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12It is necessary to boast; nothing is to be gained by it, but I will go on to visions and 
revelations of the Lord. 2I 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. 3And I know that such a person—whether in the body or out of the body I do not 
know; God knows— 4was caught up into Paradise and heard things that are not to be 
told, that no mortal is permitted to repeat. 5On behalf of such a one I will boast, but on 
my own behalf I will not boast, except of my weaknesses. 6But if I wish to boast, I will 
not be a fool, for I will be speaking the truth. But I refrain from it, so that no one may 
think better of me than what is seen in me or heard from me, 7even considering the 
exceptional character of the revelations. Therefore, to keep me from being too elated, a 
thorn was given to me in the flesh, a messenger of Satan to torment me, to keep me 
from being too elated. 8Three times I appealed to the Lord about this, that it would leave 
me, 9but he said to me, ‘My grace is sufficient for you, for power is made perfect in 
weakness.’ So, I will boast all the more gladly of my weaknesses, so that the power of 
Christ may dwell in me. 10Therefore I am content with weaknesses, insults, hardships, 
persecutions, and calamities for the sake of Christ; for whenever I am weak, then I am 
strong. 
 

 
Back in my office, I have a whole shelf of books on leadership. There are books on 

the practice and theory of leadership. There are books on organization health. And 

there are books on personal leadership. These books, along with a number of blog 

posts and emails I receive each week, are designed to sharpen my leadership skills. 

However, each of these books are quick to point out that the most difficult person 

to lead is the one in the mirror – yourself. Your ability to be a leader or to be 

productive is dependent upon your ability to make some tough decisions. Former 

British Prime Minister Tony Blair once said that the art of leadership is not saying yes. 

It’s saying no. Indeed, one of the toughest decisions a leader has to make, whether 
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with a work decision or a personal decision, is to say no when everyone else wants you 

to say yes. 

In his book, Essentialism, Greg McKeown says we need a “no repertoire.” To say no 

with grace, he says, it helps to have a variety of responses to call upon. These aren’t 

just stock phrases you can use as an excuse – like “I’m washing my hair.” These are 

phrases grounded in reasons that matter – that are essential for delivering on who we 

desire to be. 

I struggle with saying no. It’s a weakness of mine. Over the years, I’ve come to 

realize this is caused by the competing values I hold. I want to be helpful. I want to be 

seen as generous, including with my time. But, I also struggle with being a people-

pleaser. These things in combination create a tension in me anytime I am asked to do 

something. Maybe you know this tension, too. 

Amazingly, the place where we don’t struggle with this as much is as parents. While 

saying “yes” can be an enjoyable experience as parents, there are times the answer has 

to be “no.” We don’t say no to our kids because we want them to suffer unnecessarily. 

We don’t say no because we get some sort of pleasure out of denying them their 

wishes. We say “no” because we know something they don’t or we see the big picture 

they don’t see. We know that fulfilling their request to stay up late watching a movie 

on a school night will have cascading effects. It will affect their attitude when we try to 

wake them up. The lack of sleep will affect their ability to concentrate on school. 

Perhaps most importantly, their late bedtime will affect our ability as parents to go to 

bed at a reasonable hour. When our child asks something that we know is not in the 

best interest of all involved, we have to say “no.” 

Theologian and Spiritual Director Richard Foster helpfully identified why it is easy 

for us to say no in one area while struggling in other areas. He wrote: 



3 

Within all of us is a whole conglomerate of selves. There is the timid self, the courageous self, the 
business self, the parental self, the religious self, the literary self, the energetic self, [and more]. 
And all of these selves are rugged individualists. No bargaining or compromise for them.  Each 
one screams to protect his or her vested interests. If a decision is made to spend an evening 
[relaxing], the business self and the civic self rise up in protest at the loss of precious time. The 
energetic self paces back and forth, impatient and frustrated, and the religious self reminds us of 
the lost opportunities for study or evangelistic contact. If the decision is to accept an appointment 
on the human services board, the civic self smiles with satisfaction but all the other excluded 
selves filibuster. No wonder we feel distracted and torn. No wonder we overcommit our schedules 
and live lives of frantic faithfulness.i 

 
Wouldn’t it be nice if all of our selves could get together on our life; if they were all 

pulling in the same direction? If there was a unifying control? Wouldn’t this make life 

simpler? The Apostle Paul got this. 

