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1 Cor. 12:7b-10  

Therefore, in order to keep me from becoming conceited, I was given a thorn in my flesh, a messenger of 

Satan, to torment me. 8 Three times I pleaded with the Lord to take it away from me. 9 But he said to 

me, “My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness.” Therefore I will boast all 

the more gladly about my weaknesses, so that Christ’s power may rest on me. 10 That is why, for Christ’s 

sake, I delight in weaknesses, in insults, in hardships, in persecutions, in difficulties. For when I am weak, 

then I am strong. 

1 Peter 5:1-7 

To the elders among you, I appeal as a fellow elder and a witness of Christ’s sufferings who also will 

share in the glory to be revealed: 2 Be shepherds of God’s flock that is under your care, watching over 

them—not because you must, but because you are willing, as God wants you to be; not pursuing 

dishonest gain, but eager to serve; 3 not lording it over those entrusted to you, but being examples to the 

flock. 4 And when the Chief Shepherd appears, you will receive the crown of glory that will never fade 

away. 5 In the same way, you who are younger, submit yourselves to your elders. All of you, clothe 

yourselves with humility toward one another, because, “God opposes the proud but shows favor to the 

humble.” 6 Humble yourselves, therefore, under God’s mighty hand, that he may lift you up in due time. 

7 Cast all your anxiety on him because he cares for you. 

Matthew 23:1-12 

Then Jesus said to the crowds and to his disciples: 2 “The teachers of the law and the Pharisees sit in 

Moses’ seat. 3 So you must be careful to do everything they tell you. But do not do what they do, for they 

do not practice what they preach. 4 They tie up heavy, cumbersome loads and put them on other 

people’s shoulders, but they themselves are not willing to lift a finger to move them. 

5 “Everything they do is done for people to see: They make their phylacteries[a] wide and the tassels on 

their garments long; 6 they love the place of honor at banquets and the most important seats in the 

synagogues; 7 they love to be greeted with respect in the marketplaces and to be called ‘Rabbi’ by 

others. 

8 “But you are not to be called ‘Rabbi,’ for you have one Teacher, and you are all brothers. 9 And do not 

call anyone on earth ‘father,’ for you have one Father, and he is in heaven. 10 Nor are you to be called 

instructors, for you have one Instructor, the Messiah. 11 The greatest among you will be your 

servant. 12 For those who exalt themselves will be humbled, and those who humble themselves will be 

exalted. 

When I was sixteen, I started my first band with some guys I knew in high school. At first, we were just 

playing around, but eventually we got really serious and rehearsed every week. And we didn’t miss a 

week, either. We eventually played our first show and, as we got even more serious, recorded our first 

cassette. Not CD. Not vinyl (although that would have been near and dear to my heart of course), but 

cassette. It was 1990, and we couldn’t afford to do CD’s.  



This was my first band, and I thought that we would make it. Really, I did. I believed it. But that cassette, 

of which I still have many copies, tells a different tale, one that shows that we were in no way ready for 

prime time or the big time. We could play, yes, but when you’re a musician and you go into a studio, it 

reveals all your flaws and all your mistakes. It’s not a very forgiving environment. It’s a lot like trying to 

get your best side in a picture at just the right angle in just the right light. The studio is a pristine 

environment, and shows the world, for better or worse, what you really sound like. 

I have to tell you, though, I would not trade those times for anything. It was during that time that I first 

learned a lot of what I still use today in worship ministry, how to train us musicians, how to make things 

gel musically…and I also learned humility. I learned that no matter how great you think you are, that 

often a sober assessment of who and what you are shows the truth, that maybe you’re not as great as 

you believe yourself to be. The recording studio, then, is like holding up a mirror to yourself in bright 

light. It shows every wrinkle, every blemish, every scar. And there’s something wonderfully beautiful 

about it in a way. The wrinkles, the blemishes, the scars, they tell a story. That cassette takes me back to 

a great time in my life, with all its problems. And what I want you to know this morning is that God does 

the same thing with our wrinkles, blemishes and scars. He does kingdom work through them. In fact, he 

often makes them happen so we can tell our story, so that other people can be edified, can be helped.  

