
I delight in weaknesses, in insults, in hardships, in persecutions, in difficulties.  Paul’s words are not 
the kind of thing you’d usually put on your CV, unless your tastes in employment tend towards the 
masochistic.  But then the paradox - for when I am weak, then I am strong. 
 
In this letter, we find Paul in trouble-shooting mode, trying to resolve a situation where various 
teachers in the Corinthian church had been competing over which of them had had the most 
remarkable visions and revelations, the most powerful spiritual experience, or heard the most 
profound divine words.  These teachers’ had thought that what they had experienced had lifted 
beyond the condition of everyday people, meaning that ordinary Christians should be in awe of 
them – but Paul didn’t take long to deflate their self-importance.  First, he gently reminds them that 
he himself could boast of an incredible spiritual experience, that would probably outdo theirs… but 
that he isn’t going to boast, because a) that there is little point boasting in such things that can’t be 
explained, and more importantly b) that in any case the lesson from Jesus’s life is that God’s true 
power is found in weakness.  The Messiah was crucified in weakness, but he rose again and lives by 
God’s power, and that is the basis for everything that he does.  Visions and revelations may happen, 
but they aren’t given to people in order to make them special.  Even though Paul had experienced 
such visions and revelations, he also had an affliction of some kind – a thorn in his flesh.  He had 
prayed long and hard for God to take this affliction away, and you might reasonably have expected a 
prayer from someone as apparently favoured as Paul to be granted.  But God said no - and in doing 
so gave Paul perhaps his most profound direct revelation – ‘my grace is sufficient for you, for my 
power is made perfect in weakness’.  Because this is really the lesson that Paul has been trying to 
teach the Corinthians since his first letter to them – that God’s power is very different from earthly 
power, and that the latter may have to be removed in order for the first to work as God intended.  
And so Paul’s conclusion - when I am weak, I am strong.  Paul knew that in order to possess the only 
kind of strength that was worth having, you have to be weak, for this is the gospel of the crucified 
Messiah.  As much as any other Christian in history, Paul enjoyed rich and varied spiritual 
experiences, visions and revelations, but he knew that the important point was not his spirituality, 
let alone any power that might give him, but God’s grace.   
 
God’s grace is still as relevant now as it was when Paul wrote his letter to the Corinthians two 
thousand years ago, but the 21st century context of English Methodism is very different to that of the 
early church in Corinth.  I suspect you will struggle to find many Methodist churches where people 
are competing with each other to boast about who has had the most extravagant spiritual 
experience – but while weakness may sometimes seem an apposite word when considering the 
current trajectory of the Methodist church, it also doesn’t seem to provide the most obvious 
demonstration of Paul’s statement that in weakness is strength.  Indeed, often feels to me that 
Methodism doesn’t feel very comfortable about boasting of anything, weakness or strength.  And 
this is a real problem, because we are called to share the Grace of God with the world – to share the 
fact that the living God has reached down from heaven to us in sheer undeserved mercy.  Grace is 
what God does for us, but it is also what he does in us and through us, and people whose lives are 
transformed by grace should therefore become in turn generous and self-giving people, reflecting 
what God has done for them.  A key part of this must surely be sharing the message of God’s grace 
with others, but many Methodist churches and many Methodists seem to find this a very difficult 
thing to do – it’s something I find difficult to do myself. 
 
Paul shows the Corinthians they have gone astray by pointing back to the message of Jesus which 
first brought their church into being – and as Methodists we should perhaps follow Paul’s example 
by looking back to the origins of our church as a distinct entity, to the time of the Wesleys, as well as 
to the church in Corinth.  Because a central core of where Methodism originated was the need for 
evangelism, and an evangelism based on grace – grace available to everyone in the world, and 
starting with the weakest.  The understanding and experience of grace is a central part of John 



Wesley’s theology – and Wesley spent most of his life sharing that grace with ordinary people – in 
other words, evangelising.  And of course, evangelism didn’t being with Wesley – it’s where our faith 
started – we can see it in the words of Jesus we heard in the passage from Luke – “The Spirit of the 
Lord is on me, because he has anointed me to proclaim good news to the poor.   If it wasn’t for 
evangelism, there wouldn’t have been a church in Corinth for Paul to write to.  If it wasn’t for 
evangelism, I wouldn’t be here talking to you about Paul’s letter and about God’s grace, and you 
wouldn’t be in front of your computers listening to me.  Some years ago I inherited most of my 
grandparents’ old hymn books, some of which date back to my Grandad’s time as a minister in 
training at Cliff College in the 1940s.  One of the books of Cliff College Choruses is called ‘Evangelise 
or Perish’, and while the language may perhaps not sit entirely comfortably with us, the title of that 
book is pretty accurate as far as the Methodist church today is concerned.  Without evangelism, the 
chances are there won’t be many people listening to someone talking about God’s grace in 50 years 
time.  Evangelism is essential for God’s good news to be heard in the world. I believe this profoundly 
– I aspire to be an evangelist - and yet in many contexts both within and outside the church I’d be 
very hesitant about describing myself as an evangelical Christian.  A paradox to rival one of Paul’s? 
 
