virtues XXXVII. LCL 341, LOEB Classical Library, Harvard University Press (2005). 

Translated by Kenneth Schenck. 288-289. 
265 Philo, Questions on Genesis 1:57. LCL 380, LOEB Classical Library, Harvard University Press 

(1953). Translated by Ralph Marcus. 264-265. 
266 Philo, Questions on Genesis 1:57. LCL 380, 34-35. 
267 Philo, Special Laws. LVIII LCL 320. LOEB Classical Library, Harvard University Press. 

Translated by F H Colson, (1986), 278-279. 
268 Philo, Special Laws. LLIII, LCL 320, 232-233. 
269 Flavius Josephus, The Life of Flavius Josephus, 65:336. LCL 320. LOEB Classical Library, 

Harvard University Press. Translated by Ralph Marcus, (1986), 232-233. 
270 Flavius Josephus, Antiquities of the Jews 18.257-18.309. LCL 242. LOEB Classical Library, 

Harvard University Press. Translated by H. St. J. Thackeray. (1930), 76-77 
271 Flavius Josephus, The Jewish War 7.6.4. 203. LCL 203. LOEB Classical Library, Harvard 

University Press. Translated by H. St. J. Thackeray. (1927), 468-469. 
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followed some of these conventions, and the ways in which he departed from 

them to give to δύναμις the special meaning it held for him in 2 Corinthians 12:9. 

 

Paul’s references to δύναμις outside of the Corinthian correspondence. 

Outside of the Corinthian correspondence in the letter to the Romans we find Paul 

often wrote of “the power of God” (Rom. 1:16). It was “his power” (Rom. 9:22) 

and it was an “eternal power” (Rom. 1:20). This speaks of divine power, and 

when used in conjunction with “[his] divine nature” (Rom. 1:20), suggests that 

δύναμις and the nature of God were intimately connected in Paul’s thinking. 

Black said, “Just as the gospel... conceals itself in weakness, so also the weakness 

and mortality of Paul, rather than hindering his apostolic ministry, afford the best 

platform from which to display the glory of Christ”.272 Other references to 

δύναμις found elsewhere in Pauline (or pseudo-Pauline) literature mention “[a] 

power at work within us” (Eph. 3:20). The power was usually the power of 

God,273 but it was also “[the] power of his resurrection” (Philippians 3:10).   

 

Connecting faith with power also appeared in Paul’s Colossian letter. Paul 

reminded the Colossian church that they were raised in baptism “through faith in 

the power of God” (Col. 2:12). Paul used ἐνέργεια instead of δύναμις in this 

passage. Peter O’Brien suggested:  

 

Resurrection with Christ means that those who are raised with him are 

raised through faith in God’s power (ἐνεργεία is here the object of faith 

cf. Eph 1:19-21). The same power used to bring Christ back from the 

dead energizes and maintains the new life within the believer. In fact, 

the new life is nothing less than Christ’s resurrection life imparted to all 

the members of his body.274 

 

O’Brien’s emphasis on resurrection power differs from Paul’s emphasis on the 

centrality of the cross of Christ as power in the face of persecution. James Dunn 

used a different translation of τῆς ἐνεργείας τοῦ Θεοῦ which is helpful, he 

suggested:  

 

The final phrase, ‘through faith in the effective working of God, who 

 
272 Black, Paul, Apostle of Weakness: Astheneia and its Cognates in the Pauline literature, 106. 
273 1 Corinthians 6:14; 2 Corinthians 6:7; 2 Corinthians 13:4.  
274 Peter T O’Brien, Colossians, Philemon. Word Biblical Commentary 44. (Waco, Tex.: Word, 1982), 

121. 
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raised him from the dead,’ like ἐν τῷ βαπτίσμω in the preceding clause, 

maintains the balance between what happened in the cross and 

resurrection and its appropriation in the believer’s present.  It is the 

openness of faith to divine grace, the commitment of mind and life to 

that which is confessed about the resurrection, that makes it possible for 

faith to serve as the conduit through which the divine energy (without 

which all human endeavour would be in vain) flows to energize the 

commitment and make more effective its translation into action.275  

 

Downplaying the importance of τῆς ἐνεργείας τοῦ Θεοῦ, Dunn suggested: 

“effective working of God”, but he later would speak of  “divine energy”. Dunn’s 

use of “divine energy”276 is similar to Aristotle's use of ἐνεργεία and δύναμις, with 

the former being more strongly connected to divinity.277 It is important to note 

that Dunn considered “faith” as “[the] conduit through which the divine energy... 

flows”, not weakness. If faith is the conduit, this would suggest Paul believed 

God’s power flows to meet our human weakness but can only arrive at its 

destination through the conduit of faith. 

 

In Col. 1:13 as elsewhere in Paul’s writings, δύναμις is not limited to God, nor is 

it the sole possession of Christ and his disciples. Paul could write about “the 

power of darkness” as a power operating in the last days. In Galatians 3:22, he 

mentioned “the power of sin”, and in 2 Thessalonians 2:9, Paul wrote that Satan 

was capable of using “all power”. Ephesians 6:12, which at the very least has 

Pauline roots, indicated that “our struggle is not against enemies of blood and 

flesh, but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the cosmic powers of 

this present darkness, against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly places”. 

According to this, the experience of humanity in the eschaton included influence 

by many powers at work in the world. Hays identified these powers as “cosmic 

spheres or forces arrayed in opposition to God… but [he said] they also have 

concrete political implications”.278 From the time of Aristotle, the Greeks showed 

an awareness of the importance of such powers. They were “active powers or 

potentialities (dunameis), external principles of change”.279 However, one of the 

 
275 James D G Dunn, The Epistles to the Colossians and to Philemon. New International Greek 

Testament Commentary. (Grand Rapids, Mich.: William B. Eerdmans Publishing;, 1996), 162. 
276 Ibid. 
277 That Paul chose to use δύναμις in 2 Corinthians 12:9a could indicate that he is referencing a lesser 

human power or the lesser power of the Christ rather than the power of God (ἐνεργεία), but Paul’s 

other letters do not allow for δύναμις to be considered the lesser word. 
278 Richard B. Hays, First Corinthians. (Louisville, Ky.: Westminster John Knox Press, 2011), 265. 
279 Istvan Bodnar, "Aristotle's Natural Philosophy", The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (spring 

2012 Edition), Edward N. Zalta (ed.), URL = 



63 

 

problems to be faced here, as mentioned elsewhere is the absence of this kind of 

thought in other Pauline writings which have stronger attribution to the apostle 

himself. 

 

Δύναμις in the Corinthian correspondence. 

At the beginning of his Corinthian correspondence, Paul revealed how the 

Corinthians experienced enrichment, it was through the grace of God (1 

Corinthians 1:17). It was especially “in speech and knowledge of every kind” (1 

Corinthians 1:5). Paul wrote of the importance of making sure the Gospel of 

Christ was not proclaimed using “eloquent wisdom, so the cross of Christ might 

not be emptied of its power” (1 Corinthians 1:17). The phrase “of its power” is 

not represented by δύναμις, it is implied by κενωθῇ from κενόω “to make 

empty”280 of power. This grace, which Paul linked to the theme of power, resulted 

in the powerful preaching of the powerful message of the cross of Christ 

crucified. 

 

Paul went on to write: “[the] message (λόγος) about the cross is foolishness to 

those who are perishing but to us who are being saved it is the power of God” (1 

Corinthians 1:18).  This was a key passage for understanding what Paul meant by 

δύναμις. Origen identified the δύναμις as “[a] divine power coming down from 

heaven”.281 However, there is no indication here that Paul’s was the word of 

power that “[came] down from heaven”.282 Paul certainly believed that Christ had 

come down from heaven (1 Corinthians 15:47); however,  he gave greater 

emphasis to the message/λόγος of the cross coming down from heaven. Paul 

considered this message/λόγος of the cross to be “[the] power of God”. 1 

Corinthians 1:18 was Paul’s first use of the feminine noun δύναμις in his first 

Corinthian letter which could indicate the importance of this definition to Paul’s 

understanding.  

 

Paul made it clear though, that δύναμις itself did not allow insight into the 

wisdom of the message of the cross of Christ; rather, it was through the Spirit of 

 

<http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/spr2012/entries/aristotle-natphil/>. 
280 Danker, Bauer, and Arndt. A Greek-English lexicon of the New Testament and other early Christian 

literature, 539. 
281 Gerald Lewis Bray, 1-2 Corinthians. (Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity Press, 1999), 12.  
282 Ibid.  
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God (1 Corinthians 2:10) that the believer was enabled to receive the message 

(λόγος) of grace, which message of grace was the power (δύναμις) of God. There 

are only a few instances in the Corinthian writings where Spirit and power are 

brought together283 in this way, and it is always the Spirit of God that has 

precedence. 

 

The message/λόγος of the cross was for Paul the δύναμις θεοῦ ἐστιν (it is the 

power of God). There is an implication here, further clarified in 1 Corinthians 

1:24, that the message/λόγος of the cross is also considered to be “[the] wisdom 

of God”, “θεοῦ σοφίαν”; this wisdom had become a stumbling block for some in 

Corinth (1 Corinthians 1:23).  

 

In these early examples, Paul did not follow Greek understandings of δύναμις as a 

form of ‘energy’ or ‘spiritual enabling’ sent by the gods to empower the spiritually 

weak; neither did Paul write of the power of the Spirit, although he did mention “a 

demonstration of the Spirit and of power” (1 Corinthians 2:4). Instead, δύναμις 

was a direct reference to the λόγος (word/ message of) “θεοῦ σοφίαν” (wisdom of 

God, /divine wisdom). The message was the message of “Christ crucified” (1 

Corinthians 1:23); indeed, that message was “Christ crucified”. This 

message/λόγος represented for Paul the power of God at work in the world.  

 

Paul’s definition of δύναμις was also greatly influenced by his own experience of 

Christ.284 Furnish wrote, that for Paul “the decisive demonstration of the truth of 

 
283 Grundmann suggests, since “God’s essence is power, endowment with power is linked with the 

power of the Holy Spirit”. In Acts 1:8, Luke’s Jesus said “you will receive power when the Holy 

Spirit has come upon you; and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, in all Judea and Samaria, 

and to the ends of the earth”. John Barclay suggested that “the work of the Spirit does not 

substitute for, but precisely energizes, the work [and witness] of the believer”. Barclay. “By the 

Grace of God I am what I am” in Divine and Human Agency in Paul and his Cultural 

Environment, 156-7. This, for Barclay, represented a transfer of the δύναμις of God to the disciples 

of Jesus in the last days.  
284 This bears certain similarities to that which is written a few decades later in John’s Gospel, 

where mention is made of the ‘Grace upon Grace’ “that we have received (ἐλάβομεν [ἐκ τοῦ 

πληρώματος αὐτοῦ - out of the fullness of him])” (John 1:16). This suggests that the ‘Grace 

upon Grace’ received by humanity in general, has as its source, “a father's only son, full of 

Grace and truth” (John 1:14), and that such Grace/ favour is as much a part of the nature of the 

Son, as it is part of the nature of the Father, whose nature is χάρις. An experience of 

Grace/favour would therefore be an experience of the nature of God in Christ. G Beasley-

Murray believes that the use of χάρις here should be understood in the context of the meaning 

of verse 14 of the same chapter, where we read that “the Word made flesh was full of Grace 

and truth”. (George Raymond Beasley- Murray. John. (Waco, Texas: Word Books, 1987), 15). 

D A Carson also suggests that “full of Grace… may be descriptive of the Word”. (D. A. 

Carson. The Gospel According to John. (Leicester, England: Inter-Varsity Press; 1991), 129). 
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this oracular pronouncement is Christ himself ‘crucified in weakness’, but alive 

‘by the power of God’”.285 The church in Corinth appeared to have been prone to 

seeing the powerful message of the cross of Christ as “foolishness” (1 Corinthians 

1:23). Although they wanted “wisdom” (1 Corinthians 1:22), only some 

recognised real wisdom when they saw it (οὐ πολλοὶ σοφοὶ). Although they 

desired power, in Paul’s eyes they were not powerful “οὐ πολλοὶ δυνατοί”. In a 

sense they never were: “Not many of you were wise by human standards, not 

many were powerful, not many were of noble birth” (1 Corinthians 1:26).  

 

Instead of looking to become ‘powerful’, Paul believed “those who are called” (1 

Corinthians 1:24) should see things differently. In particular, they should have 

seen Christ or Christ and the message of the cross of Christ as being “the power of 

God and the wisdom of God”. Paul saw his own ‘weakness’ as a Spirit-filled 

apostle as “the very platform upon which God portrays the foolishness of the 

crucified Christ as the Son of God”.286 Paul used his weakness as the means to 

proclaim to the Corinthian church, one more time, the δύναμις message of the 

cross of Christ in anticipation of “[the] day of the Lord Jesus Christ”.  

 

Paul also told the church of his motivation in sharing the message in this way. It 

was so that their faith “might rest not on human wisdom (ἐν σοφίᾳ ἀνθρώπων), 

but on (in) the power of God (ἐν δυνάμει θεοῦ)” (1 Corinthians 2:5). That 

‘δυνάμει θεοῦ’ is contrasted with the ‘σοφίᾳ ἀνθρώπων’ would suggest the power 

being talked about is the power of the foolish wisdom of the message of the cross, 

a point confirmed by Paul’s mention of sufficient grace as the power of Christ 

resting upon believers. This power is “[a] secret and hidden” (1 Corinthians 2:7) 

knowledge “a grace whose power is made present in the cross”.287 It was revealed 

by God “through the Spirit.”  

 

To show how important this message was, Paul once again reminded the 

Corinthians (1 Corinthians 3:10) that the grace received was a message.288 The 

 

Carson deems it best to consider the “expression as a modifier of ‘glory’. The glory of God 

manifest in the incarnate Word was full of grace…”  
285 Furnish, II Corinthians, 550. 
286 Scott J. Hafemann, 2 Corinthians: The NIV Application Commentary from Biblical Text -- to 

Contemporary Life. (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Zondervan Pub. House, 2000), 138. 
287 Furnish, II Corinthians, 550 
288 Later, in the Gospel of Luke 2:40 it is said of Jesus, that as a child “the favour of God was 
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powerful message of Christ crucified provided “a foundation” on which others 

could build. Paul believed it was impossible to “[lay] any foundation other than 

the one that has been laid”, that was “Jesus Christ”. Paul intended that the church 

of Corinth come to understand by this, Jesus Christ and the δύναμις message of 

Jesus Christ crucified. It is clear that a difference existed between Paul and many 

in the Corinthian church about this gospel message.  The Corinthian church was 

in danger of wrongly judging Paul (1 Corinthians 4:3) and too generous in 

judging themselves (1 Corinthians 4:7-13).   

 

Paul beseeched the Corinthian church to turn from their arrogant (1 Corinthians 

4:18; 19) false gospel and imitate him (1 Corinthians 4:16). He was certain that 

“the Kingdom of God depends not on (in) talk (ἐν λόγῳ), but on (in) power (ἐν 

δυνάμει)” (1 Corinthians 4:20). Therefore, when he next arrived in Corinth, he 

wanted to see “the power” (τὴν δύναμιν). He wanted to see evidence of lives 

changed by the power of the message preached. Paul also suggested, “the power” 

that actually motivated the church was the same power that motivated his 

opponents, which power was not the power of Christ.  

 

Paul mentioned the Kingdom of God very sparingly in his epistles; nevertheless, 

here he considered it “[a Kingdom] in power and not in word”.289 Paul also said “I 

will come to you soon, if the Lord wills, and I will find out not the talk of these 

arrogant people but their power” (1 Corinthians 4:19). Paul did not thereby 

challenge the Corinthians to a ‘signs and wonders’ competition, instead he 

confronted the nature of the message they preached, a message that did not focus 

on the cross of “Christ crucified”. Hans Conzelmann suggested, “[this] provides a 

further hermeneutical key to Paul’s disavowal of reliance upon rhetorical 

technique in order to convey his message.”290 Paul was not “setting himself up 

after all as a spiritual strong man... He has not forgotten that δύναμις appears in 

 

upon him” (χάρις θεοῦ ἦν ἐπ᾽ αὐτό). John Nolland considered the use of χάρις in 2:40 is 

typically Lukan, having “some relationship to OT growth statements” (John Nolland. Luke. 

(Dallas, Texas: Word Books, 1993), 123) and he notes a possible connection to 4:22 where 

Jesus “impresses the people… [with] ‘Words of Grace’ (λόγοις τῆς χάριτος) [not] winsome 

words… or words about God’s mercy or Grace… but words endued with the power of God’s 

Grace” (John Nolland. Luke. (Dallas, Texas: Word Books, 1993), 198).  
289 Hans Conzelmann, 1 Corinthians: A Commentary on the First Epistle to the Corinthians. 

(Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1975), 202. 
290 Ibid.  
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weakness.”291 Conzelmann went on to say “the power in virtue of which he will 

put them to the test is no other than the power indicated in 2:1ff”:292 

 

And when I came to you brothers, I did not come in such a way as to 

distinguish myself in eloquence or wisdom, but in order to proclaim to you 

the testimony (or: mystery) of God”.293 

 

In 1 Corinthians 6:14, Paul again used δύναμις. On this occasion, it was a 

reference to the power that God used to “[resurrect] the Lord”, and which He 

“will also [use to] raise us”. On this occasion, as in the earlier mention of 

Kingdom (2:1), Paul used δύναμις in the context of an apocalyptic end. Paul 

warned them that God would destroy both the stomach and food at the 

resurrection (1 Corinthians 6:13). The implication being that δύναμις θεου can 

both: “raise up” and “destroy”. R.F.Collins said “Paul considers the resurrection 

of Jesus as Lord to be the fore-most manifestation of God’s power (Rom 1:4; 2 

Cor 13:4; Phil 3:10; cf. Eph 1:19) and an eschatological act”. God’s purpose in 

revealing his power was only partly realised with the resurrection of Christ, it 

would be fully realised only with the establishment of the Kingdom. It is 

important to remember also, that the cross of Christ is uppermost in Paul’s 

thinking in 2 Corinthians 12. The implication of Paul’s teaching in 1 Corinthians 

6:13 and its focus on resurrection means that it may not be helpful in 

understanding what Paul means by δύναμις in 12:9, although it may suggest the 

need for Paul’s thought to be interpreted as an eschatological display of the power 

of God. The ultimate purpose of the power only becomes evident from the 

perspective of the end. Therefore, the message of Christ crucified as “[the] power 

of God”, might be best seen through the lens of an eschatological Kingdom 

perspective. 

 

Paul also used δύναμις to speak of other powers within the Corinthian 

correspondence. He spoke of the time of the end when Christ “hands over the 

kingdom to God the Father, after he has destroyed every ruler and every authority 

and power” (1 Corinthians 15:24). Here Paul’s use of δύναμις gives the sense of a 

 
291 Ibid.   
292 Conzelmann, 1 Corinthians: A Commentary on the First Epistle to the Corinthians, 93. 
293 Ibid., 53 
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‘usurper’ of that power which for Paul belonged ultimately to God alone (1 

Corinthians 8: 4-6). Such power must be laid down before God “so that God may 

be all in all” (1 Corinthians 15:28).  It is the powerful message of Christ crucified 

that is instrumental in setting-at-nought all other claims to power. For Paul, it was 

only the power (δύναμις) of the message of Christ crucified that could bring about 

the liberation of humanity from other powers, so that in the end/fulfilment 

(τέλος), humanity could experience the liberty of the children of God (Romans 

8:21).  

 

Paul’s teaching on “treasures in clay jars” (2 Corinthians 4:7), also mentioned the 

δύναμις: “power of God”. Paul reminded the Corinthians “we have this treasure in 

clay jars”. The “treasure” (θησαυρός), better understood as “[a] storehouse for the 

precious things”,294 was itself found “ἐν ὀστρακίνοις σκεύεσιν” (in clay jars), “so 

that it may be made clear that this extraordinary power (δύναμις) belongs to God 

and does not come from us”. Where there was boasting in the Corinthian church, 

this related to displays of rhetoric and claims of personal access to “extraordinary 

power”. However, the power in 2 Corinthians 4:7 was not associated with the 

“clay jar” of human physicality, nor was it the “treasure house” within the “clay 

jar” (ie it was not the soul). Instead, Paul described the power as the treasure 

hiden within the “treasure house”, which was in turn hidden within the “clay jar”. 