Our three readings this morning have to do with this idea that we should remain humble, that his 

strength is made perfect in our weakness. This idea is all over the scriptures. But how does he get us 

there? How does God get us to a point where we are usable, pliable, in a position to rely on Him and His 

wisdom? Would a loving God allow us to be broken down so that we can be rebuilt into something that 

is more honoring and glorifying for him, and in the process, better for us? Again, I believe this idea is all 

over the scriptures.  

In the 1 Peter passage from our readings, Peter is first speaking to church leaders, then to everyone. He 

tells them, and us, that God opposes the proud. He says that they are to “humble themselves, therefore, 

under God’s mighty hand, that he may lift you up in due time.” But how does God accomplish this? Well, 

Paul talks about having a thorn in the flesh, so that in our weakness, God’s strength is made complete. 

In other words, when we step aside, God will move. And God gets us to step aside in different ways, 

using all kinds of things to accomplish His good will. And I want to share a little bit about that with you 

this morning.  

To that end, I’m going to get a little personal and confessional. Nothing I’m going to say has ever been a 

big secret and I’ve talked about it before. But I don’t think I’ve ever laid it out in this way. You see, when 

I was thirteen, during summer break, I started feeling depressed. So depressed, in fact, that I laid on the 

couch all summer. Not only that, but I started having thoughts in my head that I’d never had before. I 

had no frame of reference for what was happening, but I knew it was totally different, and it came on 

suddenly. Before that summer, I was a pretty happy kid. I enjoyed doing normal kid stuff. But there 

wasn’t anything that summer that could make me happy, there was nothing that would stop the 

intrusive thoughts. I was so embarrassed by it that I felt I couldn’t tell anyone, but it finally got so bad 

that I had to tell my mother, and asked if I could go see a doctor. 

This was unknown territory for both of us. Mental health was not really a topic of conversation in our 

household, and I could tell it really wasn’t a comfortable one now. But I had to do something for this 

thing that had happened to my mind. So I went to a psychologist a couple of times. It didn’t help. But by 



the end of the summer, I had to go back to school, and I knew I couldn’t lay on the couch any more. So I 

summoned the strength somehow to get up and do what I had to do.  

There were good times after that, but I was never the same. And as an adult I’d be hospitalized twice for 

issues related to mental illness. The first time I was hospitalized, I was diagnosed with Bi-polar disorder. 

There was more to it than that, but that’s basically what I’ve been treated for now for the last twenty 

years. On and off medications, trying to find that magic combination that would even me out, settle my 

thoughts, and make me feel what I figured “normal” people felt, and how I felt before that summer of 

my thirteenth year.  

And did I mention I prayed? I prayed, and still do at times, for God to take it all away: the internal mood 

swings that I’ve had to regulate outwardly as much as I could, the negative and destructive thoughts 

that were always my go-to when things got rough, the overarching feeling of failure that sometimes 

pervades my everyday thoughts, and then the sudden rush of thinking you can take on the world, only 

to have it come crashing down. All of this ebbs and flows, but as I’ve gotten older, I can feel the ups and 

downs more, I’m more sensitive to them. And I know when the inner storm is coming, or when the 

clarity arrives for a few days and then quickly dissipates. So I pray. But God doesn’t take it away. He 

allows it to happen. And I think I know why. 

In our reading this morning, Paul says this amazing thing in 1 Corinthians: “My grace is sufficient for you, 

for my power is made perfect in weakness.” During my first stay in a mental hospital, I thought I was 

done in ministry. I thought, what church would hire a crazy pastor? I figured that list was short, as was 

my time at my then-current church. But God did an amazing thing. All the other “crazies” (if I can insert 

a little levity here) came out of the woodwork. People visited me who had struggled as well. One man 

came to see me and brought his paperwork from his stays in hospitals dating back to the 1960’s. The 

stories of the struggles that I heard while in the hospital, and in the aftermath of it, helped me in a way 

that I think no medication could have. Don’t get me wrong, I’m very much for medication and finding 

the right ones that help people who struggle with mental illness, but the cloud of witnesses, if you will, 

that God sent my way was exactly what I needed. I still today feel a special bond with those people 

because of their testimony about how God was faithful through their difficult times. But like my story, 

theirs didn’t end. They still wrestled. They still had to fight.  