Well, not really – it’s more just a simple case of linguistic appropriation – but given the importance 
of evangelism to the continued life of any church, it’s really quite unfortunate that the term 
‘evangelical’ has been very effectively captured as a badge of identity by a particular faction within 
the Christian church which often seems that it is actively trying to keep large groups of people 
outside the community of Christ rather than encourage them in.  It seems to me that Jesus summed 
up the priorities for an evangelical church pretty well when he read from the scroll of the prophet 
Isaiah in the synagogue in Nazareth two thousand years ago:  He has sent me to proclaim freedom 
for the prisoners and recovery of sight for the blind, to set the oppressed free, to proclaim the year 
of the Lord’s favour.”  It’s funny, then, that for pretty much all of my adult life as a Christian, those 
who make the most noise about being evangelicals both in the Methodist church and in other 
churches have seemed from my perspective to spend the greater proportion of their time trying to 
exclude certain people who are in loving and committed relationships from the fellowship of the 
church.  While this not the only thing that these Christians do, it does seem all too often that this 
exclusivity is used as the thing which defines them as evangelicals as opposed to ‘other’ Methodists 
or Christians.  At one level, I find this quite irritating, because I define myself as an evangelist, but 
would not wish people to assume that I hold all the views which most of the ‘evangelicals’ who 
shout the loudest associate themselves with.   This appropriation of the term ‘evangelism’ to 
describe a particular and narrow view of what constitutes Christianity has risked making the whole 
idea of ‘evangelism’ a dirty word for those Christians who are uncomfortable with the messaging of 
the ‘evangelical’ churches – with potentially dire existential consequences for the church as a whole.   
Even more concerning, though, is the consequent loss of focus on things which should be central to 
the purpose of evangelism.  For a long time I have found it immensely frustrating that in a country 
where huge numbers of people are reliant on charity to feed their children, in a world where billions 
of people lack clean drinking water, on a planet where our collective carelessness is in the process of 
destroying the life support systems for every one of God’s people – in a world where the forces of 
darkness and of evil are prospering wherever we look – in this world, the church has preoccupied 
itself with turning inwards and tearing itself to pieces over issues of personal sexual morality, to the 
extent that this is pretty much all that anyone outside the church notices that it is doing.  In some 
ways it’s similar to the Corinthian leaders competing in their boasts about visions and revelations – 
it’s not that these things were necessarily unimportant – but they were obscuring the main purpose 
God had for the church in Corinth at that time.  Similarly, I don’t deny that issues around personal 
morality can be difficult ones, or that people hold strongly and sincerely held views on both sides of 
the arguments – they do.  I just think that, given the state of the world we live in, there are 
significantly more important threats facing God’s kingdom just at the moment – and these threats 
are things which I suspect the vast majority of Christians could all agree on.  Because the 



misappropriation of the ‘evangelical’ cause has pretty effectively obscured for many outside the 
church the real meaning and purpose of evangelism, to spread God’s good news and grace – and it 
has inhibited the church’s efforts to spread this grace by helping to tackle and to take a stand on the 
huge issues which are actively and grieviously damaging God’s creation and those who inhabit it.  
And given the urgency of these issues, maybe, just maybe it mightn’t be a bad idea to make dealing 
with them the focus of our evangelism and of what defines us as a church – to show that God’s grace 
can still empower people to fulfil those words of Isaiah, to proclaim freedom for the prisoners, to set 
the oppressed free, to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favour. 
 
So, let’s reclaim that label of evangelism from those who try to narrow its focus.  To show what true 
evangelism should mean in the 21st century – to show people that God calls us to set the oppressed 
free, to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favour – to complete the triumph of good over evil – the 
triumph of Jesus and the triumph of God.  To be a church which actively seeks to spread the good 
news of God’s grace to as many people as possible, and to bring them into the community of Christ 
so that they can spread his grace in their turn.  To be a church which stands against the powers that 
threaten to destroy the creation God entrusted to us, and that threaten to destroy the lives of 
millions of people around the world – which imprison people in darkness and hopelessness, which 
oppress people by denying them a dignified existence, which obscure and damage the glory of God’s 
creation.  If we’re going to tackle these challenges we are going to need to turn all our energies to 
face outwards, rather than inwards arguing amongst ourselves.  Even then, even as a church united 
we may still seem very weak in this modern world – but remember Paul’s words to the Corinthians – 
God’s power is made perfect in weakness, for when I am weak, I am strong.    
 
I am an evangelist, and I am a Methodist…  I believe God’s grace is open to all… I believe that our 

Methodist church can be the means of bringing that grace to all the millions of people who are in 

desperate need of it… I believe it is our duty as members of that church to play a part in sharing that 

grace… and I believe that through that grace every person on this earth can play a part in bringing 

God’s kingdom into being, and in defeating the darkness which threatens to overwhelm us.   To be 

an evangelist is to spread that good news of grace, that message of hope, that message of love.  This 

is the challenge for an evangelical church today – and with God’s grace, anything is possible. 