Paul insisted, “this extraordinary power belongs to God and does not come from 

us” (2 Corinthians 4:7).  

 

According to Paul’s gospel, it was: “[this] power of God” (δύναμις θεου- 1 

Corinthians 2:5) that brought about the transformed life. Paul’s dependence upon 

the δύναμις θεου was the key to his authority. In 2 Corinthians 4:8 and 9, Paul 

revealed what he considered the proof of God’s grace towards him, as seen in 

God’s protection from the worst experiences. Paul’s protection was made possible 

by the power of God which resided within.  He said, “This extraordinary power 

belongs to God and does not come from us.” Paul further testified “We are 

afflicted in every way, but not crushed; perplexed, but not driven to despair; 

persecuted, but not forsaken; struck down, but not destroyed” (2 Corinthians 4:8, 

 
294 This idea of a treasure store is also described as, “a place where something is kept for safe-

keeping”. In: Frederick Danker, Walter Bauer, and William Arndt. A Greek-English lexicon of the 

New Testament and other early Christian literature. (3rd ed. Chicago: University of Chicago 

Press, 2000), 456. 
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9).295 

 

In 2 Corinthians 6:7, Paul again referred to δύναμις as “the power of God.” On 

this occasion it was in the context of a list of sufferings that he and his associates 

endured “through great endurance, in afflictions, hardships, calamities, beatings, 

imprisonments, riots, labours, sleepless nights, hunger” (2 Corinthians 6:4-5).  

Paul reminded the Corinthians that “as servants of God, we have commended 

ourselves in every way” (2 Corinthians 6:4).  Paul indicated the nature of this 

commendable behaviour: “by purity, knowledge, patience, kindness, holiness of 

spirit, genuine love, truthful speech, and [by/in] the power of God (ἐν δυνάμει 

Θεοῦ).  

 

Paul considered his personal success in such times was only possible through his 

use of “weapons of righteousness for the right hand and the left” (2 Corinthians 

6:6-7). A “martial” emphasis would seem the most likely setting here, since the 

power of God was mentioned in such proximity to “weapons” (ὅπλον) of 

righteousness. Further confirmation for this is found in 2 Corinthians 10:1. There, 

 
295 This theme of the “power of God’ that in some way protects the believer is also an important 

theme in the Christian writings of later decades. In 1 Peter, those birthed into a living hope are 

“protected by the power [δύναμις] of God through faith” (1 Peter 1:5). Peter Davids said: 

     “Outside evil forces are assaulting them, but on the perimeter is the overwhelming force of ‘the 

power of God.’  He it is who protects them.  They receive his protection simply ‘through faith,’ 

that is, through committing themselves in trust and obedience to God.  They may seem vulnerable 

to themselves, and indeed in themselves, they are, but God’s goodness and protection surround 

them.  He will do the protecting”. (Peter H Davids. The First Epistle of Peter. In: The New 

International Commentary on the New Testament: (Grand Rapids, Mich.: W.B. Eerdmans, 1990), 

53.) 

 

These words of consolation could be similarly addressed to Paul in the situation he faces in 2 

Corinthians 12 and the emphasis on protection is suggestive of Paul’s use of ἐπισκηνόω. J 

Ramsey Michaels gives a different response, he emphasises that it is “faithfulness” to the Lord 

Jesus Christ that activates the δύναμις protection of God, not faith per se. “God protects his 

people by his power as they wait to come into their inheritance, but what is required of them in 

the meantime is faithfulness to their “Lord Jesus Christ” and (as they will find out) the 

steadfast endurance of suffering”. (J Ramsey Michaels, 1 Peter. Word Biblical Commentary 

(49). (Waco, Tex.: Word Books, 1988), 23.) In 1 Peter we also read about the goal of this 

display of the power of God in response to faith/faithfulness. They are “protected by the power 

of God through faith for a salvation ready to be revealed in the last time” (ἐν καιρῷ ἐσχάτῳ). 1 

Peter does not use τέλος, although ἐσχάτος and τέλος are potentially interchangeable in certain 

contexts within the New Testament and this is one of those occasions. Michaels said: “It is the 

final display of the ‘power of God’. No longer simply to protect his people, but to vindicate 

them, once and for all, against their enemies, and usher them into their inheritance”. (J Ramsey 

Michaels, 1 Peter. Word Biblical Commentary (49). (Waco, Tex.: Word Books, 1988), 23.) The 

book of Revelation also carries the connotation that the power (δύναμις) of God will be 

realised in the Eschaton, “Now have come the salvation and the power and the Kingdom of our 

God” (Revelation 12:10).  
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Paul was defending himself from the accusation that he was “humble when face 

to face… but bold… when… away” and “acting according to human standards”. 

Paul’s response to his detractors was to affirm rather than deny his humanity, he 

said: “indeed, we live as human beings” (2 Corinthians 10:3). Paul then went on 

to reveal the difference between the ministry of an apostle and a ψευδαπόστολος 

(false apostle), he said, “we do not wage war according to human standards; for 

the weapons of our warfare are not merely human, but they have divine power 

(δυνατὰ τῷ Θεῷ) to destroy strongholds” (2 Corinthians 10:3-4). Paul revealed 

the context, or battleground, for the use of such weapons: “We destroy arguments, 

and every proud obstacle raised up against the knowledge of God, and we take 

every thought captive to obey Christ.”  

 

Although Paul used the language of war, it was spiritual warfare, since the battle 

was a battle for the mind (νόημα). Obstacles to the knowledge of God needed to 

be destroyed, thoughts were taken prisoner, and “every proud obstacle raised up 

against the knowledge of God…” (Πᾶν ὕψωμα ἐπαιρόμενον κατὰ τῆς γνώσεως 

τοῦ Θεοῦ) was “overthrown” (καθαιροῦντες).  

 

Paul’s use of δύναμις in 2 Corinthians 12:9b 

2 Corinthians 12:9b is also important to understanding what Paul meant in 12:9a. 

It brings us into closest contact with Paul’s testimony of “sufficient grace” and 

“power in weakness perfected”. Paul revealed in 12: 9b that the reason he boasted 

in weakness was “so that the power of Christ may dwell in me” (ἵνα ἐπισκηνώσῃ 

ἐπ’ ἐμὲ ἡ δύναμις τοῦ χριστοῦ). It could be argued from this passage that the 

power of Christ was not experienced in weakness itself, but through the action of 

boasting in weakness. Murray Harris said, “if we give ἵνα its normal telic sense of  

'in order to' (GNB) or 'so that' (Barclay), we might seem forced to conclude that 

boasting of weaknesses is a prerequisite for experiencing Christ's power.”296  

 

Returning again to the subject of simultaneity, this time with a focus on its 

meaning in relation to δύναμις, we note that Margaret Thrall wrote: “whatever the 

precise meaning [of δύναμις ἐν ἀσθενείᾳ], it signifies temporal sequence rather 

than simultaneity.”297 Thrall acknowledged that it did not represent the temporal 

 
296 Harris, The Second Epistle to the Corinthians: A Commentary on the Greek Text, 865. 
297 Thrall, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Second Epistle to the Corinthians, 826. 
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sequence of Paul’s experience. In saying this, Thrall suggested the experience of 

δύναμις occurred prior to an awareness of ἀσθένεια. Therefore, Thrall postulated 

that Paul spoke of a divine power that evidently needed “constant renewal”298 and 

the confession of one's own frailty, served to bring this about. Such a causative 

use of ἵνα is supported from the Second century CE onwards, especially in 

Patristic literature.299 However, ἵνα is better understood as an “independent wish 

or exhortation”,300 as was the case in the “Koine Greek of the NT period [where] 

it can designate result”.301 In which case “so then” would be the most probable 

meaning in the New Testament and partly explains why Thrall suggested, “I will 

boast of the weaknesses whose divine purpose is that Christ's power should rest 

on me.”302  

 

The NRSV translated 2 Corinthians 12:9b: “that the power of Christ may dwell in 

me” (ἵνα ἐπισκηνώσῃ ἐπ’ ἐμὲ ἡ δύναμις τοῦ Χριστοῦ), although, 'there is no 

reason to disallow the sense of “over me” or “upon me”.303 Murray Harris noted 

the emphatic position of ἡ δύναμις τοῦ χριστοῦ and translated “that Christ's over, 

yes, his very power, may rest upon me.”304 Barrett also suggested, Paul saw 

Christ's suffering as the prelude to the revelation of God's power in him. Barrett 

concluded as a result that Paul would have considered his thorn: “[the] best 

possible hope for the display of divine power.”305 The display of divine power 

was for Paul, synonymous with the tabernacling of the power of Christ 

(ἐπισκηνώσῃ) in 2 Corinthians 12:9b. Commenting on Paul’s choice of 

ἐπισκηνώσῃ, Martin suggested that the root σκην “clearly suggests the Hebrew 

root for 'abide'.” He asked: “did Paul see weakness as a means of revealing a 

power already present in him, or is weakness the door through which comes the 

power of Christ?”306 Martin came to the conclusion that for Paul this power was 

both vertical and horizontal, whilst weakness was only ontological or revelatory.   

 

 
298 Thrall, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Second Epistle to the Corinthians, 827. 
299 Zerwick, Biblical Greek, 413-4. (note 139) 
300 Zerwick, Biblical Greek, 413-4. (note 141) 
301

John R Donahue, Daniel J Harrington, The Gospel of Mark (Sacra Pagina series, 2). (Collegeville, 

Minn.: Liturgical Press, 2002), 140. 
302 Thrall, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Second Epistle to the Corinthians, 827. 
303 Harris, The Second Epistle to the Corinthians: A Commentary on the Greek Text, 866. 
304 Ibid.   
305 Barrett, A Commentary on the Second Epistle to the Corinthians, 417. 
306 Martin, 2 Corinthians. Word Biblical Commentary 40, 421. 

http://www.worldcat.org/title/gospel-of-mark/oclc/47838186&referer=brief_results
http://www.worldcat.org/search?qt=hotseries&q=se:
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Hughes mentioned that in the LXX, σκηνῃ represented both the Tent of Meeting 

and the divine glory that overshadowed it307 and Harris considered it “appropriate 

to the imagery in the verb,”308 which imagery Paul also used in 2 Corinthians 5:1-

4:   

 

For we know that if the earthly tent we live in is destroyed, we have a 

building from God, a house not made with hands, eternal in the 

heavens. For in this tent we groan, longing to be clothed with our 

heavenly dwelling— if, indeed, when we have taken it off we will not 

be found naked. For while we are still in this tent, we groan under our 

burden, because we wish not to be unclothed but to be further clothed, 

so that what is mortal may be swallowed up by life.  

 

Paul also wrote of  “[the] outward nature...wasting away” (2 Corinthians 4:16) 

and “slight momentary affliction... preparing us for an eternal weight of glory”. 

By this he indicated the resurrection of believers (2 Corinthians 4:14), but he 

speaks particularly of a resurrection which would follow after a period of 

persecution ending in death.  Paul wanted the church to accept that their earthly 

tent would be destroyed “in which we groan… under our burden” (2 Corinthians 

5:4). Paul also reminded the Corinthians that “[the] mortal [would be] swallowed 

up by life”, which could suggest that in Paul’s estimation they were too attached 

to the good things of the world, abundantly available in Corinth for a price, which 

things were passing away. The context suggests that the believer, or possibly the 

church, should instead desire to be clothed from above. Persecution for the sake 

of Christ was a time to groan under a burden, a time of longing to be “swallowed 

up by life”. In the meantime, the time between the times, Paul told the Corinthian 

church that the Spirit was given to the church “as a guarantee”.  

 

Was Paul’s reference to ἐπισκηνώσῃ ἐπ’ ἐμὲ ἡ δύναμις τοῦ χριστοῦ a deliberate 

reference to the eschaton when the church is clothed with its heavenly dwelling? 

Or, was it a reference to the guarantee of the Spirit mentioned in 2 Corinthians 

5:5?   Ralph Martin preferred the latter, and he claimed that Paul wrote about “the 

saving power that raised Jesus from the dead… also available to people in the 

present (Romans 8:11).”309  

 

 
307 Hughes, The Second Epistle to the Corinthians, 452-453.  
308 Harris, The Second Epistle to the Corinthians: A Commentary on the Greek Text, 865-866. 
309 Martin, 2 Corinthians. Word Biblical Commentary 40, 108. 
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Moule discussed the passage in a more general sense, as “[the] process of 

mortality”,310 which he considered an essential aspect of our journey. According 

to Moule, Paul expected believers to embrace the process of groaning and dying, 

of facing up to human weakness and frailty, if they hoped to be clothed in the 

eschaton. Moule though, did not see a parallel between ἐπενδύσασθαι “clothed 

upon” (5:2, 4) and ἐπισκηνώσῃ (12:9), but this was surely a mistake. There is 

mention of σκῆνος as a related verb in both passages. There is also a further 

mention in 5:1: “For we know that if the earthly tent (οἰκία τοῦ σκήνους - lit. 

house of skin) we live in is destroyed, we have a building from God, a house not 

made with hands, eternal in the heavens”. In my view Paul believed that these 

ideas were connected, and he envisaged a process in which the persecuted 

church/believer would willingly face up to the weakness/vulnerability of self-

sufficient humanity. They could then be “tabernacled over” (ἐπισκηνώσῃ) by the 

“power of Christ”. This could imply that Paul believed in a Christ empowered 

humanity, a humanity that found its power in God. More likely, it referenced a 

covering by God’s gracious presence, which presence brought completion 

(τελεῖται) to a vulnerable humanity. It needs to be remembered though that Paul’s 

teaching had a purpose. Paul wrote using a context of the eschatological 

persecution of the people of God and placed himself and his experience of 

persecution by the opponents and church, into the centre of that context, as if to 

say to the church: “these are the days of the persecution of the righteous by the 

unrighteous, whose side are you on?” 

 

Conclusions on δύναμις. 

We have discovered that from earliest times δύναμις incorporated the ideal of 

movement towards some form of perfection. For humanity this would have entailed 

the process of overcoming weakness so as to become the perfect man. Conversely, 

we discovered in the Hebrew scriptures and in their translation into Greek in the 

LXX, that the power was mainly understood in terms of the language of war and the 

power for victory over one’s enemies. Only occasionally is δύναμις used to reference 

the power of God. 

 

In later usage we noted that writers like Jospehus and Philo could make wide use of 

 
310 C. F. D. Moule, "St. Paul and Dualism: The Pauline Conception of Resurrection," NTS 12 (1965-

66) 106-23. 
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the term and it is noteworthy that the use of the word in relation to God increases 

during ths period, especially in Philo’s writings, together with a stronger implication 

of the reality of human nothingness apart from the power of God.  

 

Within the writings of Paul, we found many references to power, especially the 

power of God and of his Christ. We also saw in the letter to the Romans that δύναμις 

and the nature of God were connected, and we also discovered that the power of God 

was accessed through faith. When Paul spoke of power, he often referenced the 

resurrection, but in 1 and 2 Corinthians we discovered that it was the cross that was 

the central focus of Paul’s understanding of power. The world, including the 

Corinthians and the opponents considered the message of the cross as foolishness, 

but Paul believed the cross was the place where the wisdom of God was displayed 

for the entire world to see. 

 

In the light of the cross, arrogance and boasting had no place in Christian ministry 

according to Paul, when what really mattered was the evidence of live’s changed by 

the power of the message preached. This power of God was the key to Paul’s 

authority, it was the reason he was able to endure so much for the sake of the gospel 

he preached. 2 Corinthians 12:9b was interesting in that it challenged attempts to say 

that Paul’s message of δύναμις was only the message of the cross. In 12:9b, the 

δύναμις was promised as a tabernacling presence upon a believer who has embraced 

the weakness of persecution for the sake of Christ. This introduced the eschatological 

emphasis in Paul’s message of believers in the last days, faithfully witnessing to the 

gospel in the face of other kinds of ‘power’ and experiencing the power of 

God/Christ enabling them in their own lives to witness to the cross of Christ. 
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Chapter 4: Power Completed (τελεῖται) in Persecution. 

 

In 2 Corinthians 12:9a, Paul spoke not only of power, but of perfected power “ἡ 

γὰρ δύναμις ἐν ἀσθενείᾳ τελεῖται”. Paul’s use of τελεῖται in this verse made the 

reply from “the Lord” seem even more complicated. Τελεῖται used here is the 3rd 

Person Singular, Present Indicative Middle or Passive of the verb τελέω. A variety 

of roughly similar meanings are given to the word by commentators. These are: 

“finds its consummation”,311 “attains its perfection”,312 “realizes its full 

potential”,313 “is made fully present”314 and “is being made perfect”.315  

 

Early use of τελεῖται 

Where Aristotle considered δύναμις a potentiality that involved movement or 

kinesis: “potentially movable or changeable”,316 he understood ἐνέργεια: “to be at 

any moment complete, for it does not lack anything which coming into being later 

will complete its form”.317 Aristotle often used ἐντελέχεια, a term related to τελέω 

“as a synonym for energeia”,318 to speak of the actuality of being. What Aristotle 

described by ἐνέργεια and its synonym ἐντελέχεια are each described as 

“supremely real”319 and “supremely beautiful”.320 Therefore ἐντελέχεια also 

represented for Aristotle the “divine life”,321 the life “supremely blessed”.322  

 

Aristotle would have rejected any suggestion that the power of God needed to 

come to perfection, and his writings do not support any suggestion that the route 

to perfection was through weakness. Instead, he would have considered Paul’s use 

of τελέω a reference to the ἐνέργεια of God, which was always complete and not 

dependent upon movement, especially not a movement that depended on human 

 
311 Danker, Bauer, and Arnd,. A Greek-English lexicon of the New Testament and other early Christian 

literature, 811a. 
312 Harris, The Second Epistle to the Corinthians, 863 (citing TCNT). 
313 Carez, 226. (Cited in Murray J. Harris. The Second Epistle to the Corinthians: A Commentary on 

the Greek Text. (Grand Rapids, Mich.: W.B. Eerdmans Pub. Co., 2005), 863) 
314 Furnish, II Corinthians. The Anchor Bible, 513. 
315 Barnett, The Second Epistle to the Corinthians, 573. 
316 Aristotle, Physics III.I. LCL 228. Translated by P. H. Wicksteed, F. M. Cornford.LOEB Classical 

Library, Harvard University Press: Cambridge, MA: 1957, 199. 
317 David Bradshaw, Aristotle East and West: Metaphysics and the Division of Christendom. 

(Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2004), 12. 
318 Ibid., 13. 
319 Ibid., 27. 
320 Ibid.   
321 Ibid., 28. 
322 Ibid.   
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weakness or persecution. Aristotle would have considered Paul’s boast in 

weakness was intended to amplify the untouched perfection of God. 