Paul was a faith-filled man. He dedicated his life to preaching the gospel. He wrote 

half of the New Testament and throughout his writings are descriptions of the abuses 

he endured for the sake of the gospel. God was doing a lot of great things through 

Paul – people were coming to the faith; people were being healed; churches and 

church leaders were springing up. There was a lot Paul could have bragged about. Paul 

was taking the gospel to new places where they had never heard of Jesus Christ. 

Yet, as great as all that was, Paul developed an affliction – a physical ailment. He 

had some sort of physical issue that was really debilitating. Some scholars suggest that 

it was an oozing eyesore. (After all, he had been blinded on the road to Damascus). 

Other scholars suggest it was some sort of bowel issue, or maybe malaria, or maybe 

epilepsy. Whatever it was, it was so debilitating that it ensured that Paul – who was 

doing all these great things for God - would never become conceited. In spite of all the 

good he was doing, he still had this “thing.” It’s almost certain that whatever this issue 

was, others knew about it. Chances are, some of the people Paul was healing were 

probably saying, “Maybe you ought to heal yourself.” 
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In verse 7 of our scripture, Paul describes this ailment as a “thorn in his flesh” that 

tormented him. The Greek word for thorn (skolops) is the same word used to describe 

the sharpened wooden stakes that would line the perimeter of a fortress or the stakes 

put at the bottom of a pit in hopes that your enemy would fall upon them.ii Whatever 

this sharp stake or “thorn” was, it tormented Paul – it beat upon him over and over 

again. 

Three times, our scripture lesson tells us, Paul asked God to get rid of this “thing” 

he was dealing with. And yet, God said “no.” God said, “I’m not going to take this 

torment away from you, but I am going to give you something. I’m going to give you 

grace – a grace that is sufficient for your situation.” 

The grace God was offering in this context was the power or the ability to endure. 

“I’m not going to take this thing away, but I am going to give you the power and the 

ability to do what I want you to do.” In the midst of Paul’s suffering – his weakness – 

this gift of grace would help Paul endure – it would give him energy and stamina and 

perseverance. 

Paul’s various selves could have pulled him in different directions. Paul the Roman 

citizen; Paul the Apostle; Paul the tentmaker; Paul the church planter; Paul the letter 

writer; Paul the mentor to young preachers... Yet, Paul had been flat-out confronted by 

Jesus on the Road to Damascus, and now Paul had this thing that reminded him to 

keep his eye his relationship with God. What got all of Paul’s selves pulling in the same 

direction was his ability to respond to the demands of life with God at the center. 

This idea of putting God at the center of our lives is the heart of Christian 

simplicity. It’s nothing more than the experience of the great commandment to love 

God with our whole being – our heart, mind, soul, and strength. And as we do so, 

everything becomes more focused. It becomes synopticiii – we share the same eye - a 

common, comprehensive view with God. 
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But simplicity isn’t just about catching a glimpse of what God wants us to see. It’s 

also about what God wants us to do. One of the most helpful by-products of this is 

that we now have someone to help us make decisions – to help us say yes or no. When 

we put God at the center, our thoughts and decisions flow from God. All those many 

selves we have come under the unifying control of the divine Arbitrator. And the 

divine yes or no settles everything else. It’s only when we begin to move into this way 

of living that we cannot possibly make sense out of Jesus’ startling statement, “Let 

what you say be simply “Yes” or “No”; anything more than this comes from evil” 

(Matt 5:37).iv 

But there is one thing that has to be made clear. We have to reverse the way we 

generally think this happens. The focus of Christian simplicity becomes more clear 

when we change the image flow from God coming into us to our coming into God. 

Throughout 2 Corinthians and his other letters, one of Paul’s favorite images was 

being “In Christ.” In fact, that phrase appears 164 times in Paul’s New Testament 

writings. To be “in Christ” does not mean to be inside Christ, as tools are in a box or 

our clothes in a closet, but to be organically united to Christ, as an arm or leg is in the 

body or a branch is in the tree. It is this personal relationship with Christ that is the 

distinctive mark of his authentic followers.v And it is that kind of relationship – where 

Jesus Christ is Lord - that gives unity to our decisions. Our lives are being simplified 

because we are giving attention to only one Voice, and our Yes and No arise from that 

Center. 