You know we read the story of Job and sometimes we wonder…how could God allow such a thing to 

happen? People ask the question all the time: how can a good God allow suffering? It took me a while to 

get that myself. But what I figured out was that his glory comes first, and sometimes, just like Christ, just 

like Paul, our suffering brings him glory because it produces, as the scriptures say, a harvest of 

righteousness. The Message says it this way: 

“In this all-out match against sin, others have suffered far worse than you, to say nothing of what Jesus 

went through—all that bloodshed! So don’t feel sorry for yourselves. Or have you forgotten how good 

parents treat children, and that God regards you as his children? My dear child, don’t shrug off God’s 

discipline, but don’t be crushed by it either. It’s the child he loves that he disciplines; the child he 

embraces, he also corrects. God is educating you; that’s why you must never drop out. He’s treating you 

as dear children. This trouble you’re in isn’t punishment; it’s training, the normal experience of children. 

Only irresponsible parents leave children to fend for themselves. Would you prefer an irresponsible 

God? We respect our own parents for training and not spoiling us, so why not embrace God’s training so 

we can truly live? While we were children, our parents did what seemed best to them. But God is doing 



what is best for us, training us to live God’s holy best. At the time, discipline isn’t much fun. It always 

feels like it’s going against the grain. Later, of course, it pays off big-time, for it’s the well-trained who 

find themselves mature in their relationship with God.” 

Today could be a tough sermon for some people, and I totally understand. The idea that God not only 

allows suffering but can be the arbiter of it is unsettling. For a long time, I wrestled with this idea myself. 

It was only when I started examining the scripture to see what it says about it that I realized that there is 

a purpose to suffering. It does something. Some of you might be thinking, “Well, If God humbles us in 

this way, I think I’ve had my fill”. I get that, too. I want you to understand that God brings humility in 

ways that are uncomfortable, but He also brings grace and love. I want to be clear this morning that God 

does both things, but he does it in such a way that is best for us.  

What does Jesus say about those who are proud? It was in our reading for today, and bears repeating: . 

“But do not do what the Pharisees do, for they do not practice what they preach. 4 They tie up heavy, 

cumbersome loads and put them on other people’s shoulders, but they themselves are not willing to lift a 

finger to move them. 

5 “Everything they do is done for people to see: They make their phylacteries wide and the tassels on 

their garments long; 6 they love the place of honor at banquets and the most important seats in the 

synagogues; 7 they love to be greeted with respect in the marketplaces and to be called ‘Rabbi’ by 

others.” 

So what does it take to humble the proud? Or maybe a better question would be, “how do we avoid 

being a pharisee? How do we stop making this life all about us?” Well, the answer is in what Paul said. 

Namely, that we don’t have the strength to stop making it all about us. But God has a solution. Paul says 

that God wouldn’t take the thorn in his side away because God’s strength is made perfect in weakness. 

And here’s how he does it.  

In every ministry and job I’ve had since my first hospitalization, there have people who have also 

struggled with mental illness, with whom I’ve had the opportunity to share my story, help them navigate 

the uneasy terrain that this kind of disease causes. God did this thing through me. He has used my 

struggle in ways that I never would have thought. Not only that, but it’s helped me understand the 

struggles my son has had, it’s helped me to be more empathetic to others in general, it’s helped me to 

see the grace that God has given me in countless ways so that I can be gracious to others. I wouldn’t 

have chosen it, just like you wouldn’t choose whatever it is that you struggle with. But then I wouldn’t 

have had this perspective, either. I wouldn’t be able to share my story because I wouldn’t have one to 

share. God’s care for mental illness is us. It’s each other. It’s His spirit moving in His people to show His 

compassion. His strength, his glory, is revealed in our weakness. I don’t always like that, to be honest. 

But I know it’s always true. In the name of Jesus, amen.  

 