 

In the LXX, the Greek verb τελέω or the noun τέλος was most often used to 

translate the Hebrew תמם (tā·mîm). Its use often referenced an act of consecration 

to a deity (i.e. Numbers 25:3, 5). The context of the Hebrew תמם was almost 

always cultic. The term was particularly used in the temple sacrifices. Leviticus 

3:1 is typical: "If the offering is a sacrifice of well-being, if you offer an animal of 

the herd, whether male or female, you shall offer one without blemish before the 

LORD”. The phrase "without blemish", did not indicate an absolute, but a relative 

perfection. Primarily, it referred to an act of obedience to the God who has asked 

for certain things like spotlessness to be taken into account when offering a 

sacrifice. However, the word ἄμωμος (without defect or blemish323) is more often 

used in the LXX to translate תמם, especially in a cultic context. In such cases the 

focus was on sacrificial animals offered without blemish (Numbers 19:2; Exodus 

29:1; Lev. 1:3) and was only used occasionally to speak of human moral character 

(Sirach 40:19). Paul could have chosen ἄμωμος with its much stronger cultic 

affiliation if “perfect offering” had been his meaning.324 

 

In the LXX, τελεω with the prefix συν was used to refer to the act of bringing 

work to an end, “… make a start on the works so as to complete them 

(προσπορεύεσθαι πρὸς τὰ ἔργα ὥστε συντελεῖν αὐτά)” (Exodus 36:2). The 

translators of the New English Translation (NET) often used the word ‘finish’ for 

τελέω. For example in Genesis 2:1: “καὶ συνετελέσθησαν ὁ οὐρανὸς καὶ ἡ γῆ” 

was translated “and the heavens and the earth were finished”. Also, in Exodus 

40:33, Moses “finished all the works” by setting up the sanctuary according to the 

instructions given to him by God. A particular period was ended, where we find 

 
323 Danker, Bauer, and Arndt, A Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament and other Early 

Christian literature, 56. 
324 Similarly, the writer of the book of Hebrews will later use τελέω in a cultic sense. Tελέω 

references the perfect offering towards which all other offerings point, “For by a single 

offering (μιᾷ γὰρ προσφορᾷ) he has perfected (τετελείωκεν) for all time those who are 

sanctified (ἁγιαζομένους)” (Hebrews 10:14). Also in the letter to the Hebrews we find that 

those who “have tasted the goodness of the word of God and the powers of the age to come, 

and then have fallen away… [are considered as] crucifying again the Son of God and… 

holding him up to contempt” (Hebrews 6:5-6). Such people are like ground that soaks up the 

rain falling on it without producing anything of value, as a result, they like the land are “on the 

verge of being cursed; its end (τέλος) is to be burned over” (Hebrews 6:8). 

 

http://concordances.org/hebrew/tamim_8549.htm#_blank
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the use of τελέω, although, what came to an end (τέλος) often had an ongoing 

though different role in the future. Completion did not imply the annihilation of 

that which was brought to its τέλος, only the end of a critical stage in its 

evolution.325  In the Book of Exodus, when the tent was completed, a phase in the 

people’s obedience to Yahweh was brought to an end. The completion of the tent 

made way for a new phase of service, the offering of worship by those same 

people. Only when work on the tent was completed (τέλος) and offered up to 

Yahweh, could the Shekinah glory of God tabernacle within/upon the tent of 

meeting. Completion paved the way for the worship of Yahweh to begin (Exodus 

40:34). 

 

Throughout the book of Numbers, τέλος was used to speak of completion of the 

offering due to the Lord as his portion:  

 

And the LORD’s tribute (τὸ τέλος) of sheep and goats was six hundred 

seventy-five. The oxen were thirty-six thousand, of which the LORD’s 

tribute (τὸ τέλος) was seventy-two. The donkeys were thirty thousand 

five hundred, of which the LORD’s tribute (τὸ τέλος) was sixty-one. The 

persons were sixteen thousand, of which the LORD’s tribute (τὸ τέλος) 

was thirty-two persons. Moses gave the tribute (τὸ τέλος), the offering 

for the LORD, to Eleazar the priest, as the LORD had commanded Moses 

(Numbers 31:37-41). 

 

Τελέω/τέλος was also used to refer to the ending of the process of writing a book. 

In Deuteronomy we read: “Moses had finished writing down in a book all the 

words of this law, to the very end” (Deuteronomy 31:24). It could be the end of a 

song: “and Moses spoke the words of this song, to the very end” (Deuteronomy 

31:30). Tέλος was also used to speak of the outer edge of a city (Joshua 8:24), the 

furthest limits of a sea (Joshua 3:16) and could also be used to speak of the end of 

a period of time: one day (Joshua 10:13), several months (Judges 11:39), or years 

 
325 When τελέω/τέλος is mentioned in Luke’s gospel i.e., 12:50; 18:31 and 22:37, the words are 

used in the context of the death of Christ and include the sense of bringing something to its 

fulfilment or completion so that the next stage in its evolution can occur. The death of Christ 

may thus be described as an end, but it is followed by a new beginning. This new beginning is 

characterised by the resurrection power which Paul alluded to in 2 Corinthians 12:9b. Luke 

also said of Messiah that “He will reign over the house of Jacob forever, and of his kingdom 

there will be no end (τέλος)” (Luke 1:33). In John’s gospel Jesus' role is described, “To 

complete his work” (John 4:34). A connection between τελέω and ‘works’ is also found in 

John 5:36, “But I have a testimony greater than John's. The works that the Father has given me 

to complete (τελειώσω), the very works that I am doing, testify on my behalf that the Father 

has sent me”. 
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(4 Kingdoms 8:3).  

 

Tέλος  refers to the time of the end (Genesis 46:4; Numbers 17:13).326 Tέλος 

particularly inferred the destruction that would take place at the time of the end:327 

“so that they might be completely and utterly destroyed” (Judith 14:13). In Isaiah 

19:15, we find ἀρχῇ is to τέλος as head is to tail. Isaiah reads “and there will not 

be a work for the Egyptians that will make head or tail, beginning or end (τέλος)”.  

 

The use of τελέω in and around the First Century CE reveals a number of 

developments in its use. John Barclay said of Philo’s writings of that time that his 

theology of grace: “extends across the whole human journey from creation to 

perfection”.328 For Philo, the purpose of grace was to bring humanity through a 

series of “three soul-types”329 to that perfection (τέλος) wherein one saw God and 

rested in that experience.330 Philo’s understanding of humanity as progressing 

toward a divine perfection does not occur in the writings of Paul and is not the 

meaning of τέλεω in 2 Corinthians 12:9a. 

 

Tέλεω in the Corinthian correspondence. 

Paul’s first reference to τέλεω/τέλος in the Corinthian correspondence related to 

the eschatological end. In 1 Corinthians 1:8 he told the church “He will also 

strengthen you to the end (τέλους).” Here, τέλος is the end or “a point of time 

marking the end of a duration, end, termination”.331 Tελεῖται from the verb τέλεω, 

 
326 T Muraoka, A Greek-English Lexicon of the Septuagint. (Louvain: Peeters, 2009), 552-3. 
327 The “end” is also in sight in the later gospels, it is the end (τέλος) towards which all things are 

heading, which is usually referred to as the Kingdom of God or Kingdom of Heaven. In 

Matthew’s gospel we read that “the one who endures to the end (τέλος) will be saved” 

(Matthew10:22). Matthew also said that “this good news of the kingdom will be proclaimed 

throughout the world, as a testimony to all the nations; and then the end (τέλος) will come” 

(Matthew 24:14). In the Gospel of Mark τέλος is mentioned in the context of a passage 

describing Satan who lacks the power to stand (οὐ δύναται στῆναι) and because of this “his 

end (τέλος) has come”. Satan is judged and called to account (τέλος) and he is found wanting. 
328 Barclay. “By the Grace of God I am what I am” in Divine and Human Agency in Paul and his 

Cultural Environment, 147. 
329 Ibid.   
330 Τελέω when used later in the book of Revelation, reveals a connection between the use of the 

word and the very nature of God. In Revelation 22:13, we read of the testimony of Jesus where 

the “first and the last” (πρῶτος καὶ ὁ ἔσχατος) is seen as parallel to “the beginning and the end” 

(ἡ ἀρχὴ καὶ τὸ τέλος). Also in Revelation 21:6, “Alpha and Omega” (Ἄλφα καὶ τὸ Ὦ) is 

parallel to “the beginning and the end” (ἡ ἀρχὴ καὶ τὸ τέλος). Τέλος here clearly denotes the 

end of all things and is therefore equivalent to the “Omega” (Ὦ) which involves a reference to 

the very nature of God and to the “eschatos” (ἔσχατος) which referenced the very nature of 

God’s Kingdom. This may point to possible earlier usage. 
331 Danker, Bauer, and Arndt, A Greek-English lexicon of the New Testament and other early Christian 

literature, 998. 
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implied a movement towards the end, “to bring to an end.”332 The end Paul spoke 

about was “[the] day of our Lord Jesus Christ” and its use was synonymous with 

“[the] day of the Lord” mentioned on many occasions in the Hebrew 

Scriptures.333  

 

Paul also wrote of the end/perfection of a love which: “never ends” (1 Corinthians 

13:8). He also wrote of the variety of gifts that God had given to the church which 

do have an end “Love never ends. But as for prophecies, they will come to an end; 

as for tongues, they will cease; as for knowledge, it will come to an end”. In 1 

Corinthians 13:10 Paul said, “When the complete comes (τέλειον, from τέλειος), 

the partial will come to an end.” Barrett suggested the context here was 

determined by the use of “ἐκ μέρους” (the partial) and the putting away of 

childish things. It does not carry the sense of “perfection (in quality) but totality – 

in particular the whole truth about God”, the perfection of the revelation.334 

Barrett considered Paul to have referenced the totality of “love”335 but maturity 336 

would be a better translation; this would suggest that Paul believed the message of 

the cross of Christ incorporated all wisdom. 

 

1 Corinthians 15:24, referenced the end/consummation/coming to maturity of all 

things predestined by God. Paul wrote “then comes the end (τέλος), when he 

delivers the kingdom to God the Father, after he has destroyed every ruler and 

every authority and power”. The phrase “τὸ τέλος” related to that moment when 

“those who belong to Christ” (verse 23), have been “made alive in Christ” in 

preparation for that moment when χριστός “hands over the kingdom to God the 

Father”, having “destroyed every… authority and power.” Later in the epistle, 

Paul’s attention turned again to the nature of that resurrection and the τέλος of 

humanity. It is a power-full end, since “It is sown in dishonour, it is raised in 

glory. It is sown in weakness; it is raised in power” (1 Corinthians 15:43). The 

context is different from 2 Corinthians 12:9, but both passages contain the concept 

of embracing a willing death. Death to the cosmos for the sake of the Kingdom of 

 
332 Ibid., 997. 
333 Isaiah 2:12; Amos 5:18-20; Joel: 1-11, 2. 
334 Barrett, A Commentary on the Second Epistle to the Corinthians, 306.   
335 Ibid.  
336 Danker, Bauer, and Arndt, A Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament and other Early 

Christian Literature, page 998. 
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God337 in the former, and death to the ego and an end to human self-sufficiency 

for the sake of the Kingdom in the latter. 

 

Paul also told the church in Corinth: “I hope you will understand until the end”, 

(ἐλπίζω δὲ ὅτι ἕως τέλους ἐπιγνώσεσθε) (2 Corinthians 1:13). There are three 

references to knowledge (γινώσκω) in this passage, which suggests that Paul 

believed knowledge crucial in preparation for the end. He hoped that the 

Corinthians would retain this knowledge to the end (τέλος). Paul used τέλους, the 

genitive singular of τέλος to speak of the time of the end. Paul hoped (ἐλπίζω) that 

they would make it, but it appeared they might not.  

 

Paul then clarified the need for an urgent appeal to the Corinthian church in 2 

Corinthians 11:15. Paul’s use of τέλος in this verse is unambiguous: “their end 

will match their deeds”. Paul was speaking particularly of “[the] false apostles” 

and “deceitful workers” (2 Corinthians 11:13); who “disguise themselves as 

ministers of righteousness” (2 Corinthians 11:15), just as Satan disguised himself 

as “[an] angel of light” (2 Corinthians 11:14). “Their end” (τέλος), speaks of the 

judgement that they will endure on the day of judgement “their ominous though 

unspecified, threat of judgement.”338 Paul could have intended the day he would 

arrive to exercise a severe authority (2 Corinthians 13:10), but it probably 

referenced the  Corinthian church’s appearance “before the judgement seat of 

Christ, so that each may receive recompense for what has been done in the body, 

whether good or evil”339 (2 Corinthians 5:10). 

 

 
337 Paul, in his writings does not appear to give as great an emphasis to the Kingdom of 

God/Heaven as being the eschatological end/telos towards which the chosen people are 

moving. In contrast, in later writings i.e Hebrews 11:30, we discover that those who are 

commended for their faith, which includes most of the greats of the Old Testament era, “did 

not receive what was promised, so that they would not, apart from us, be made perfect” 

(τελειωθησιν). The writer of Hebrews clearly envisages the whole of the history of the people 

of God as one of movement towards the ultimate eschatological goal of the fulfilment of God’s 

promise to bring his chosen to completion.  
338 Thrall, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Second Epistle to the Corinthians, 698. 
339 1 Peter will also, later, consider “the end” (τέλος) in terms of judgement and salvation. Peter 

announces to this faithful church, “You are receiving the outcome (τέλος) of your faith, the 

salvation of your souls” (1 Peter 1:9) and he warns the believers that “The end of all things is 

near” (1 Peter 4:7). As a result “the time has come for judgment to begin with the household of 

God” (1 Peter 4:7). Peter then asks the church in Philippi to ponder the question, “If it begins 

with us, what will be the end (τέλος) for those who do not obey the gospel of God?” (1 Peter 

4:17). Since we have seen that τέλος usually relates to the time of the end it could be expected 

that the verb τελέω might speak to that process of preparation for the achievement of that goal.  
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In 2 Corinthians 7:1, Paul dealt with the failure of the Corinthian church to 

separate themselves from lawlessness, darkness (2 Corinthians 6:14), Beliar (2 

Corinthians 6:15), idols (2 Corinthians 6:16) and the unclean (2 Corinthians 6:17). 

Paul told the Corinthians: 

 

Since we have these promises, beloved, let us cleanse ourselves from 

every defilement of body and spirit, making holiness perfect 

(ἐπιτελοῦντες ἁγιωσύνην) in the fear of God.  

 

Some speak of “[the] extreme and unusual nature of this passage”;340 for example, 

Hooker called it “an erratic boulder”341 with which “he [Paul] attacks his 

opponents and he attacks them mercilessly.”342 The verse is often considered un-

Pauline. Wan called it “a different Paul”,343 because it appeared to contradict what 

Paul taught elsewhere (e.g. about marriage and unbelievers), and because it 

arguably bore more similarities to Qumran.344 Roetzel suggested several potential 

authors for the passage, possibilities included: Jewish Christians responding to the 

threat of Gentile domination or “a faction contesting a ‘heretical’ representation of 

Paul.”345 Another suggestion is that they were a group of followers “struggling to 

survive in an overwhelmingly hostile culture”.346 Morna Hooker asked why in the 

light of this passage being called an erratic boulder, no one had explained “Who 

threw the boulder in at this point, or why?”347 Hooker argued that this passage 

contained Pauline ethical material used to spell out practical ways in which 

believers could cleanse themselves. Through Thrall’s argument, a passage that 

might appear non-Pauline can be brought back within the fold allowing 

“perfecting holiness” to inform our understanding of Paul’s use of τέλεω. 

 

For “perfecting holiness”, Paul used: “ἐπιτελοῦντες ἁγιωσύνην”; “ἐπιτελοῦντες” 

arising from the compound word ἐπιτελέω, meaning: “to cause something to 

happen as the fulfilment of an objective purpose”.348 The setting of this verse is 

 
340 Roetzel, 2 Corinthians, 88. 
341 Hooker, “Interchange in Christ and Ethics” JSNT 25 (1985), 8. 
342 Wan, Power in Weakness: Conflict and Rhetoric in Paul's Second letter to the Corinthians, 5. 
343 Ibid.   
344 Thrall, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Second Epistle to the Corinthians, 480. 
345 Roetzel, 2 Corinthians, 92. 
346 Ibid.   
347 Hooker, “Interchange in Christ and Ethics” JSNT 25 (1985), 8. 
348 Danker, Bauer, and Arndt, A Greek-English lexicon of the New Testament and other early Christian 

literature, 383. 
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important. In 2 Corinthians 6:17, Paul called to the church in Corinth, “come out 

from them, and be separate from them.” Paul also warned them to “Touch nothing 

unclean” (2 Corinthians 6:17). The need for cleansing continued in 7:1, where 

Paul told them to cleanse themselves “from every defilement of body and spirit.” 

By this action, Paul intended that they “[make] holiness perfect (ἐπιτελοῦντες 

ἁγιωσύνην) in the fear of God”. The work of cleansing “from every defilement of 

body and of spirit” and the call to “[make] holiness perfect in the fear of God” (2 

Corinthians 7:1), amounted to the same thing. The word ἐπιτελοῦντες, from 

ἐπιτελέω, was used by Paul in the context of words like cleansing, corruption, 

separation and holiness. Therefore, cleansing (καθαρίζω) and holiness (ἁγιωσύνη) 

because of their relation to the above τελ words may have some bearing on our 

understanding of what Paul meant by τέλεω. These words also hold the ultimate 

promise of welcome (2 Corinthians 6:17) and acceptance (2 Corinthians 6:18) 

into God’s eschatological kingdom.  

 

Paul also used the word τέλος in simpler ways; for example, to speak of what was 

owed to a person “revenue to whom revenue is due” (τῷ τὸ τέλος τὸ τέλος in 

Romans 13:7). In 2 Corinthians 8:11, Paul instructed the church regarding the 

offering for Jerusalem. He told them “now finish doing it so that your eagerness 

may be matched by completing (ἐπιτελέσαι) it according to your means.” 

Although the context is very different from 2 Corinthians 12, the sense of 

bringing something to completion is implied in both references. 

 

Τέλεω in other Pauline writings 

Elsewhere, in Romans, Paul used τέλος to speak with precision about the end or 

goal of sanctification being eternal life. Paul said: “now that you have been freed 

from sin and enslaved to God, the advantage you get is sanctification, and the end, 

eternal life” (Romans 6:22). Paul also used τελέω in his letter to the Romans to 

speak of the fulfilling of the Law given to Moses. Paul highlighted the fact that 

Gentiles did not have the Jewish law, but in some sense kept the requirements of 

the law. The Jews did have the law, but did not do what it said (Romans 2:14). 

Paul also used τέλος to speak of the end of the period in which humanity was 

subject to the law. He did this because he believed “Christ is the end (τέλος) of the 

law” (Romans 10:4).  
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The debate about what Paul meant by “the end of the law”, is an ongoing 

argument between Reformed scholars and representatives of one of the many New 

Perspectives on Paul. However, in my view all be it influenced by my findings in 

2 Corinthians 12:9, Paul’s understanding of the relation between a believer in 

Christ and the law is best understood in the light of his message of Christ 

crucified, the power and wisdom of God. Paul described the believer’s new 

relationship to God through the cross as “eternal life” (Romans 6:22). The law 

was only brought to an end for Paul, in the sense that all of its demands are 

satisfied. In other words, the revelation of God in Christ brought the law to 

completion. Finally, in a letter to the Philippians, Paul wrote of “[the] end” of 

those who are: “enemies of the cross of Christ” (Philippians 3:18). He suggested 

“their end (τέλος) is destruction” (Philippians 3:19).  

 

Conclusions as to the meaning of τελεῖται. 

Paul, intent on showing the superiority of his understanding of Christ and the 

Christian way, has used a word that can have a variety of meanings. He could 

have done this so as to emphasise the variety of ways in which his gospel is 

superior to the gospel of the opponents.  

 

Paul may make use of Aristotle’s “supremely blessed”, together with the Greek 

connotation of perfection, particularly found in Philo’s writing, he may have done 

this to point to his message of δύναμις ἐν ἀσθενείᾳ as the perfect and blessed life, 

contrary to how society at the time might view such a lifestyle.  

 

The emphasis found in the LXX of “perfect offering” and the sense of bringing to 

completion what is offered are also integral to Paul’s message of Christ crucified.  

 

The Corinthian church must decide quickly, because another meaning of τέλος for 

Paul, and the verb which speaks of movement towards that τέλος, was the 

eschatological end when humanity would be judged; Paul’s judgement of them in 

2 Corinthians was a kindly warning of a much greater judgement.  

 

However, it is more likely that for Paul only one of these meanings was 

uppermost in his mind when he wrote 2 Corinthians 12:9a. The context is clear, 

the Corinthian church needed to be cleansed from the influence of false teaching 
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by Paul’s opponents. Their false and self-important gospel which involved 

boastful progress towards perfection, urgently needed to be replaced by the 

perfect revelation of the cross of Christ. In my view Paul believed that this was 

the only way for a believer to enter into eternal life. Paul’s use of τελεῖται is then 

a reference to the bringing of something to completion, particularly in the context 

of 2 Corinthians 12:9a this was a full, final and perfect revelation of the cross of 

Christ in Paul’s experience of persecution. 
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Chapter 5: Grace. 