If I were to ask you to pull out your calendars and look at what you’ve got 

scheduled this week, some of your calendars would look like mine. There are work 

commitments. There are civic commitments. There are family commitments. Perhaps 

you have family coming into to town to stay with you like we are. Perhaps you have a 
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repairman coming to the house like we do. Perhaps you’ve got key projects that need 

to be finished this week like I do. 

After looking at your calendar and all the competing commitments and the 

exhausting schedule, many of you would say, “sign me up!” “I’m all for letting God 

make the yes and no decisions.” You would be all in for making things simpler. But 

merely desiring this kind of living isn’t enough. If we expect to enter inward simplicity, 

we will need to order our lives in specific ways. And that begins with not seeing our 

faith life as a separate self. 

I remember the revelation this was for a Board Chair at a church I previously 

served. At a Board meeting one evening, we were talking about our strategy to help 

our church members take what they learned on Sunday and apply it to the rest of the 

week – to Monday through Saturday. After the meeting, this Board Chair admitted to 

the ministerial staff that he never thought about his faith life at work. He was a 

computer science engineer. His world was binary code and hardware and software 

interfaces. And he had been a lifelong Disciple, growing up in the church and raising 

his family in the church. But our discussion that evening had wrecked him. At age 55, 

he was stunned by the thought of those two worlds colliding. 

Whether integrating your faith life with the rest of your life – with all the rest of 

your selves - is stunning or standard practice, there are some things we can do to help 

put Christ at the center of our lives – to begin developing a holy obedience. On 

Wednesday nights during Lent, we are taking what we learn about Simplicity on 

Sunday mornings and making it practical. While we will talk more about the practice of 

inner simplicity on Wednesday night, let me go ahead and give you two of the practices 

now that you can do to begin to move God into the decision-making. 

The first practice is to develop a discipline of silence. Silence is not native to our 

worlds. It’s not native to my world either. Most evenings, our TV is on from the time 
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we get home until we go to bed. Even if we aren’t watching it, it’s there in the 

background. Likewise, when I take the dogs for a walk, I often put in my headphones. 

Unless I’m really trying to think about something, a 30-minute walk with the dogs 

without a podcast or music seems empty. But, silence is something we need to nurture. 

This resting in God is what enables us to orient life to God’s direction. By quieting the 

restlessness, even for a few minutes, we can create space for being in company with 

God. 

The second practice that moves toward inner simplicity involves committing to 

previously agreed-upon rules. This is what sports teams do when they take the field. 

Because some rules are already in place, soccer players know they can’t use their hands. 

Basketball players know they can’t take more than a couple of steps without dribbling 

the ball. Both the quarterback and the other team’s defense know the ball can’t be 

thrown forward once he has passed the line of scrimmage. 

In the same way, setting some rules in advance can help you achieve more towards. 

Maybe your budget determines how much money your family will spend on 

entertainment. Maybe you and your spouse have agreed on the number of nights you 

will be away on business in a given month. Maybe you’ve determined that every 

weekend you are in town, you and your family will be here on Sunday mornings to 

worship. By setting rules that place God at the center of your calendar and priorities 

and life, when other competing interests arise, these rules make it easier to say no. 

But whether it is these two practices or any other spiritual practice, let me give you a 

simple piece of advice. Don’t push too hard. Sometimes we are so determined to be 

religious that the first thing we need to do is relax. Joy, not grit, is the hallmark of 

inward simplicity. Our work is no grim duty. It is a delightful privilege. This joy is not a 

silly, superficial, bubbly kind of joy. It is a deep resonant joy that has been shaped and 
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tempered by the fires of suffering and sorrow – joy through the cross, joy because of 

the cross. 

A little over a year ago, the members of our Vision Team here at the church were 

given a ring with eight cords tied to it.  This ring with strings was a powerful analogy.  

If each of us held on to a string and pulled it towards us, there would be no 

movement. Everything would stay the same. The ring in the center would be 

stationary. But, if we could get all of those “selves” pulling in the same direction, we 

could really move forward – we could move where God was taking us. We would be 

united in our efforts and our energies would be pointed in the same direction. 

The same is true for our lives. Richard Foster once wrote that of all the virtues, 

simplicity is the most inviting because it brings such inward unity. And in our day in 

which concerns press into our lives – lonely neighbors, floundering marriages, prolific 

social injustices, escalating world hunger, and the like – we need the power that comes 

from having all the “selves” of our lives moving in the same direction…towards 

God…in Christ. That’s the grace of simplicity. 
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