 

Grace (χάρις) has been understood since the Reformation as the undeserved or 

unmerited favour of God, this being typical of the understanding of χάρις in 

Reformed churches. The translation of Ephesians 2:4: “it is by his unmerited 

favour that you have been saved” was the typical meaning of χάρις for Reformed 

scholars and it influenced their understanding of Paul’s use of χάρις in 2 

Corinthians 12:9, although such a definition would not fully express what Paul 

meant by χάρις in that letter. John Barclay noted that many considered the 

reformed definition “a Protestant construal, to some extent created by Luther”.349 

This Protestant understanding did not occur in a vacuum, but was itself a reaction 

to the Roman Catholic understanding of grace as “a supernatural gift of God 

bestowed on men through the merits of Jesus Christ for their salvation” (and 

accessible through the sacraments).350 In turn, the Roman Catholic Church 

responded to the Protestant position where grace was “[an] external imputation of 

justice”351 with its own definition of “‘inherent’ divinely infused perfection”.352 

 

What then is on offer, when Paul's Lord responded to the problem of his “thorn” 

with the promise that “grace is sufficient”: imputed justice or infused perfection? 

How did First Century Paul, with his Hellenistic, Roman and especially Jewish 

background understand these words and what did they mean to the believers in 

Corinth? 

 

Early understandings of χάρις 

If Paul were influenced by the Greek philosophers, he would have known 

Aristotle's definition of χάρις as:  

 

The feeling in accordance with which one who has it is said to render a 

service to one who needs it, not in return for something nor in the interest 

of him who renders it, but in that of the recipient. And the favour will be 

great if the recipient is in pressing need, or if the service or the times and 
 
349 John M. G. Barclay, “Paul, the Gift and the Battle over Gentile Circumcision: Revisiting the Logic 

of Galatians.” (Australian Biblical Review 58. 2010), 49. 
350 Raymond F. Surburg, “Pauline Charis: A Philological, Exegetical and Dogmatical Study”. In: 

Concordia Theological Monthly, (29 no 11 N 1958), 813. 
351 E.L.Van Becelaire, “Grace, Doctrine of (Roman Catholic),” in: Encyclopaedia of Religion and 

Ethics. Ed. Hastings, James, John A. Selbie, and Louis H. Gray, New York: Scribner's, 1928, VI, 

368. 
352 Ibid.  
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circumstances are important or difficult, or if the benefactor is the only 

one, or the first who has rendered it, or has done so in the highest 

degree.353  

 

Aristotle’s concept of χάρις as a helpfulness towards someone in pressing need, 

gives the impression of being something of a one-way street. In this one way 

street, the more inferior (particularly the human) is graced by, the greater (usually 

the divine, or one in the place of the divine). The intention being that the lesser 

was expected to respond in gratitude and fealty. Grace that creates fealty falls 

short of Paul’s understanding of χάρις.  

 

Conzelmann identified χάρις in classical Greek writings as the state of χάιρω, 

happiness or joy, which was felt in the presence of another, so that “[in] relation 

to χάιρω, χάρις is what delights”.354 Other examples given by Conzelmann 

included “the happy state, the ‘favour’ of fortune”355 and “‘χάρις’ is the favour of 

the Gods”.356  On the other hand, Paul may have been more greatly influenced by 

Roman understandings, although the Roman equivalent of benefaction was 

usually not motivated by altruism. John Barclay commented that “the central issue 

in the distribution of the gift [χάρις, in the context of Roman society] is not work 

but worth.”357 Gift distribution to people of worth cemented “social definitions of 

‘symbolic capital’ (Bordieu)”.358  

 

As a Jew, the Hebrew scriptures and their Greek translation in the LXX would be 

highly influential in forming Paul's thinking, even if Paul enjoyed a certain liberty 

in their use, occasionally subordinating them to the revelation he had received 

from Christ.359 In the Old Testament, grace was “the process whereby one who 

has something turns in grace to another who has nothing… a heart-felt movement 

 
353 Aristotle, Rhetoric 2.7.2. LCL 193. LOEB Classical Library, Harvard University Press. Translated 

by J. H. Freese, (1926), 220-221. 
354 H Conzelmann, “Χάρις”. In: Theological Dictionary of the New Testament. Editors: Kittel, 

Gerhard, Gerhard Friedrich, and Geoffrey William Bromiley. (Grand Rapids, Mich.: W.B. 

Eerdmans, 1985), 1X, 373. 
355 Conzelmann, “Χάρις”. In: Theological Dictionary of the New Testament, 1X, 373 (Plat.Leg. 2. 

667b-d.). 
356 Conzelmann, “Χάρις”. In: Theological Dictionary of the New Testament, 1X, 373 (Aesch.Ag. 182, 

581. 
357 Barclay, “Paul, the Gift and the Battle over Gentile Circumcision: Revisiting the Logic of 

Galatians, 48. 
358 Ibid.  
359 An example of this would be the way in which Paul acribes to the Law a lesser position than would 

be expected had his theology been solely Jewish. 
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of the one who acts to the one acted upon”.360 The Hebrew word most often 

translated as χάρις in the LXX was: ֵחן. It is a masculine noun from the verb ָחנַׁן 

Chanan, meaning favour, grace or elegance.361 In the LXX, χάρις was a “boon”,362 

in the gift of another person; especially indicated by references where χάρις and 

the verb εὑρίσκω appeared together. For example, in Genesis 6:8 we read “Noah 

found favour in the sight of the LORD” (Νωε δὲ εὗρεν χάριν ἐναντίον κυρίου τοῦ 

θεοῦ) - (Genesis 6:8). In Genesis 30:27 Laban spoke to Jacob saying “if I find 

favour,” (Genesis 30:27, own translation) or “if I have found favour in your 

eyes… I have learned by divination that the LORD has blessed me because of 

you”. (εἶπεν δὲ αὐτῷ Λαβαν Εἰ εὗρον χάριν ἐναντίον σου, οἰωνισάμην ἄν, 

εὐλόγησεν γάρ με ὁ θεὸς τῇ σῇ εἰσόδῳ) – Genesis 47:29, is also instructive with, 

“If I have found favour” (Εἰ εὕρηκα χάριν). In Exodus 33:12, there is also 

mention of “having found favour” (καὶ χάριν ἔχεις παῤ ἐμοί). The condition of 

“having found favour,” suggested that the effects of grace were expected to last.  

 

Often, in the Old Testament, χάρις is found in conjunction with the mention of 

God.363 It can also occur elsewhere, i.e. Laban seeking favour from Jacob, and 

Shechem seeking favour from the father and brothers of Dinah (Genesis 34:11). 

On occasion, δίδωμι “an expression of generosity”,364 was directly associated with 

χάρις. In Exodus 11:3: “The LORD gave the people favour in the sight of the 

Egyptians” (κύριος δὲ ἔδωκεν τὴν χάριν τῷ λαῷ αὐτοῦ ἐναντίον τῶν Αἰγυπτίων). 

Whilst in Genesis 39:21: “the Lord… gave him favour” (ἔδωκεν αὐτῷ χάριν) and 

in 43:14 Jacob said: “may God Almighty grant you mercy.” The word translated 

mercy in the NRSV is the Hebrew, חַׁם חַׁם .(racham) ָרָ֫  was translated by χάριν in ָרָ֫

the LXX: “ὁ δὲ θεός μου δῴη ὑμῖν χάριν” (Genesis 43:14), meaning: “my God 

gave you favour”. 

 

In the LXX, χάρις was used with ἐναντίον (from ἐναντίος) “pertaining to, being in 

 
360 Conzelmann, “Χάρις”. In: Theological Dictionary of the New Testament, 1X, 377. 
361 Brown-Driver-Briggs, Hebrew and English Lexicon Section titled ָחנַׁן 

WWW.Snowballpublishing.com, 2011. 
362 Harris, The Second Epistle to the Corinthians, 861. 
363 This identification of χάρις with God will also continue well into the first century and beyond. The 

gift of χάρις in 1 Peter is the gift of the God. Who is described as, “the God of all grace” (1 Peter 

5:10), a clear continuation of Old Testament thinking. 
364 Danker, Bauer, and Arndt, A Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament and other Early 

Christian Literature, 242. 
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front of, in the presence of…”365 It was sometimes translated “in your sight”366 

and was also connected with ἐνώπιόν, meaning “a position in front of an entity, 

before”.367 It carried the sense of being “in view or in the sight of”.368 It’s use 

suggested “Exposure to value judgement,” as in Exodus 34:9 (Εἰ εὕρηκα χάριν) 

and in Numbers 32:5 (Εἰ εὕρομεν χάριν).  

 

The importance of the eyes in relation to the use of χάρις occurs in Genesis 30:27 

in the Hebrew, but not in the LXX. In the LXX, only “seeing the face” is 

mentioned, as in Genesis 33:10. It is not until the book of Ruth that we find the 

eyes specifically mentioned “Τί ὅτι εὗρον χάριν ἐν ὀφθαλμοῖς σου”, “why have I 

found favour in your sight” (Ruth 2:10). The ὀφθαλμος, “eye”,369 is also 

mentioned in Ruth 2:2 and 2:13. Its use may include the Hebrew idea of “[the] 

good eye”,370 a way of looking at a person with generosity.  In Mishnah Avot. 

5:19, written in the late Second Century CE, we read “The disciples of our father 

Abraham have a good eye, a meek spirit and a humble soul.”371 The definition in 

the Mishnah is similar to Gregory of Nyssa’s later understanding of the activity of 

God as “a love of the beautiful”,372 and both reflect earlier understandings. 

 

The Hebrew  ח   ֵ֖ was on occasion translated in the LXX by ἔλεος, mercy “εὗρεν ὁ 

παῖς σου ἔλεος ἐναντίον σου” (Genesis 19:19). The translators of the LXX also 

made use of χάρις to translate ֶסד  In Esther 2:9 we find “καὶ εὗρεν .(mercy) ,ָחָ֫

χάριν ἐνώπιον αὐτοῦ” (Esther 2:9), with χάριν translating ֶסד  That there is only .ָחָ֫

one such occurrence suggests the need for care in using ֶסד  as the Semitic word ָחָ֫

underlying χάρις.  

 

The story of Esther is an example in Scripture of another use of χάρις, one where 

χάρις is in some sense deserved. Esther, a young Jewish girl, was presented to the 

king “καὶ ἤρεσεν αὐτῷ τὸ κοράσιον καὶ εὗρεν χάριν ἐνώπιον αὐτοῦ”, “the girl 

 
365 Danker, Bauer, and Arndt, A Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament and other Early 

Christian Literature, 330. 
366 E.g. Genesis 39:4; Exodus 11:3; Exodus 33:13. 
367 Danker, Bauer, and Arndt. A Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament and other Early 

Christian Literature, 342. 
368 Ibid.  
369 Ibid., 745. 
370 Mishnah, Avot 5:19 http://www.chabad.org/library/article_cdo/aid/2099/jewish/Chapter-Five.htm 
371 Mishnah, Avot 5:19 http://www.chabad.org/library/article_cdo/aid/2099/jewish/Chapter-Five.htm 
372 David Bradshaw, Aristotle East and West: Metaphysics and the Division of Christendom. 

(Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2004), 171. 



89 

 

pleased him and won his favour” (Esther 2:9).373 As a result, she was treated: 

“with special (καλῶς) favour” (Esther 2:9). Esther was chosen to receive favour 

because she pleased the king; here “grace” was a reward.  In a second visit, more 

was required of her than natural beauty or potentiality and Esther again won the 

favour of the king, because “she neglected none of the things that Gai the eunuch 

in charge of the women had commanded”, and she found favour: “εὑρίσκουσα 

χάριν παρὰ πάντων τῶν βλεπόντων αὐτήν”. It is also written: “She found favour 

in the eyes of all who saw her” (Esther 2:15). What if Esther had not responded 

with obedience to the directions of the eunuch and had appeared before the King 

unprepared? The implication of the story is that she would not have found favour. 

The grace/favour of the King was a favour given to one who was worthy, 

although such grace was not in any sense guaranteed.374 

 

Second Temple understandings of χάρις. 

A contemporary of Paul, Philo of Alexandria, identified “grace” with both God 

and human potentiality, especially “the creative energy of God… and the 

fulfilment of human potential”.375 Also of note is Philo’s mention of “Noah’s 

discovery of the graced-character of the world… and God as the gracious cause of 

 
373 A similar understanding of χάρις is found in the post-Pauline book of Hebrews 4:16, where the 

hearer is urged to enter into the court of the king in a way reminiscent of Esther’s experience, 

“Let us therefore approach the throne of grace with boldness, so that we may receive mercy 

and find grace to help in time of need” (Hebrews 4:16). Moffatt considered the meaning here, 

“grace is now enthroned”.  Better perhaps to suggest that Xάρις ultimately has its source in 

God, or that grace is what God is. Moffatt, James. A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on 

the Epistle to the Hebrews. BiblioBazaar, 2010.William Lane also suggests that χάρις is a 

reference to “sustaining... ‘grace’, closely allied... [To] essential aspects of God’s love”, so 

again grace is what God is. Lane, William L. Hebrews. Dallas, Texas: Word Books, 1991. 
374 A similar understanding of χάρις as in some sense merited is still in circulation by the time of 

the writing of Luke’s Gospel. In Luke 1:30 we read that Mary like Esther was on the receiving 

end of χάρις, in that she found “favour with God” (εὗρες γὰρ χάριν παρὰ τῷ θεῷ). She is the 

“favoured one” (Luke 1:28) “because “she... believed that there would be a fulfilment of what 

was spoken to her by the Lord." Mary is also spoken of as finding favour because the Lord is 

with her (Luke 1:28), suggesting her life is already pleasing to God. In the ancient practice of 

benefaction, a person might be considered ‘worthy’ by a benefactor, even though that person is 

not considered worthy by others. More often though a benefactor sought to personally benefit 

by giving benefaction to one who is widely considered worthy. Reginald Fuller remarks, “God 

has given his favour to one who had no claim to worthy status, raised her up from a position of 

lowliness, and has chosen her to have a central role in salvation history”. Fuller, Reginald H. 

“A Note on Luke 1:28 and 38.” In The New Testament Age: Essaid in Honour of Bo Reicke. 2 

vols. edited by William C. Weinrich, 1:201-6. Macon, GA: Mercer University, 1984. Luke 

1:28. 
Mary though had to respond in faith to the invitation to be a recipient of grace. This understanding 

of χάρις was therefore current at the time of Paul’s writing.  
375 John M. G. Barclay, “By the Grace of God I am what I am” in Divine and Human Agency in Paul 

and his Cultural Environment. Edited by John M.G.Barclay and Simon Gathercole. (London: T & 

T Clark, 2006), 157. 
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all that is”.376 The proper response to such grace was gratitude, the returning of 

“χάρις for χάρις”, as in the story of Hannah (1 Samuel 1:28) who responded by 

dedicating her son Samuel to God. Philo, also compared the sweetness of the 

grace of God with a salty stream: “send forth the stream from his strong wisdom 

and quench with unfailing health the thirst of the soul”.377 Such grace was God’s 

way of compensating for the “changeability of the human heart”.378 Philo also 

asked “Why ‘Noah found grace before the Lord God’”,379 and answered:  

 

He is shown to be of an excellent nature from his birth, for Noah means 

“rest” or “righteous.” But it cannot but be that he who rests from sinful 

and unrighteous acts and rests upon what is noble and lives in fellowship 

with righteousness, should find favour with God. Now finding favour is 

not as some suppose equivalent only to being well-pleasing, but 

something of this kind besides. The righteous man exploring the nature of 

existences makes a surprising find, in this one discovery, that all things 

are a grace of God, and that creation has no gift of grace to bestow, for 

neither has it any possession, since all things are God’s possession, and 

for this reason grace too belongs to Him alone as a thing that is His very 

own.380  

 

Finding grace was “only a possibility for the righteous who sought after 

understanding and were rewarded by God for their efforts. They were 

predetermined by God to be worthy of his grace.”381 Philo, did not speak of an 

individual earning382 the grace of God; according to Barclay, he suggested that the 

recipients of grace “had been stamped by God with a good disposition and were 

thus predetermined to be worthy of his grace”.383 In the Second Temple writing, 

The Wisdom of Solomon, χάρις was similarly bestowed upon the worthy, “χάρις 

καὶ ἔλεος τοῖς ἐκλεκτοῖς αὐτοῦ”, “grace and mercy to his elect” (Wisdom of Sol. 

3:9). The eunuch who was not guilty of lawlessness or wickedness will be shown: 

“τῆς πίστεως χάρις”, “special favour” (NRSV - Wisdom of Solomon 3:14). 

Jonathan Linebaugh pointed out, “Wisdom’s condition of suitability can be 

 
376 Ibid., 141. 
377 Philo, Allegorical. 2. IX, 32. LCL 226. Translated by Kenneth Schenck. LOEB Classical Library, 

Harvard University Press: 2005, 278-279. 
378 Barclay, “By the Grace of God I am what I am” in Divine and Human Agency in Paul and his 

Cultural Environment, 144. 
379 Philo, Allegorical, 352-353. 
380 Ibid.  
381 Barclay, “By the Grace of God I am what I am” in Divine and Human Agency in Paul and his 

Cultural Environment, 143. 
382 Ibid., 157. 
383 Ibid., 143. 
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variously met by requesting..., loving..., honouring..., serving..., desiring..., and 

seeking”.384 Linebaugh also mentioned: “Wisdom only enters, illumines and 

ultimately saves those whom she determines to be ἄξιος.”385 This is very different 

from what we find, for example, in the book of Psalms where the reasons given 

for seeking after God’s graciousness include: personal moral weakness (6:2); 

loneliness (25:16); affliction (31:9) and helplessness (86:3).  

 

Xάρις in Paul’s writings (outside of the Corinthian corpus). 

In Romans 5:15, Paul said “we have received grace and apostleship” (ἐλάβομεν 

χάριν καὶ ἀποστολὴν). Grace was used “in the traditional sense”,386 it implied that 

χάρις and apostleship are in some sense connected. Favour was given, not for the 

sake of an individual, but for the sake of “[the] gospel of God” (Romans 1:1), to 

bring about: “the obedience of faith387 among all the Gentiles” (Romans 1:5).  We 

also find that grace opposing sin is an important theme in Paul's letter to the 

Romans (See: 5:15, 17, 20, 21; 6:1, 14, 15), although this is lacking in the 

Corinthian and Galatians correspondence. Barclay suggested that such χάρις is: 

“given irrespective of ethnic, social or moral worth”,388 although this does not 

mean that χάρις is given without any expectation of a response.  

 

In Romans 6:1, Paul challenged the suggestion that to continue living an 

undeserving life might mean greater exposure to such grace; for this reason he 

 
384

Jonathan A. Linebaugh, God, Grace, and Righteousness in Wisdom of Solomon and Paul's Letter to 

the Romans: Texts in Conversation. (Boston: Brill, 2013), 50. 
385 Ibid., 50. 
386 Hendrikus Boers, “Αγαπη and Χάρις in Paul’s Thought”. In: The Catholic Bible Quarterly. 59, 

1997, 709. 
387

Similarly, in the letter to the Hebrews, we read of either Abraham or Sarah facing a similar 

predicament of human weakness in the face of great suffering and it is “by faith he [or she] 

received power [δύναμις]” (Hebrews 11:11). William Lane said “the expression δύναμιν... 

ἔλαβεν, ‘he received power’... implies that faith co-operated with his aged body to produce the 

strength to father a child”. (William L Lane, Hebrews 9-13, Word Biblical Commentary 47B. 

(Dallas, Tex.: Word Books, 1991), 354.) Better to suggest that his faith co-operated with the 

power of God to overcome the weakness of the body. The reason that is often given for this 

granting of ability/power is πιστὸν ἡγήσατο τὸν ἐπαγγειλάμενον, “he considered the one who 

had made the promise faithful”. This is important because of the writer’s emphasis that faith 

not weakness, is the conduit through which the power of God is experienced, which suggests 

certain limitations to Waetjen’s, “unlimited possibilities”. Waetjen seems to forget the place of 

faith in realising those “unlimited possibilities”. William Lane nevertheless wanted to insist 

that “The biblical narrative places at the centre of the account the utter reliability of God, rather 

than the faith of Abraham”. Better perhaps, to speak of Abraham's faith in the utter reliability 

of God. (This argument takes us into the arena of the Πιστις Χριστου debate.) 
388 Barclay, “Paul, the Gift and the Battle over Gentile Circumcision: Revisiting the Logic of 

Galatians.” 36. 
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asked “Should we continue in sin in order that grace may abound?” Paul was 

referring here to: χάρις πλεονάσῃ and was asking the rhetorical question, will not 

multiplied sinning mean that grace gifts will also be multiplied to us, since: 

“where sin increased, grace abounded all the more”.389 Paul’s response was “God 

forbid!” This reference to χάρις πλεονάσῃ cannot have referred to an initial look 

of favour from God towards humanity; it must instead have been a reference to 

God’s continued favour-giving which was forthcoming even in the midst of 

challenging circumstances and given as the means for overcoming. Favour-giving 

was God’s response to human faith in the message of χάρις, which χάρις was 

given in Christ before any human response. Since grace was in this sense 

prevenient, according to Paul, it could be accessed in the midst of human 

vulnerability, although never as a reward for weakness.  

 

We find that in Paul's letter to the Galatians, χάρις was understood in terms of 

giving, not receiving, and its use particularly spoke of “[the] self-giving of 

Christ”.390 The idea of such self-giving is also found in passages such as Galatians 

1:4 and 2:20, although the word χάρις is not specifically used. In 1:4 Paul refers to 

Christ “who gave himself for our sins to set us free from the present evil age”. 

John Barclay considered this as an example of how Paul associated “this Christ-

gift with a radical alteration in the cosmic order”.391  

 

Then in Galatians 2:21, Paul suggested that if justification came through the 

works of the law, not through Christ, the χάρις of God would be nullified.  He 

said, “I do not nullify the grace of God; for if justification comes through the law, 

then Christ died for nothing”. Barclay suggested that, for Paul “dislocation from 

Christ is the same as ‘falling out of χάρις’”.392 Barclay further suggested “this 

indicates that the language of divine gift has acquired in this letter a new centre of 

gravity: it does not refer in general to divine generosity or favour as expressed 

through creation or historical providence, nor to the grace of election or covenant 

as experienced in Israel’s history but circles around a specific Christological event 

constituting the definitive divine gift. The death of Christ is not just an expression 

 
389 Romans 5:20. 
390 Barclay, “Paul, the Gift and the Battle over Gentile Circumcision: Revisiting the Logic of 

Galatians.” 47. 
391 Ibid.   
392 Barclay, “Paul, the Gift and the Battle over Gentile Circumcision: Revisiting the Logic of 

Galatians,” 47. 
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of divine gift/favour (still less it’s ‘restatement’ [Dunn]): it is the χάρις of God 

(2:21)”.393 

 

Paul’s use of Χάρις in 1 and 2 Corinthians. 

Χάρις was used more often by Paul than any other New Testament writer. In 

Paul's first Corinthian letter, χάρις stands in a clarifying position in the very first 

sentence; there, Paul stated that one of the results of ‘grace’ coming to the 

Corinthians was an experience in the present moment of peace/Shalom (εἰρήνη) 

“from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ” (1 Corinthians 1:3). Paul then 

said “I give thanks to my God always for you because of the grace (χάρις) of God 

that has been given you in Christ Jesus” (1 Corinthians 1:4). Because the 

experience of χάρις had brought enrichment to the Corinthians, Paul was able to 

remind them that “in every way you have been enriched in him, in speech and 

knowledge of every kind” (1 Corinthians 1:5). This enrichment, had its origin in 

the Crucified and Exalted Christ. Paul’s understanding of the practical outworking 

of χάρις, given the prominence of his use of the word “knowledge” (γνώσις), 

suggests he believed the χάρις gift that comes from God was amongst other 

things, ‘true’ knowledge. This χάρις of ‘true-knowledge’, which was one of the 

outworking’s of grace, was not available to the Corinthian church because God 

looked at them with favour but because they were/are “in him” (1 Corinthians 

1:5) and it is because they were/are in Christ that they experience favour.  

 

Later, in his first letter to the Corinthians, Paul reminded the church of the priority 

of this message. He said “I handed on to you as of first importance what I in turn 

had received: that Christ died for our sins in accordance with the scriptures and 

that he was buried, and that he was raised on the third day in accordance with the 

scriptures” (1 Corinthians 15:3, 4).  There is no mention of χάρις in this passage, 

but Paul’s focus on Christ and his crucifixion, which John Barclay called “[a] 

Christ-event… [And] an eschatological event of new creation”,394 plays a crucial 

role in Paul’s understanding.  

 

For Paul the χάρις of God in Christ had made him what he had become.  He said, 

 
393 Ibid.  
394 Barclay, “By the Grace of God I am what I am”. In: Divine and Human Agency in Paul and his 

Cultural Environment, 157. 
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“By the grace (χάρις) of God I am what I am” (1 Corinthians 15:10). Although he 

had in the past “persecuted the church of God” (1 Corinthians 15:9), God had 

shown mercy to him, leading Paul to give testimony that “his grace (χάρις) toward 

me has not been in vain” (1 Corinthians 15:10).  Paul considered the χάρις of God 

as particularly effective in him in spite of his reputation as a persecutor, leading 

him to believe that no one was beyond experiencing this grace for themselves.  

Paul cited his own Christ-like willingness to suffer for the sake of the very church 

he had once persecuted.  

 

Paul also wrote of χάρις in regard to God’s personal presence and involvement in 

the mission. He said “I worked harder than any of them—though it was not I, but 

the grace (χάρις) of God that is with me” (1 Corinthians 15:10). It was not Paul 

who worked hard; it was the χάρις of God at work in him, suggesting that for 

Paul, the Spirit was the grace gift, although there is no reference to the Spirit here. 

Paul’s statement that it was οὐκ ἐγὼ (not I), rather it was ἡ χάρις τοῦ θεοῦ (the 

χάρις of God), may be important for understanding the mechanism of χάρις in 

Paul’s writing. Paul emphasised the importance of saying ‘no’ to the ego, to his 

sense of self. He did this so that he might say ‘yes’ to the χάρις of God and 

respond to the call to follow Christ in the life of willing self-sacrifice for the good 

of others.  

 

Paul also used χάρις to speak of giving thanks to God for his many gifts (1 

Corinthians 15:57).  It is the word Paul used to describe “[the] gift” (1 Corinthians 

16:3) the people of Corinth were preparing to send to Jerusalem. The gift was 

freely given. Its aim, to forward God’s mission and help unite both Jew and 

Gentile in the Kingdom of God. 

 

In 1 Corinthians 16:23, grace came from Jesus “The grace of the Lord Jesus be 

with you”. Paul’s use of grace here is similar to Romans (Romans 16:20), where 

the context is spiritual warfare, “The God of peace will shortly crush Satan under 

your feet. The grace of our Lord Jesus Christ is with you”. Although in 1 

Corinthians we find that “[the] grace of... Jesus” lies between 2 passages that 

speak of “love.” On the one side “Let anyone be accursed who has no love for the 

Lord. Our Lord, come!”, whilst on the other “My love be with all of you in Christ 

Jesus”. The experience of “grace” and of “love”, appear synonymous in Paul’s 



95 

 

eschatological exclamation in this Corinthian letter. 

 

In 2 Corinthians, Paul began again with grace, he wrote “grace (χάρις) to you and 

peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ” (2 Corinthians 1:2). By this 

Paul indicated only one source of χάρις, and that was “the grace (χάρις) of God 

that has been given you… [through] Christ Jesus”. At the end of this letter, Paul 

only wrote about “the grace of the Lord Jesus Christ”, he followed the same 

formula in 1 Corinthians 16:23.  

 

In 2 Corinthians 1:2f, Paul revealed the ways in which Christ’s sufferings were 

abundant for the believers in Corinth (2 Corinthians 1:5). The result of 

suffering(s) was “consolation”, coming: “through Christ” (2 Corinthians 1:5). 

Such encouragement also came from “the God and Father of our Lord Jesus 

Christ, the Father of mercies and the God of all consolation” (2 Corinthians 1:3). 

What Paul had in mind here is not: “[an] emulation of Christ, but… an 

identification – a mystical union”.395 This mystical union was brought about by 

faith in the gospel message about the self-giving nature of divine χάρις as seen in 

Christ crucified. Similarly, those who received encouragement through Paul’s 

suffering, had an obligation “to console those who are in any affliction with the 

consolation with which we ourselves are consoled by God” (2 Corinthians 1:4). 

Paul stopped short of saying that he could pass that consolation on to others. 

Instead “[it] becomes effective [is energised]”,396 when the Corinthians 

themselves “endure the same sufferings”.397  Paul, in his letters to Rome and 

Galatia, declared that such consolation became active only through faith.398 Faith 

was not “a general stance of trust towards God, but an orientation towards a 

 
395 Wan, Power in Weakness: Conflict and Rhetoric in Paul's Second Letter to the Corinthians, 37. 
396 Wan, Power in Weakness: Conflict and Rhetoric in Paul's Second Letter to the Corinthians, 38. 
397 Ibid. 
398 The letter to the Hebrews also mentions those who have been made weak through tribulation 

and yet endured because of their faith in the power of God. Faith in Hebrews, transforms 

weakness. In Hebrews 11:32-34 we find that all of the greats of the faith, “out of weakness… 

were made strong”. In Mark 9:23 the disciples of Jesus are powerless in the face of a particular 

affliction. Jesus has stepped in and offered to help. His offer is met with the words of the father 

of the child, “if you are able (δύνῃ)”, to which Jesus responds “If you are able! (δύνῃ)—All 

things can be done (δυνατὰ) for the one who believes." This is an important passage because 

of the link that is made between the ability to access the δύναμις of God with “believing”. 

Herman Waitjen said of this passage, “No limits are set, no qualifications are made.  But, 

instead of attributing ultimate power to God, as might be expected, Jesus’ astonishing reply 

postulates unlimited possibilities to those who have faith.” (Herman C Waetjen, A Re-ordering 

of Power: A Socio-Political Reading of Mark’s Gospel. (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1989), 

155.) 
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specific event, the death and resurrection of Christ”.399  

Paul could also speak of himself as personally suffering for the sake of the 

Corinthians. In 2 Corinthians 1:6 Paul said “If we are being afflicted, it is for your 

consolation and salvation; if we are being consoled, it is for your consolation, which 

you experience when you patiently endure the same sufferings that we are also 

suffering”. Ralph Martin mentioned that this introduction “‘fixes’ the exact 

particularity of our letter as Paul’s response of ‘strength-in-weakness’, directed at the 

Corinthians’ questioning of his apostleship, because he was a suffering figure”.400 No 

use was made here of χάρις, but: “grace” was nevertheless experienced by Paul and 

will be experienced by the Corinthians as they warm again to the gospel message 

“which you experience when you patiently endure the same sufferings that we are 

also suffering”. Instead of χάρις, Paul made liberal use in this passage of the verb 

παρακαλέω, especially used of “God, whom one calls upon in time of need”.401  

Rudolf Bultmann did not consider the strength/grace that was given to have been 

given “magically”,402 or as the result of: “[a] mystical union”403 between Paul and 

the Corinthians; Paul only hoped that it would be effective for them as it has been for 

him. 

When we look at Paul’s use of χάρις in 2 Corinthians 1:12, we find that Paul 

contrasted ἐν σοφίᾳ σαρκικῇ with ἐν χάριτι Θεοῦ. He said “Indeed, this is our 

boast, the testimony of our conscience: we have behaved in the world with 

frankness and godly sincerity, not by earthly wisdom (ἐν σοφίᾳ σαρκικῇ) but by 

the grace of God (ἐν χάριτι Θεοῦ)—and all the more toward you”. Bultmann 

considered it impossible “Paul has conceived χάρις in the Hellenistic fashion as a 

mysterious something at work in him”.404 Instead, he said “he is borne by God in 

his activity and destiny”.405 However, Paul’s use of σοφίᾳ would suggest χάρις 

Θεοῦ related to “[the] foolish” wisdom of God. It was upon this truth that Paul 

was borne aloft, even in the midst of his sufferings. The apostle believed that the 

 
399 Barclay, “Paul, the Gift and the Battle over Gentile Circumcision, 42. 
400 Martin, 2 Corinthians, 11. 
401 Danker, Bauer, and Arndt, A Greek-English lexicon of the New Testament and other early Christian 

literature, 764. 
402 Bultmann and Dinkler, The Second Letter to the Corinthians, 26. 
403 Ibid. 
404 Bultmann and Dinkler, The Second Letter to the Corinthians, 34. 
405 Ibid., 35. 
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same χάρις Θεοῦ would be active in the lives of the Corinthians, when they placed 

their faith in his message once more.  

 

The Corinthian church had at some point questioned Paul’s commitment to the 

work there. In 2 Corinthians 1:15, Paul wrote about his intention to visit again, 

and he told them it was “so that you might have a double favour” (ἵνα δευτέραν 

χάριν σχῆτε). Fee argued for a different translation, he suggested “What Paul is 

saying is not that they will receive χάρις twice because of his presence, but that 

they will experience it twice as they help him along the way.”406 Paul insisted that 

such acts of χάρις would ultimately yield even greater benefits for the giver. 

Savage noted the place of benefaction in Corinthian society, arguing that “the rich 

people were the powerful people in the city of Corinth”407 and in the church. 

Savage suggested Paul’s earlier refusal of patronage may have necessitated him 

giving the church another opportunity to support his ministry. However, Paul 

would not have given his support to such systems of benefaction when patronage 

could be counted on to contribute to divisions within the church and cause “[a] 

conflict of power and authority between apostle and patron”.408 That Paul focused 

on the grace of God as experienced in and through Christ, suggests that he would 

rather have challenged such attitudes than appease them.  

 

Paul’s theology would have challenged the Roman benefaction system because it 

was dependent upon one’s perceived value, according to John Barclay. Barclay 

also wrote “if God’s rectification of the world in Christ is precisely this 

unconditioned gift, it subverts any cultural system that defines worth by anything 

other than Christ”.409 Instead, grace was an unconditioned gift according to 

Barclay: “Paul conceptualises and experiences the Christ-gift as that dangerous 

phenomenon, an unconditioned gift,”410 a “singular, unconditioned and therefore 

norm-breaking gift.”411 Specifically, Barclay suggested that Paul taught that “[the] 

 
406 Gordon D. Fee, “ΧΑΡΙΣ in 2 Corinthians 1:15: Apostolic Parousia and Paul-Corinth Chronology.” 

In: Journal of New Testament Studies. 24, No. 4, 1978,  
407 John Chow, Patronage and power a study of social networks in Corinth. Sheffield, England: JSOT 

Press, 1992, 63.  
408 Wan, Power in Weakness: Conflict and Rhetoric in Paul's Second letter to the Corinthians, 136. 
409 Barclay, “Paul, the Gift and the Battle over Gentile Circumcision: Revisiting the Logic of 

Galatians.” 50. 
410 Ibid. 
411 Ibid., 38. 
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Christ-gift is given and distributed without pre-existing conditions”,412 “[it] is not 

given to Torah-observant Jews on the basis of their Torah-observance, it neither 

expresses, nor supports their valuation of the Torah as the moral order of the 

cosmos: it is given to Paul without regard to his Torah-excellence and to Gentiles 

without regard to their Torah-disobedience”.413 The suggestion of “Christ-gift”, a 

phrase Barclay used to sum up the meaning of χάρις, is given: “without pre-

conditions” which would suggest that in 2 Corinthians 12:9, χάρις is always 

available, not only for the apostle, but presumably for all and without pre-

condition.  

 

Xάρις was also used by Paul, in the blessing of one considered worthy (2 

Corinthians 2:14). In this case it was God who was worthy: “to God, grace 

(χάρις)…”. God was worthy of blessing, because “[God] in Christ always leads us 

in triumphal procession and through us spreads in every place the fragrance that 

comes from knowing him” (2 Corinthians 2:14). The effect of God’s favour was 

displayed to the world through the fragrant life lived by the follower of Christ. I 

will argue that Paul’s use of χάρις is different here than his use in 2 Corinthians 

12:9. However, the idea of the witness value of personally enduring 

weakness/persecution for the sake of Christ and the fragrant witness being offered 

here, have certain similarities.   

 

Paul also told the Corinthian church that everything was for their sake (2 

Corinthians 4:15).  By this “everything” he referenced all that he had suffered for 

them, and everything that Christ had suffered for them. Paul told the church “we 

have this treasure in clay jars, so that it may be made clear that this extraordinary 

power belongs to God and does not come from us” (2 Corinthians 4:11).414  Paul 

went on to remind the church that both he and his companions were: 

 

Afflicted in every way, but not crushed; perplexed, but not driven to 

despair; persecuted, but not forsaken; struck down, but not destroyed; 

always carrying in the body the death of Jesus, so that the life of Jesus 

may also be made visible in our bodies. For, while we live, we are 

always being given up to death for Jesus’ sake, so that the life of Jesus 

 
412 Ibid.  
412 Ibid., 50. 
413 Ibid., 51. 
414 I have mentioned this passage already, but it deserves to be mentioned again as it sets the scene for 

Paul’s use of χάρις. 
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may be made visible in our mortal flesh. (2 Corinthians 4:11).  

 

Paul indicated to the Corinthians, that he willingly endured415 “[so that] grace 

(χάρις) as it extends to more and more people, may increase thanksgiving, to the 

glory of God” (2 Corinthians 4:15). Paul wrote of the mission of the church in his 

reference to willing endurance; its end was the glory of God. Paul expressed his 

concern about recent behaviour in the church, he believed that some in the church 

were in danger of excluding themselves by such behaviour. Paul urged them “not 

to accept the race (χάριν) of God in vain” (2 Corinthians 6:1).  

 

It is this danger of accepting the grace of God in vain that Paul saw as threatening 

the mission of the church in Corinth. The Corinthian attitude to wealth and power 

and the passion for “upward mobility”416 and contempt of poverty417 prompted 

Paul to explore the question of grace and its relation to power and weakness. He 

said “For you know the generous act (χάριν) of our Lord Jesus Christ, that though 

he was rich, yet for your sakes he became poor, so that by his poverty you might 

become rich” (2 Corinthians 8:9).  Paul outlined his understanding of “great 

exchange”.418 T F Torrance called it “the ‘wonderful exchange’ or miriifica 

commutatio”.419 Torrance indicated that the moment in time represented by Paul’s 

message of the cross,420 was essential for understanding what Paul meant by 

 
415 Such understanding of the positive benefit of endurance is also found in the later letter of 1 

Peter. We read in 1 Peter 2:20, “if you endure when you do right and suffer for it, you have 

God's approval” (τοῦτο χάρις παρὰ Θεῷ). This passage does not use the word ἀσθενείᾳ, but it 

nevertheless speaks of the suffering endured by one who has done what is right/good 

“ἀγαθοποιοῦντες” (1 Peter 2:20), having an awareness of God “διὰ συνείδησιν θεοῦ” (1 Peter 

2:19) and connects the experience of “grace from God” (χάρις παρὰ θεῷ) to the action of 

endurance. Mark Dubis said “χάρις here refers to an action that brings about the favourable 

disposition or reward of God”. Therefore, in this context, χάρις is a reward for faithfulness 

rather than its motivation. (Mark Dubis. 1 Peter: A Handbook on the Greek Text. (Waco, Tex.: 

Baylor University Press, 2010), 73.) 
416 Savage, Power through Weakness: Paul’s Understanding of the Christian Ministry in 2 

Corinthians, 20. 
417 Ibid., 21. 
418 Martin Luther is reputed to have used this phrase, but it does not appear in his writings; it is though 

important to Reformation thought. The title of a recent book by Jerry Bridges and Bob Bevington 

sums up this bastion of Reformed Theology: The Great Exchange: My Sin for His Righteousness. 
419 Thomas F. Torrance and Robert T. Walker, Atonement: The Person and Work of Christ. (Milton 

Keynes: Paternoster; 2009), 3. 
420 Thomas F. Torrance and Robert T. Walker. Atonement: The Person and Work of Christ. (Milton 

Keynes: Paternoster; 2009), 179. Torrance believed this, a “mutual incorporation” in that Christ 

incorporates himself into humanity at the incarnation and believers are incorporated into Christ by 

the Holy Spirit. Torrance believed that through “The life and passion of Christ… God reconciles 

himself to humanity and humanity is reconciled to God”. Torrance will also claim that the 

resurrection of Christ is also considered a part of that great exchange; even though Paul arguably 

focused only upon the passion of Christ. 



100 

 

“power in weakness”. According to Torrance, Paul's understanding of that 

exchange redefined his understanding of χάρις, and made it more than an attitude 

of favour or kindness, mercy or fellowship, extended to humanity in its weakness.  

 

The χάρις Paul received was a relationship with his Lord.  Whether Paul thought 

χάρις available in other places is a moot point, since it was only to Jesus that he 

turned in his time of trouble.  That the Lord Jesus Christ was Paul’s first port of 

call in time of trouble and distress could be considered a hint that Paul wanted the 

Corinthians also to look only to Jesus. The personal nature of Paul’s relationship 

to his Lord is held up to Corinthian scrutiny by Paul himself. He did this, not to 

show that he was at least the equal of the ‘super-apostles’, but to reveal the 

difference in their ministries.  Where Paul pointed to Christ and the grace that was 

sufficient in him, the ‘super-apostles’ were busy pointing to themselves.  

 

Paul’s theology of χάρις was: “related intimately to the creative practice of the 

Gentile mission”.421 The generous giving of the Corinthians to Paul’s collection 

for the Jerusalem church was a ‘grace gift’, a willing sacrifice for others. Paul 

warned the Corinthian church that: “the one who sows sparingly will also reap 

sparingly, and the one who sows bountifully will also reap bountifully” (2 

Corinthians 9:6).  Paul also reminded the Corinthians: “God is able to provide… 

every blessing in abundance, so that by always having enough of everything, you 

may share abundantly in every good work” (2 Corinthians 9:8). Here, Paul hinted 

at the powerful effects of giving in the lives of the recipients of such support 

(χάρις). He also indicated the support that would be forthcoming from the Judean 

believers, because of the Corinthian church’s generosity in sharing (2 Corinthians 

9:13). Paul argued that such generosity was the only response possible to “the 

surpassing grace (ὑπερβάλλουσαν χάριν) of God that he has given you… his 

indescribable gift” (2 Corinthians 9:14-15).  Xάρις is: “[a] gift, benefaction or 

favour”422 the Corinthians are to give to Judea, causing the Judean believers to 

reciprocate with “longing and prayer” (2 Corinthians 9:14) and “many 

thanksgivings to God” (2 Corinthians 9:12).  Rather than be impoverished by an 

act of χάρις, the Corinthians received Paul’s promise, “you will be enriched in 

 
421 Barclay, “Paul, the Gift and the Battle over Gentile Circumcision: Revisiting the Logic of 

Galatians.” 36. 
422 Barclay, “Paul, the Gift and the Battle over Gentile Circumcision: Revisiting the Logic of 

Galatians,” 36. 
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every way for your great generosity” (2 Corinthians 9:11).423 

 

Conclusions as to what Paul may have meant by χάρις. 

Paul’s message of “grace sufficient” in the face of opposition necessitated an 

examination of the possible meanings for χάρις. We are not greatly helped by the 

uses to which χάρις was put in the First Century CE or earlier. Grace as fealty or 

divine favour is certainly not Paul’s meaning, even though most people’s 

understanding of “grace sufficient” would tend in this direction. The favour of God is 

certainly present in the scriptures of the Jews, as is the idea of finding favour in the 

presence of someone greater. Philo of Alexandria saw a particularly strong 

connection between grace and predestination, for Philo grace could never be 

deserved because a person could not be considered worthy except that person was 

first made worthy by God. This does not appear to be how Paul sees grace in his 

writings. Outside of the Corinthian corpus, Paul sees grace as being given regardless 

of worth, because it is a favour whose purpose has a mission; that is, the spreading of 

the faith among the Gentiles. Paul does not seem to consider grace as given in 

response to sin or weakness, rather it is a remedy for sin and weakness. For Paul, that 

remedy is a person and that person is Christ. Paul particularly references the self-

giving act of Christ dying upon the cross as being the heart of his understanding of 

the nature of χάρις. In the Corinthian correspondence Paul taught that the χάρις of 

God was given in Christ and that χάρις was at work in him as an apostle. Paul could 

also speak of acts of self-giving χάρις which one believer or group of believers might 

perform for the benefit of others. It is clear that Paul’s use of χάρις is rather different 

from earlier writings or the writings of his contemporaries. 

 

 

 
423 In Luke we also find χάρις used in a similar generic sense. On 3 occasions the word is translated, 

“what credit is that to you” (Luke: 6:32, 33, 34) ποία ὑμῖν χάρις ἐστίν? (Luke 6:32). We might ask, 

whose grace/favour is sought, and does this suggest that, by loving those who do not love them, 

the believers will accrue favour with their enemies; with those who see them loving their enemies; 

or, does it suggest that they will accrue favour with God? Or, might this be a challenge to such 

ideas?  Joel Green, notes that “χάρις in this case denotes an effort to pay off a debt by returning 

benefit for benefit”. (Joel B. Green. The Gospel of Luke. (Grand Rapids, Mich.: W.B. Eerdmans 

Pub. Co., 1997), 273 (note 55)). Green also suggests, “Jesus is promulgating the cessation of 

obligation, insisting that behaviours are not predetermined by what one owes to whom, nor by 

what one expects to receive from another”. (Joel B. Green. The Gospel of Luke. (Grand Rapids, 

Mich.: W.B. Eerdmans Pub. Co., 1997), 273).This understanding of χάρις challenges the general 

understanding of gift-giving “in antiquity, where gifts were given in accordance with the recipients 

perceived ‘worth’” or to create bonds of, for example, economic dependance. (John M. G. Barclay. 

“Paul, the Gift and the Battle over Gentile Circumcision: Revisiting the Logic of Galatians.” 

(Australian Biblical Review 58. 2010), 36). 
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Chapter 6: Weakness, Power, Perfection and Grace in 2 Corinthians 

12:9a. 
 

It is time now to draw these various threads together and posit what Paul meant by 

his use of “καὶ εἴρηκέν μοι ἀρκεῖ σοι ἡ χάρις μου· ἡ γὰρ δύναμις ἐν ἀσθενείᾳ 

τελεῖται” in the particular context of 2 Corinthians 12:9a. In this chapter I will 

compare and contrast scholarly opinion on Paul’s meaning with my own thesis. I 

contend that ἀσθένεια related to Paul’s willingness to endure persecution for the 

sake of Christ and δύναμις points to the power of the cross. I also contend that 

τελεῖται implied the revelation of God in Christ through the cross is brought to 

completion by the suffering of Paul, not in the sense that anything was lacking in 

Christ’s sacrifice, but in the sense that Paul’s willing identification with the cross of 

Christ is necessary to the bringing to completion of God’s purposes in Christ. My 

final and chief argument is that ἡ γὰρ δύναμις ἐν ἀσθενείᾳ τελεῖται represented for 

Paul a new understanding of χάρις, so that traditional understandings of χάρις as a 

look of favour from the greater to the lesser have been replaced by the understanding 

given to him by his Lord that the χάρις which is sufficient and perfectly 

transformative is the χάρις of the message of the cross of Christ. 

 

1. The meaning of ἀσθένεια in 2 Corinthians 12:9a. 

Paul’s opponents in Corinth were certainly not the first opposition Paul had faced 

and they would not be the last. Paul’s ministry had been beset by powerful 

opponents ever since his heavenly vision. The response from Paul's Lord to his 

request for removal of this “thorn”, which I have argued was his opposition, was 

met with the promise of grace/power which, it was suggested, would be sufficient 

in some way for this experience of ἀσθένεια.  

 

Ortlund is fairly typical in declaring 2 Corinthians 12:9a, the opening salvo and 

“clearest example of strength through weakness” in Paul’s writings.424 However, I 

argue that “strength through weakness” or weakness as a conduit for power, was 

probably not Paul’s message and 12:9a itself provides the final evidence. 

 

Paul’s idea of ἀσθένεια (weakness) was understood by R. Tasker as a channel,425 

 
424 Ortlund. “Power is made Perfect in Weakness” (2 Cor. 12:9), 102. 
425 Tasker, 2 Corinthians. Tyndale New Testament Commentaries, 178. 



103 

 

and quoted Calvin to support his understanding of weakness as the channel 

through which grace/power “alone”426 was able to flow:  

 

The valleys are watered with rain to make them fruitful while in the 

meantime the summits of the lofty mountains remain dry. Let that man, 

therefore, become a valley who desires to receive the heavenly rain of 

God’s spiritual grace.427  

 

For such commentators, ἀσθένεια was not only one possible way to experience 

grace-power, it was the only way. Tasker said: “The abject weakness of the human 

instrument serves to magnify and throw into relief the perfection of the divine 

power in a way that any suggestion of human adequacy could never do. The 

greater the servant’s weakness, the more conspicuous is the power of the Master’s 

all-sufficient grace”.428 I argue that Paul may boast of weakness in the context of 

his fool’s speech but the idea of weakness, especially moral and physical 

weakness as a channel for power is not Pauline. 

 

The philosophical approach Søren Kierkegaard used for understanding Paul’s 

teaching also influenced his pneumatology and led him to ask the question: “when 

does the Comforter come?”429 He answered: “Not until you have… come to the 

end of your own strength… (And) have learned to hate yourself”.430 Kierkegaard 

also suggested “To rule… by impotence… [was to rule] divinely”431 and “you are 

entirely weak, in fact, you are nothing.”432 Similarly, Bultmann argued that Paul 

in 2 Corinthians 12:9a was highlighting “[the] singularity” of “human 

nothingness”.433 Bultmann wrote: “It is when he is weak, really weak – poor, sick, 

humiliated, despised, unloved by his own spiritual children as well as scorned by 

the world – that God’s power comes into view.”434 In similar vein, Tasker said: 

“far from humiliating circumstances being an obstacle to its [grace-power’s] 

manifestation, they alone satisfy the condition under which it is most fully 

 
426 Ibid. 
427 John Calvin cited in R. V. G. Tasker. 2 Corinthians. Tyndale New Testament Commentaries. 

(Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 1974), 178. 
428 Tasker., 2 Corinthians. Tyndale New Testament Commentaries, 252. 
429 Søren Kierkegaard and Charles E. Moore. Provocations: Spiritual Writings. (Farmington, PA: 

Plough Publishing House, 1999), 7. 
430 Ibid. 
431 Ibid., 236 
432 Ibid., 411-2. 
433 Thrall, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Second Epistle to the Corinthians, 823. 
434 Bultmann and Dinkler, The Second Letter to the Corinthians, 317. 
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experienced and acknowledged.”435 Both Bultmann and Tasker suggested that for 

Paul the power of God could not be understood except alongside a view of total 

human weakness. However, their talk of “human nothingness” went so far that I 

am sure Paul would not recognise the doctrine as his own. Neither Tasker nor 

Dawn can envision an experience of the power of God outside of Paul’s 

experience of “humiliating circumstances”, in doing so they have taken Paul’s 

boasting in weakness seriously, where I see his boasting as a literary device 

intended to reveal the ultimate folly of the opponents’ ownboasting, not a recipe 

for experiencing the power of God, which power incidentally is often portrayed as 

some form of divine infusion. 

 

Similarly, Eberhard Arnold wrote: “This is the root of grace: the dismantling of 

our power”.436 In other words, Arnold claimed that Paul advocated the total 

abandonment of power, since human power was alien to the gospel of grace. 

Arnold also said: “Whenever even a little power rises up in us, the Spirit and the 

authority of God will retreat to the corresponding degree.”437 By advocating the 

abandonment of human power as the route to experiencing the power of God, 

Arnold is importing his own particular understanding of Paul’s “I have been 

crucified… and I live, yet not I” into his theology of power and weakness. Paul’s 

teaching in 2 Corinthians 11 and 12 will not support Arnold in doing this. 

 

As mentioned earlier, Dane Ortlund also found in Paul’s ἀσθένεια the basis for 

teaching about beneficial weakness. Ortlund found this theology of weakness 

initially in Luke’s gospel with his “ubiquitous inclusion of outsiders to the 

exclusion of insiders… [Where the result was] the poor are included in the 

kingdom and the socially strong… are excluded”.438 Another text quoted by 

Ortlund supporting this doctrine: “[Jesus] humbled himself by becoming obedient 

to the point of death, even death on a cross. Therefore God has highly exalted 

him” (Philippians 2:8-9). Ortlund said that the life of Jesus provided “the 

definitive instantiation of this motif”439 as a “paradigmatic pioneer”440 of 

 
435 Tasker, 2 Corinthians, 178. 
436 Eberhard Arnold, cited in Seeking Peace – Johann Christoph Arnold, 51-2. 
437 Eberhard Arnold, cited in Seeking Peace – Johann Christoph Arnold, 51-2. 
438 Ortlund. “Power is made perfect in Weakness” (2 Cor. 12:9): A Biblical Theology of Strength 

through Weakness. Presbyterion (36/2, Fall 2010), 95. 
439 Ibid., 104. 
440 Ibid. 
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“strength through weakness”.441 Dane Ortlund also suggested “It was through his 

weakness that Christ was ultimately glorified. His shame was ultimately the 

means, not an obstacle, to his honour”.442  

 

Scholars who impose such an understanding of power and weakness onto the 

message of Paul, usually find the basis of their theology in one or other of the 

Gospels (although I would also question their interpretation of the Gospels). 

Where I find no evidence that Paul preached this kind of strength through human 

weakness, at least not in the sense that the attaining of, or recognition of weakness 

was some form of spiritual achievement that paved the way for the power of God 

to be manifested. 

 

Such a mistaken understanding of Paul’s teaching on power and weakness can 

have a wide influence. For example, Barre, re-translated a French version of the 

New Testament published in 1971 by the Bible Society of Paris. He re-translated 

its version of 2 Corinthians 12:10: “my might plainly manifests its effects when 

you are weak… the weaker you are, the more powerfully my might is manifested 

in you”.443 Ortlund, who suggested: “[God] inverts the standard… [By which] his 

favour is attained… [and this] because of Christ”,444 would favour this translation 

but it is not accurate. 

 

Harris’ idea of proportionality also had certain similarities to the above 

understandings of the place of weakness in Paul’s schema. Harris said: “the 

greater the acknowledged weakness, the more evident Christ’s power”.445 We find 

in this suggestion something of a dualistic understanding of the relation between 

power and weakness, wherein power becomes the exact opposite of human 

weakness. However, since I argue that Paul understood the message of the cross 

as power then Harris’s statement above would only be correct if the weakness 

acknowledged was the human urge for self-preservation. A reading of any of the 

other opinions mentioned above, does not leave this impression, instead the 

emphasis tended to be on moral or physical weakness. Harris was more guarded, 

 
441 Ibid. 
442 Ibid.,103. 
443 Cited in Michael L. Barre. “Qumran and the ‘Weakness’ of Paul”. (The Catholic Bible Quarterly. 

42.1980), 222. 
444 Ibid., 107. 
445 Harris, The Second Epistle to the Corinthians, 197. 
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he rightly wanted to avoid any suggestion of an auto-response from God towards 

human weakness. Harris wrote: “it is improbable that the acknowledgement of 

weakness itself triggers the operation of ‘perfect power’”.446 Harris also granted 

the possibility that Paul’s use of “ἐν is instrumental”, although he also suggested 

“it is better to give it a local sense.”447  In other words, it was in the midst of the 

experience of human weakness, not because of human weakness, that the power 

of God was accessible.448 Harris considered the weaknesses as “particular 

experiences of infirmity”,449 which included insults, hardships and persecutions 

the apostle was required to face in the course of an apostolic ministry. Although 

Harris thought it better to understand ἐν as having a local sense, he could have 

gone further and been more particular. Because, as we have discovered, it was not 

because of the weakness of humanity that the power of God was accessible for 

Paul, neither was Paul’s δύναμις the power that Harris and others envisaged. 

 

Paul’s “weakness is also paradoxically, the seat of [his] apostolic authority”450 

according to Martin, whilst Hafemann thought it was “the vehicle through which 

the saving power of God climactic-ally revealed in Christ, was being made known 

in the world”.451 McCant was also aware of the paradox. He suggested: “[Paul] 

places his entire ministry under the rubric of ‘weakness.'” McCant calls this a 

“triumphant, if paradoxical, affirmation.”452 Again, this is a mistaken 

understanding of the nature of Paul’s ἀσθένεια. Paul’s willingness to obediently 

suffer for Christ challenged the idea that weakness may be the foundation for his 

authority. Instead, as Michael Barre suggested, Paul embraced weakness for the 

sake of the gospel, which is very different.  

 

I agree with Barre who argued that Paul’s “use of the plural astheneiai 

[elsewhere] points to concrete events in which one is the object of hostility not 

merely the ways in which one lacks strength”.453 Paul was therefore, according to 

 
446 Ibid., 864. 
447 Ibid. 
448 Ibid. 
449 Ibid. 
450 Ralph P. Martin, “The Setting of 2 Corinthians” (Institute for Biblical Research Lecture, 1985) 

Tyndale Bulletin 37, 1986, 19.  
451 Hafemann, 140. 
452 Ibid., 152. 
453 Barre, “Qumran and the ‘Weakness’ of Paul”. (The Catholic Bible Quarterly. 42, 1980), 217. 
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Barre, boasting of his trials and especially of “[the] persecution”454 he embraced 

for the sake of the gospel.  

 

The theme of persecution as a form of witness is also found in 2 Corinthians 2:14, 

where Paul said: “but thanks be to God, who in Christ always leads us in 

triumphal procession, and through us spreads in every place the fragrance that 

comes from knowing him.” According to Mark Strom this was “a strikingly 

strong metaphor, possibly unique among Graeco-Roman authors... The image 

conveyed Paul’s continuing experience of dying for the sake of the 

Corinthians”,455 which image he argued, provided the foundation for Paul’s 

teaching on power and weakness. There is indeed a parallel between this verse 

and what Paul says in 2 Corinthians 12:9, although “Paul’s continuing experience 

of dying for the sake of the Corinthians” goes further than either of the passages 

warrant. 

 

A better interpretation was offered by Furnish when he argued that Paul did not 

“boast in ‘weakness’, that is, in feebleness”,456 neither did he attempt Stoic 

“detachment”457 from weakness; instead “by accepting his tribulations as real 

weaknesses, he is led by them to acknowledge his ultimate dependence on 

God”.458 This gave Paul a reason to “boast… in his weaknesses”459 according to 

Furnish, “joyfully shouldering suffering”460 which he endured “for the sake of 

Christ.” Furnish’s more positive view finds support in Ambrose. Ambrose 

considered Paul’s boasting in weakness an example of “humility… [That] does 

away with frailty”.461 Also, Theodoret insisted, “Paul does not… enjoy these 

things”462 and there was no sense of morbid revelling;463 rather, Paul was joyfully 

using an opportunity “to prove the resurrection power of Christ”.464 David Black 

also argued that “Paul... [did] not praise weakness, nor... [did] he develop a cult of 

 
454 Ibid. 
455 Strom, Reframing Paul: Conversations in Grace and Community, 163. 
456 Barnett, The Second Epistle to the Corinthians, 575. 
457 Roetzel, 2 Corinthians, 108. 
458 Furnish, II Corinthians, 550. 
459 Ibid., 551. 
460 Bultmann and Dinkler, The Second Letter to the Corinthians, 228. 
461 Ambrose cited in Bray 308. 
462 Theodoret cited in Bray. 
463 Harris, The Second Epistle to the Corinthians, 866. 
464 Ibid., 866-7. 
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the social lower class”465, instead Paul “demand[ed] the renunciation of self-

glorification by all”.466 Black’s suggestion that the opponents in Corinth were 

guilty of “self-glorification” finds plenty of support in 2 Corinthians.  

 

With regard to Paul’s meaning in ἀσθένεια, Thiselton suggested Paul’s earlier use 

of ὑπὲρ χριστοῦ in 2 Corinthians 5:20 revealed “a second reason why Paul can 

delight only in his weakness;”467 namely, that ἀσθενείαι “are borne as a 

consequence of serving Christ and for his glory”.468 However, Paul only said that 

he was “content” (εὐδοκῶ) with weaknesses, [“εὐδοκῶ - to consider something 

good”469]. Paul did not say that he “delights” or “takes pleasure in them” (NLT). 

From this it is possible to reject any suggestion that Paul considered physical or 

moral weakness a positive experience to be embraced for the furtherance of the 

Kingdom of God through the revelation of God’s strength in human depravity. 

Instead Paul saw weakness, particularly persecution of the sake of the kingdom as 

an opportunity to be embraced. 

 

Paul’s use of δύναμις and ἀσθένεια were considered by Harris to be “related… by 

succession – first weakness then power, as in the case of the resurrection of Christ 

and of believers”470 (1 Corinthians 15:43). Harris also suggested there was 

“simultaneity here as well”,471 as suggested by, “always carrying in the body the 

death of Jesus, so that the life of Jesus may also be made visible in our bodies” (2 

Corinthians 4:10). The theme of simultaneity also appears in Hooker’s: 

Interchange and Suffering. Believing that Paul was calling the church to enter the 

experience of weakness for the benefit of others, Hooker quoted 2 Corinthians 

4:15, she said: “Paul reiterates the thought… that his sufferings benefit the 

Corinthians”.472
 This thought is clearly present in Paul’s writing, however, the 

suggestion of interchange, also mentioned earlier, can be taken too far. 

 

 
465 Black, Paul, Apostle of Weakness: Astheneia and its Cognates in the Pauline literature, 100. 
466 Ibid.   
467 Thiselton, The First Epistle to the Corinthians: a Commentary on the Greek Text, 867. 
468 Ibid. 
469 Danker, Bauer, and Arndt, A Greek-English lexicon of the New Testament and other early Christian 

literature, 404. 
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471 Ibid., 864. 
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Margaret Thrall also suggested that “[ἀσθενεία] is not identical with...  Δύναμις, 

but the location of its manifestation”.473 It would have been better if she had 

suggested ἀσθενεία was the opportunity of its manifestation. Thrall rightly 

rejected the earlier assertion by Guttgemann that “weakness is... the epiphany of 

the divine power”;474 instead, she gave to ἀσθενεία a degree of control over 

δύναμις and made the experience of δύναμις dependent upon a prior experience of 

ἀσθενεία. Thrall wrote: “Weaknesses give occasion for the display of the power of 

Christ”. 475 Furnish argued that Paul usually spoke of a plurality of weaknesses (2 

Corinthians 11:30, 12:5 and in 12:10) except “where he juxtaposes the idea with 

that of power… [when] the singular is ordinarily used”.476 Both Thrall and 

Guttgemann would have been closer to Paul’s thinking if they had suggested the 

experience of persecution (singular), gave occasion for the display of the power of 

Christ. 

 

Paul’s understanding of suffering in 2 Corinthians 12:9a was considered by Ralph 

Martin as similar to the Jewish understanding of “glorying in weakness”.477 He 

suggested that Paul saw himself as “[the] suffering apostle who sides with God in 

the struggle against his foes”.478 Such struggle is also found in 4 Maccabees 6:28-

29:  

 

Be merciful to your people, being satisfied with my punishment. Make 

my blood their purification and take my life as a ransom for theirs.  

 

 

And in 4 Maccabees 17:21-22 the death of the pious ones was propitiatory:  

 

They became as it were, a ransom for the sin of our people. And through 

the blood of these pious ones and the propitiation of their death, the 

divine providence saved Israel, which had been badly treated.  
 

A language of self-sacrifice had certainly developed by the time of Paul’s letter to 

the Romans:479 “I appeal to you therefore, brothers and sisters, by the mercies of 

 
473 Thrall, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Second Epistle to the Corinthians, 824. 
474 Ibid., 824. 
475 Ibid., 829. 
476 As is the case in 1 Cor. 2:3-4; 15:43 and 2 Cor. 12:9a; 13:4.  

 Victor Paul Furnish. II Corinthians. The Anchor Bible. (Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, 1984), 531. 
477 Martin, 2 Corinthians, 359    
478 Ibid., 359. Citing the argument of Zmijewski. 
479 Martin, 2 Corinthians, 359.    
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God, to present your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God, 

which is your spiritual worship” (Romans 12:1).  

 

However, Paul’s claim to glory in weakness in the context of the fool's speech 

sounds somewhat different to the heroic suffering of the servant of God outlined 

by Martin. In 2 Corinthians Paul was deliberately playing the fool, which resulted 

in 12:9b “I will boast all the more gladly of my weaknesses”, Paul was speaking 

with a particular purpose, he was not advocating boasting in weakness as heroic 

achievement or the cure for the ills of the Corinthian church, neither does he 

portray God as being in any sense “attracted to human weakness”.480 For Paul, the 

way out of “weakness was not self-resourced strength”,481 but neither was it a 

revelling in “acknowledged weakness”.482 Paul’s used ‘folly’ as a literary device 

to point to the folly of his opponents, a clever use of a rhetorical device that 

would not have been lost on the church. 

 

McCant said: “weakness does not cause ‘the power of Christ to dwell on Paul, but 

in his weakness [persecuted humanity] he finds the sufficient power and grace of 

God.”483 In a similar vein, Black suggested that “It was not in weakness itself that 

Paul took pleasure, but in the opportunity weakness afforded him to experience 

the ‘overshadowing power’ of the indwelling Christ.”484 Black considered “the 

final proof that Christ is in him and that he is in Christ is to be found in living as 

Christ lived: in weakness.”485 The picture of Jesus that Paul portrayed in his 

writings certainly included allusions to Jesus’ weakness, but that was not his main 

theme. The Gospels which were written sometime after Paul’s letters to Corinth, 

also acknowledged signs of weakness, but again: “Christ lived: in weakness”486 

goes too far. 

 

The proximity between Paul’s use of δύναμις and ἀσθένεια, has led to the 

suggestion that Paul was contrasting one with the other. As mentioned earlier, this 

 
480 Ortlund. “Power is made Perfect in Weakness” (2 Cor. 12:9), 107. 
481 Ibid. 
482 Ibid. 
483 McCant, 2 Corinthians, 151. 
484 Black, Paul, Apostle of Weakness: Astheneia and its Cognates in the Pauline literature, 156. 
485 Ibid., 165. 
486 Ibid.   
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was refuted by Barre,487 who understood the plural ἀσθένειαι as closer in meaning 

to “persecutions” (plural).488 Barre argued for persecution as the meaning of the 

singular ἀσθένεια in 2 Corinthians 12:9a. According to Barre it was in 

persecution, not in the variety of ways in which he was persecuted, nor in human 

weakness, sickness, sinfulness or depravity, that δύναμις was made available to 

Paul.  

 

Paul did not teach that all weakness, not even persecution, triggered something of 

the power of God; he did not suggest that embracing weakness was the right thing 

to do. Such extreme views about Paul’s teaching on the place of weakness in the 

life of the believer are capable of spawning inaccurate understandings and 

questionable doctrines. They are also capable of inspiring harmful actions, such as 

self-harm, as a route to holiness. An emphasis on the beneficial nature of 

weakness can also lead to the accusation that Paul’s God caused sickness as a 

necessary precursor to revealing His divine power, or for the purpose of preparing 

a life-lesson. Better to suggest, Paul understood the instrumentality as occurring 

in the “weakness” of persecution, but only under certain very specific 

circumstances, such as, where the word of the Lord has been spoken to an apostle 

who has been persecuted for the sake of the Kingdom and in whose persecution 

there is a visible sign of the message of Christ crucified. The context of 2 

Corinthians 12:9a is specific, it does not include human moral depravity or 

physical weakness per se; instead, it suggests a willingness to embrace suffering 

for the sake of the gospel of Christ.489  

 

2. The meaning of δύναμις in 2 Corinthians 12:9a. 

We have already seen that Paul’s use of δύναμις is very different from those who 

 
487 Harris, The Second Epistle to the Corinthians: A Commentary on the Greek Text, 864. 
488 Barre, “Qumran and the ‘Weakness’ of Paul”, 217. 
489 Whilst δύναμις is used mostly within the writings of Paul and especially within the Corinthian 

correspondence, δύναμαι, “to possess capability”, (Frederick Danker, Walter Bauer, and 

William Arndt. A Greek-English lexicon of the New Testament and other early Christian 

literature. (3rd ed. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2000), 261) is used on occasion in 

the Gospels, although its use can become all but invisible in the English translations. For 

example, “do you believe that I am able to do this?” (Matthew 9:28); “I am able to destroy the 

temple” (Matthew 26:61) and “I have just been married and therefore I cannot come” (Luke 

14:20) all make use of δύναμαι.  There are times when δύναμαι is used in a way that is similar 

to the usage of Paul, even though the verb is somewhat different to the noun. In Luke 9:1, 

“Jesus called the twelve together and gave them power and authority over all demons and to 

cure diseases”. This power had been seen at work in many of the miracles that Jesus performed 

throughout the Gospel narratives and now he passes it on. These powerful acts authenticate the 

message that is preached by the servant of God (Mark 16:17). 
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wrote about δύναμις in earlier times or were contemporary with Paul. We will 

now focus upon Paul’s use of δύναμις in 2 Corinthians 12:9a which use I argue is 

focussed upon the message of the cross of Christ. 

 

What then was this δύναμις in 12:9a and to whom did it belong? Did it belong to 

Christ or God, or was it Paul’s power? 490 Martin said: “the power spoken of is the 

power of Christ”,491 and “is fulfilled... in weakness”.492 Tasker agreed, although 

his understanding of δύναμις merged with grace to become a powerful grace that 

poured forth from the cross as the result of the merit/favour accrued by Christ’s 

atoning death. Harris also thought the power was the power of Christ, as 

confirmed by Paul’s explicit use of “the power of Christ” (ἡ δύναμις τοῦ χριστοῦ) 

in the second part of the verse (2 Corinthians 12:9b).  

 

In my view Furnish was right when he said: “we might argue that the present 

reference is to the power of God, not to the power of Christ”,493 “for it is more 

common for Paul to write of God’s power, than of Christ’s”.494 Furnish is also 

correct in suggesting that the smaller number of references to the power of Christ 

could be explained as “a particularization of the more general reference to God’s 

power.”495 Furnish concluded though, that “too fine a distinction is unwarranted, 

for the power of Christ and the power of God are inseparably linked in the 

apostle’s thinking”.496 Furnish cited 2 Corinthians 13:3-4:  

 

“Since you desire proof that Christ is speaking in me. He is not weak 

in dealing with you, but is powerful in you. For he was crucified in 

weakness but lives by the power of God. For we are weak in him, 

but in dealing with you we will live with him by the power of God”. 

  

This text suggests that, to talk about Christ is to talk about God, therefore, the 

power is the same, whether it be of Christ or God, is the same power. It could also 

mean that the power that Christ promised had God as its source.  

 

The comments of Michael Barre lend support to furnish’s position, Barre 

 
490 Barre, “Qumran and the ‘Weakness’ of Paul”, 220. 
491 Martin, 2 Corinthians, 419. 
492 Ibid.  420. 
493 Furnish, II Corinthians, 530. 
494 Furnish, II Corinthians, 530. 
495 Ibid.  
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suggested that when it comes to the lists of trials endured such as those found in 2 

Corinthians 4:7-12 and 6:4-10: “dunamis is connected with (tou) theou”.497 Barre 

also went on to suggest this “is significant for the interpretation of the term here 

because 2 Corinthians 12:7b-9a uses a number of terms that connect it with these 

trials-lists”.498 Paul in 12:9a was referencing the power of God with “ἡ γὰρ 

δύναμις”, or the power of the message of Christ (particularly the message of the 

cross), a power originating in God, but also present in Christ. This leads to a 

possible alternative translation: “He (Christ) said to me, my grace is sufficient, for 

the power [of God] is perfected in weakness.”499 To this Paul responded: “so I will 

boast all the more gladly of my weaknesses, so that the power of Christ might 

dwell in me”. The personal pronoun “my”, when used in relation to power, 

appears in many translations,500 although the Greek “μου” is omitted from the 

underlying Greek texts. Some Greek texts501 follow what Martin suggested was “a 

secondary textual reading”.502 He suggested this indicated that the power was 

Christ’s.    

 

Several other possibilities could explain ἡ γὰρ δύναμις. For example, R.C.H. 

Lenski suggested it was the influence of “some persistent vicious opponents who 

made himself Satan’s tool”,503 someone known as “the power”. His influence “is 

brought to its finish in weakness”.504 Lenski’s theory has often been discounted on 

the basis of the reference in 12:9b that the power is the power of Christ, 

nevertheless it is still possible that in 12:9a Paul referenced “the power” whereas 

in 2 Corinthians 12:9b he spoke of: “[the] power of Christ”. Although, there is 

another problem with Lenski’s suggestion. Paul also asked for deliverance from 

“the power” and was told “my grace is sufficient”, which suggests something 

other than deliverance was offered. Lenski’s suggestion would only be tenable if 

the χάρις on offer enabled Paul to overcome “the power”.  

 

Paul was not given power to overcome, as evidenced by the need for him to 

 
497 Barre, “Qumran and the ‘Weakness’ of Paul”, 220. 
498 Ibid.   
499 Own translation. 
500 NIV, NRSV, NLT, ESV, KJV but absent from NEB, NASB. 
501 “μου” is omitted from manuscripts P46, A, B, D, F, G 
502 Martin, 2 Corinthians, 419. 
503 R.C.H.Lenski. The Interpretation of II Corinthians. (Minneapolis, Minn.: Augsburg Fortress, 

2008), 1302. 
504 Ibid.   
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engage in “foolish boasting”. Also, the primary textual reading has “the power” 

rather than “my power”, so could Paul have intended us to understand that “the 

power” was accomplished (τελεῖται) in human weakness and Paul must trust in 

grace until the work of “the power” was accomplished? It is not possible to reach 

a conclusion on this matter.  

 

Martin considered it “right to take δύναμις [of 12:9a] and χάρις as synonyms”505 

and Bultmann considered they were “in essence synonyms”.506 Harris said: “just 

as grace was the grace of Christ, the power is the power of Christ”,507 as implied 

by “[the] (possessive) article with δύναμις matching ἡ χάρις μου”.508 However, 

Tasker did not believe it possible to argue for a synonymy between grace and 

power, even though he could speak of  “the divine grace... [as] a ‘powerful grace’ 

[and it is] Christ’s grace; for it is from His cross, through the merits of his atoning 

death that grace proceeds”.509  

 

Whilst grace and power were connected in Paul’s thinking, as evidenced by his 

use of γὰρ, it would be a mistake to think that they were the same thing for him.   

Better to consider the reason grace was sufficient is found in the phrase “δύναμις 

ἐν ἀσθενείᾳ τελεῖται”, not in δύναμις alone. This suggests that “δύναμις ἐν 

ἀσθενείᾳ τελεῖται” is for Paul, the meaning or connotation of χάρις. 

 

What was the nature of this δύναμις? It could be, as Harris suggested, that the 

power was a “power to cope-with (all) weakness”.510 Or, it could be understood 

as: “God’s strength, his power to act in ‘grace’”.511 We might side with Hughes 

and say that “the grace [power] of God transfuses and triumphs over, and even 

through, what is least impressive in the Apostle’s constitution”.512 However, this 

is not where the evidence takes us. 

 

It is not unreasonable to posit as Lenski did, that Paul’s opponents in Corinth was in 
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512 Hughes, The Second Epistle to the Corinthians, 451. 



115 

 

some way referenced as “the power”, or at the very least was of a more powerful 

charismatic disposition than Paul. Paul used δύναμις just as he used ἀσθενείᾳ, to 

challenge his opponents and the Corinthian church with his understanding of what it 

means to be a Christian in relation to prevailing attitudes to power and weakness. 

Just as Paul gave a new meaning to ἀσθενείᾳ, one viewed from the perspective of the 

cross of Christ, similarly Paul redefined δύναμις. Greek understanding of divine 

power being bestowed upon the weak, or as power for war, and the Hebrew 

understanding of strength in battle given by God to his chosen, are swept aside. In 

their place, Paul revealed the death of Christ upon the cross and the message of the 

cross as the source of transformative power. The methods of the opponents in Corinth 

may have appeared powerful by the world’s standards but they were not Christ-like, 

where Paul in his suffering at the hands of the opponents and through the neglect of 

the church, was a true witness to the gospel of Christ. For Paul Christ was powerful 

and the message of Christ crucified had the power to change lives because it was a 

message that came from God whose every word was δύναμις. Therefore, the power 

of God in 2 Corinthians 12:9a was nothing less than the message of Christ crucified.  

 

3. The meaning of Tελεῖται in 2 Corinthians 12:9a. 

In Chapter 4 we discovered that the verb τέλεω and the noun τέλος could have a 

number of meanings. We discovered in the LXX that the words could be used 

quite practically to speak of the end or completion of a project, whereas in the 

Greek writers it often meant perfection or the blessed life. We saw that for Paul it 

could also refer to a perfect offering, an act of cleansing and the process of 

overcoming self-sufficient attitudes. However, Paul and the LXX could also use 

the words to speak of the time of the end or the process of preparing for the 

moment of eschatological judgement. I argue that τελεῖται in the context of 12:9a 

is used to point to the cross of Christ as the perfect work of God in Christ, only 

the message of the cross has transformative power, only the cross is life changing 

and can prepare the believers in Corinth for the eschatological kingdom of Christ. 

In the light of an understanding of δύναμις as the power of God, Barre had 

problems with the idea that τελεῖται suggested any kind of perfection “Since it is 

God’s power that is at issue and since one cannot properly speak of his power 

being ‘made perfect’, a translation such as ‘is accomplished’ or ‘achieves its 



116 

 

purpose’ is to be preferred.”513 Bultmann offered: “teleitai achieves fulfilment”,514 

presumably he means by this that the power of God in some way achieves 

fulfillment in human weakness. Bultmann also said that this took place in that 

moment when, “possibility becomes reality”;515 again Bultmann is referring to the 

possibility of the perfection of power becoming a reality in weakness. It is 

difficult to find points of agreement with either Barre or Bultmann in this matter 

because they begin from a very different understanding of what is referenced by 

power than I do. For Barre power and God are almost interchangeable concepts, 

whilst Bultmann understands God’s power from the viewpoint of its locale in 

human weakness. 

 

As suggested by Barrett, Paul’s use of τελεῖται might indicate a perceived lack in 

Paul’s opponents. These opponents “far from coming to perfection, [show that] 

divine power is barely perceptible in the impressive activities of the ecclesiastical 

potentates with whom Paul has to contend”.516 Barrett sees the opponents as 

powerful ecclesiastical figures who presumably, as a result, inhabit a higher social 

standing within society. For Barrett, Paul is a pneumatic preacher who has 

experienced a work of perfection in his life through weakness, which experience 

is alien to the opponents. Reconstructions like this one by Barrett appear to be 

based upon more recent church arguments rather than evidence withinthe epistle. 

 

What we discover in 2 Corinthians is that the opponents in Paul’s opinion are 

failing to promote the message of the cross of Christ as the only way of salvation 

and are guilty of leading the Corinthian congregation towards a perfection of their 

own making. Although there is no evidence that the opponents in Corinth were the 

Judaizers who opposed Paul’s gospel in Galatia; nevertheless, the outcome of 

their teaching was similarly to turn the congregations away from the cross as the 

finished work of God in Christ and to promote in its place a salvation based on 

personal achievement. In his consideration of the importance of τελεῖται, Ralph 

Martin noted the persistent suggestion among scholars such as Schmithals, that 

Paul’s opponents were instead Gnostics. If this was correct it would then make 

 
513 Barre, “Qumran and the ‘Weakness’ of Paul”, 222. 
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sense to see Paul’s use of τελεῖται as a “deliberate rebuttal”517 of their claim to be 

able to offer the Corinthians some form of “perfection”. However, the Gnostic 

reconstruction is for good reasons also no longer in favour, although as I suggest 

the Corinthian opponents were nevertheless offering some kind of perfectionist 

teaching. 

 

This section on τελεῖται is relatively short because very few scholars note the 

importance of τελεῖται in 2 Corinthians 12:9a, and those few who do, usually 

make the word fit their own reonstruction of Paul’s message, which reconstruction 

is based on a particular understanding of Paul’s opponents and thorn. In my view 

all of these views on Paul’s use of τελεῖται also reveal an underpinning of a Greek 

philosophical understanding as to the possible meaning of τέλεω. As I mentioned 

in chapter 4, the word had a very different usage in the LXX and in Paul’s other 

writings where Barre’s “is accomplished” mentioned above, would be closest to 

Paul’s meaning.  

 

 4. The meaning of Xάρις in 2 Corinthians 12:9a. 

We have already seen that Paul’s use of χάρις is very different from those who 

wrote about χάρις in earlier times or were contemporary with Paul. In those other 

writings we discovered that χάρις was often considered a gift from the greater to 

the lesser, therefore it was often found in the gift of a king or a god. We also noted 

the Roman practise of patronage which could have influenced Paul’s thinking, but 

concluded that patronage had nothing in common with Paul’s use of χάρις. In 

Paul’s own writings, we found that the connection between χάρις and the idea of 

gift was still present, although Paul’s idea of gift was clearly aligned with the 

coming of Jesus, with relationship with Jesus and especially with the gift of the 

life of Jesus upon a Roman cross. 

 

I previously noted that Paul had previously experienced Christ’s call to take the 

gospel to the Gentiles, he had experienced persecution in many places due to his 

ministry, and he had experienced a vision to encourage him and a “thorn” to keep 

him from the kind of boastful self-confidence that was on show in the ministry of 

those who opposed his gospel. Paul had also asked God on three occasions to take 

 
517 Martin, 2 Corinthians, 420. 
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this “thorn” away. Now we will look more closely at the message of “χάρις” he 

received. 

 

4.1 “But, he said to me”. 

The words “but he said to me” (καὶ εἴρηκεν μοι) are a link between Paul’s request 

and the reply he will receive. Furnish saw in καὶ εἴρηκεν μοι a confirmation that 

this was “[a] proclamation addressed to Paul by the risen and exalted Christ”.518 

The perfect tense promise of grace here is “[in] stark contrast to ‘τρὶς τὸν κύριον 

παρεκάλεσα’, with παρεκάλεσα as an aorist”.519 This promise will not be the 

deliverance Paul desired and it would prove, only with hindsight, to be Harris’s 

“much greater boon”.520 The use of εἴρηκεν in the perfect tense has often been 

considered to suggest that Paul intended to testify to the permanent validity521 of 

the word he received from the Lord. For example, Harris suggested that due to 

“[an] explicit answer (having been) received, the act of petitioning the Lord lay 

totally in the past and would not be repeated”.522 

 

Arguing for the permanent validity of the promise, as Harris did, could be seen as 

going too far, especially when the promise was given in a particular circumstance, 

to a particular person in a particular place. Paul’s testimony it is often argued, 

supported the belief that this “consoling power”523 continued “to hold good”;524 

however, Paul probably wanted the recipients of the letter to understand his 

experience and his apostolic authority in a different light. It could be argued that 

for Paul pastoral encouragement took precedence over the fight to secure his 

apostolic standing in the eyes of the Corinthian Church, but it is more likely that 

he was the two as co-terminus. 

 

Instead of the desired removal of the thorn, Paul received some form of an audible 

assurance: “but he said to me” (καὶ εἴρηκεν μοι). Thrall noted “Christ’s response 

is cited in direct speech”525 as suggesting that the message was “communicated by 
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some revelatory experience characterised by audition.”526 Harris postulated 

several other possibilities ragarding how this took place, suggestions based on 

references in the book of Acts to “a vision” (Acts 18:9), “a trance during prayer” 

(Acts 22:17-18), a “testimony of the Spirit” (Acts 20:23), although he also 

suggested that the conversation occurred during “[a] meditation on the crucifixion 

and resurrection of Christ”.527 No detail was given by Paul in the text, so we 

cannot say conclusively how this conversation occurred. We can only suggest, it 

was for Paul another of those, “I do not know; God knows” (2 Corinthians 12:3) 

experiences.  

 

The dialogical nature of this communication may have been intended to 

emphasise “the personal relationship with Christ, which Paul felt himself to 

enjoy”528 according to Thrall, who also suggested that this passage might find 

meaning in the doubts that arose in Corinth about Paul’s relationship to Christ.529 

However, when Thrall considered 2 Corinthians 10:7530 alongside 12:9 she 

suggested this might evidence that: “Paul is defending his authority, not his 

Christianity.”531 It would appear more likely, given the whole tenor of Paul’s 

argument, to suggest that he defends his authority only for the sake of the church 

and not because of any personal gain in prestige. Barnett suggested a wider 

interpretation of καὶ εἴρηκεν μοι, he suggested that in spite of the use of the 

singular, this message was not only intended for Paul, but for all who would hear 

or read his testimony. Barnett insisted: “These words of Christ to Paul should not 

be limited in their application to Paul as an apostle… but apply to whatever 

experiences and circumstances of life render powerless the children of God… The 

words… are universally applicable”.532 It is the case, that through the centuries 

these words have been meaningful to a wide variety of people in a wide diversity 

of situations; however, Barnett’s suggestion does not help us to understand Paul’s 

particular context, nor did he offer much insight into the original meaning of the 

words Paul used. 
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4.2 “It is sufficient.” 

The answer of Paul’s Lord to his request was “My grace is sufficient for you” 

(ἀρκεῖ σοι ἡ χάρις μου). Furnish suggested that this response was “typical of 

divine oracles”533 and similar accounts in non-Biblical sources. Furnish also 

suggested the stories of Alexander Severus and a story by Hermas as potential 

parallels, but they are not convincing. The reason given for the prayers not being 

answered in Dio Cass. LXXVIII 15. 6-7, was the sinfulness of the intercessor, 

whilst in Herm.Vis.  III 10.7-8 the intercessor's heart is not right with the Lord. If 

we understood ἀσθενείᾳ as the weakness which provides a conduit for power they 

would be a better fit, but as already mentioned, in my view this is a wrong 

understanding of ἀσθενείᾳ. Also, in Herm.Vis.  III 10.7-8 the vision was 

sufficient, whereas in 2 Corinthians 12:9 it was the grace of God that was 

sufficient; there is also no mention of a heavenly experience or of opposition from 

a messenger of Satan in the non-biblical sources quoted by Furnish.  

 

It is often suggested that the promise of sufficient grace was an allusion to the 

story of Moses in Deuteronomy 3: 23-6. Moses could not enter the Promised Land 

and was consoled by God; Moses’ LORD said to him “Let it suffice you”534 (καὶ 

εἶπεν κύριος πρός με ῾Ικανούσθω σοι). Paul had already mentioned Moses in 2 

Corinthians 3, which may be the reason for consideration of this possibility by a 

number of scholars. Thrall pointed out that Moses’ account did not contain “the 

theme of power working through weakness… nor is the verb (Ικανούσθω as 

opposed to ἀρκεῖ) the same”.535 The NRSV translated Deuteronomy 3:26 “The 

Lord said to me: ‘Enough from you!’” We would also have to ask, what could 

Paul hope to have gained by a reference to one of the least impressive incidents in 

the Moses narrative? Also, the assurance given to Moses made no mention of 

“grace”, and was given in response to Moses’ actions which ultimately prevented 

him from entering the Promised Land. Martin was not convinced that 

Deuteronomy 3:26 was “an adequate parallel, as this is more a pious resignation 

to necessity than a positive accession of δύναμις ‘strength’”.536  
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Because of the words, “it is sufficient”, Barnett assumed that Paul’s stake/thorn 

was “not taken away”;537 however, the choice of ἀρκεῖ σοι in the present tense 

does not mean Paul must forever bear the “thorn”, even if “the perfect tense of 

εἴρηκεν suggested that any renewal of the same request would meet with the same 

refusal”.538 Instead, it was indicated that for as long as he bears it (the thorn) the 

promise of grace will stand firm, “a point also made by the two timeless or 

durative presents ἀρκεῖ and τελέω that form part of that reply”.539 In spite of the 

possibility of parallelism in this verse, with ἀρκεῖ potentially partnering with 

τελέω, it is not clear that the sufficiency spoken of in the first part of the verse and 

the perfection spoken of later are to be understood as having similar meanings. 

That Paul was told “It is sufficient (for you)”, could be taken to mean that “it is 

sufficient” for Paul in this particular situation, since with “σοι” there is an 

indication of the personal nature of the promise. When Paul heard these words, he 

had not been interceding with Jesus on behalf of others, nor on behalf of the 

Corinthians, but rather he petitioned for himself, for it was his own problem. 

However, it is likely that Paul was motivated in his petition by a selfless desire to 

be a more attractive witness, through a heaven-sent victory over his enemy, which 

victory he is told will be found in persecution for it is in the midst of this 

persecution that the message of the cross will be fully realised. 

 

4.3 “My grace is sufficient”. 

And so an assurance was received by Paul: “My grace is sufficient for you” 

(ἀρκεῖ σοι ἡ χάρις μου). Harris considered “that this statement relates principally 

to Christ’s δύναμις and Paul’s ἀσθένεια”.540 Given that this was a message spoken 

to the apostle, what was sufficient for the apostle and held the promise of always 

being sufficient was not a general “grace” that was available to all, nor was it the 

grace of God directly given through Paul’s answered prayer, rather it was the 

grace of “the Lord”, “my grace” (ἡ χάρις μου). These are generally considered to 

be the words of Jesus to Paul. The χάρις promised was sufficient for “[the] 

carrying out of Paul’s ministry and in particular for the bearing of the pain and 
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buffeting of the σκόλοψ, [and it] would never run dry”.541 “Having that, he had 

the strength to endure all things”.542 This is very different from what I propose 

and the difference is most noticeable in a very different understanding of grace. 

Where I see the grace that is on offer as an assurance that even in persecution the 

message of the cross will go forth, others tend towards grace as some form of 

spiritual strengthening in which the language almost betrays the idea that grace is 

a substance. 

 

Bultmann argued that the χάρις which Jesus promised to Paul would be sufficient. 

However, he said that this did not imply “[a] tranquil possession, but [it] must be 

understood and seized anew in every present moment”.543 Again the idea of grace 

as substance comes across very strongly in Bultmann’s exegesis. Tasker 

considered this sufficiency an experience, in fact he suggested it was a permanent 

experience of the elect because “God never withdraws His favour from His elect 

until they have accomplished the work He has assigned them”.544 This raises the 

question of the nature of such grace when it can be “seized”545 or “possessed”546 

and “never runs dry”?547 Thrall said that χάρις was “chiefly to be defined as 

divine power”548 and “not… an impersonal power, for it is the grace of Christ”.549 

Barrett calls χάρις “that… by which any man becomes the sort of Christian that he 

is and does the sort of service that he does”,550 and he also argued that it was 

doubtful that “it here means the special grace that makes Paul an apostle”.551 He 

also called χάρις “the ontological movement in love of God to man; that takes 

effect in Christ”.552 Paul certainly did not give the impression that Christ’s 

promise of sufficient grace was received with a foreboding resignation, rather the 

opposite, “He welcomes it with full existential eagerness”.553  
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From the above we can deduce the importance to scholars of the personal nature of 

the revelation which Paul received from Jesus and the existential nature of the grace 

that was offered to him. That it was a personal relationship is considered important 

for affirming Paul’s relationship to Jesus, which relationship had been called into 

question by Paul’s “thorn” experience and his perceived weakness in ministry. We 

also discovered that scholars were keen to give Paul’s message a universal 

application which was not necessarily warranted by the context. The use of “σοι”, 

indicating the personal nature of the promise should not be overlooked.  

 

The finding of supposed parallels to “my grace is sufficient” in other biblical and 

non-biblical sources, were not convincing; the nature of the “grace” which is on offer 

to Paul is also problematical. Scholarly insights usually betrayed the influence of 

ideas of grace in their scholarly reconstructions. Paul’s χάρις incorporated something 

from what was later incorporated into each of these traditions, but he also implied 

much more. 
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Conclusion and Implications: Δύναμις ἐν ἀσθενείᾳ τελεῖται, Paul’s 

Redefinition of Xάρις. 

Paul inherited a variety of ways of understanding grace. From the Hebrew Scriptures, 

which he knew from childhood, he learned that grace is the favour of God bestowed 

upon his people. Paul grew up with stories like Esther, where a young woman 

received favour from a King partly because she was beautiful, partly because she was 

obedient, but mainly because it was the will of God for her to receive favour and 

save her people. Paul also lived in a Greek world and his calling to the Gentiles 

meant that in using words like χάρις, he would need to bear in mind the meaning 

already embedded in such words for Greek thinkers. Helpfully, the Greeks also 

understood χάρις as favour bestowed from the greater to the lesser which made the 

word ideal for Paul’s purposes. However, the issue at Corinth revolved around the 

fact that Paul did not appear to be so favoured. I have already mentioned the various 

ways in which Paul’s opponents sought to undermine his ministry, and all of these 

criticisms of Paul, especially those related to his powerlessness in the face of the 

“thorn”, have put pressure on him to redefine the graced life. 

 

I suggested that Paul’s opponents were many, but I also considered it likely that he 

had a chief opponent, one who took the lead in undermining his ministry. Paul 

attacked his opponents in a number of ways, seeking to lessen their influence upon 

the Corinthian church. Paul also ridiculed them through his use of rhetoric and hinted 

at their over-elation by calling them “super-apostles”; he questioned their doctrine by 

calling them “false apostles” and he implied that they themselves were boastful and 

their ministry was fruitless and powerless, given his own understanding of δύναμις. 

Paul also spoke guardedly of his own superior spiritual experience and his religious 

pedigree, but all of this was merely the precursor to the real attack which we find in 2 

Corinthans 12:9a. 

 

In 2 Corinthians 12:9a Paul redefined χάρις. If it was still considered a gift it was a 

very unusual gift indeed because Paul considered the persecution that he experienced 

as an apostle, in preaching the Gospel, even in the face of ridicule by his opponents, 

as the graced life. Paul’s thinking at this point would certainly be foolishness to the 

Greeks and a stumbling block to the Jews, even though the Jews had a wealth of 

similar teaching in the writings of their Prophets. In his own suffering for the Gospel, 
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Paul also saw many allusions to the suffering of Christ upon the cross, perhaps none 

more so than when he used the word δύναμις as the first word in his redefinition of 

grace. Until this time, δύναμις had been considered a form of power by the Greeks, 

particularly a form of power that contained potentiality for transformation into a state 

of perfection. For the Jews it had been used often to describe a power in warfare and 

the strength that God gave to his faithful though weak people. Paul in his writings 

steered the word towards the cross of Christ. For Paul, the message of δύναμις was 

the message of the strength of the wisdom of God, a foolish wisdom in the eyes of 

the world but powerfully transformative in the lives of people, so that when Paul 

asked to see evidence of lives changed in Corinth, he did not look for charismatic 

displays of power, but proof that the life transforming Gospel of Christ crucified had 

been preached by them. 

 

I also suggested that Paul’s use of ἀσθένεια was very important. Here was a word 

with very strong negative connotations in Greek thought and it seems likely that the 

Greek understanding of ἀσθένεια was an important aspect of the teaching of the 

opponents, especially since they regarded Paul’s ἀσθένεια as voiding his claim to be 

an apostle. Paul saw things differently. In this Paul was much closer to Hebrew 

thought, wherein ἀσθένεια was considered an opportunity for God to reveal his 

power. This was not the same as glorifying weakness as was found in the teaching of 

Marva Dawn, Dane Ortlund and others; instead, for Paul ἀσθένεια was an 

opportunity for the power of God to be revealed. For Paul, ἀσθένεια in 2 Corinthians 

12:9a meant persecution for Christ and nothing else. It was in persecution that the 

power of God was to be seen, and Paul in being persecuted by the opponents and the 

Corinthian church was in this act of suffering, making the Gospel of Christ crucified 

highly visible once more.  

 

In his use of τελεῖται, Paul again used a word that had multiple meanings; but 

again, Paul’s meaning is quite specific. Paul used τελεῖται not to suggest that he 

was perfectly strengthened in this time of weakness, even though the Corinthian 

church would have been aware of that nuance; neither did he intend that his 

suffering in some way completed the suffering of Christ. Paul did not suggest that 

weakness was the perfect conduit for the accessing of divine strength. Instead, 

Paul’s use is intended to point to his experience of persecution as the means of 

perfectly portraying that the last days have arrived, that the persecution of the 
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people of God for righteousness’ sake is a present reality and especially that in the 

suffering of the people of God and the suffering of the apostle of Christ to the 

Gentiles, Christ crucified is once again revealed to the world. In doing this Paul 

intended the hearers in Corinth to understand that they have been found fighting 

against God. 

 

Paul received an assurance in relation to his experience of the “thorn” of persecution, 

at the hands of his opponent/s, that he would not be overcome by it, since it was in 

persecution for the sake of the cross of Christ that the message of the cross of Christ 

was most clearly portrayed. Paul’s use of τελεῖται does not reference that the apostle 

will in some way be “perfected” through his suffering. Instead, Christ and his 

suffering on the cross was completely expressed in all that the apostle endured for his 

Lord. Paul had been concerned for the Corinthian’s faith because he believed their 

returning to faith was dependent upon them seeing their apostle overcome his 

adversary; however, it is revealed to him by his Lord that all that he suffered was a 

part of the plan of God; indeed, it was in his experience of ἀσθένεια (persecution) 

that the power of God was most completely expressed. 

 

The message of the Lord in 2 Corinthians 12:9a was first and foremost, intended for 

the encouragement of the apostle. It is a mistake to wrest these words from their 

particular context and view human weakness as the universal conduit for the power 

of God. Also, an understanding of grace, power, weakness and perfection in 2 

Corinthians 12:9a, must be set in the context of Paul’s belief that he was living in the 

last days and had been given a personal responsibility, partly because of his own 

earlier persecution of the church, to deliver the gospel to the “called out”554 among 

the Gentile nations. Paul had been warned in advance that this ministry would be 

opposed. Because he considered he was living in the last days, and believed the 

Kingdom of God was close at hand, Paul was willing to embrace this period of 

persecution, which he discovered authenticated both his ministry and his 

eschatological understanding of the gospel. This life of apostolic persecution, in 

turn, bore a striking resemblance to the suffering-unto-death of Jesus and because of 

this and his spiritual vision, Paul had a particular need to be kept from the danger of 

that sin of “over-elation” which wrecked the ministry of his opponent/s. The 

 
554 2 Corinthians 1:1. 
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message of “grace sufficient through power in weakness perfected” was a message 

for Paul, and it should only be understood within the framework of his own 

eschatological persecution. It is highly unlikely that Paul ever intended it to speak to 

believers in other contexts and in other ways, although it clearly does. In summary: 

Paul redefined χάρις in 2 Corinthians 12:9a as the powerful (δύναμις) message of 

Christ crucified. The power of this message to transform was fully (τελεῖται) 

accomplished in Paul's willingness to face persecution (ἀσθένεια) for the sake of 

Christ and his church. 

 

 

The implications of this for Biblical scholarship are: 

6. Scholarly definitions of power, weakness and perfection, which display a 

tendency towards Greek definitions of those terms, need to be 

reconsidered. 

7. Teaching on weakness as the conduit for the power of God needs to be 

reappraised. 

8. Ideas on grace as something either imparted or imputed need to be 

revisited, so as to give greater focus to Paul’s redefinition in 2 Corinthians 

12:9a of this key word in Christian Theology. 

9. The eschatological nature of Paul’s teaching needs to be given greater 

emphasis. 

10. Paul’s teaching on spiritual warfare needs to be re-evaluated. 
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