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PAUL”S THORN IN THE FLESH


Paul’s Thorn in the Flesh

Theme: Clarifying Paul’s thorn in the flesh.

Text: 2 Corinthians 12:1-10 (NKJV) It is doubtless not profitable for me to boast. I will come to visions and revelations of the Lord: 2 I know a man in Christ who fourteen years ago—whether in the body I do not know, or whether out of the body I do not know, God knows—such a one was caught up to the third heaven. 3 And I know such a man—whether in the body or out of the body I do not know, God knows— 4 how he was caught up into Paradise and heard inexpressible words, which it is not lawful for a man to utter. 5 Of such a one I will boast; yet of myself I will not boast, except in my infirmities. 6 For though I might desire to boast, I will not be a fool; for I will speak the truth. But I refrain, lest anyone should think of me above what he sees me to be or hears from me. 7 And lest I should be exalted above measure by the abundance of the revelations, a thorn in the flesh was given to me, a messenger of Satan to buffet me, lest I be exalted above measure. 8 Concerning this thing I pleaded with the Lord three times that it might depart from me. 9 And He said to me, “My grace is sufficient for you, for My strength is made perfect in weakness.” Therefore most gladly I will rather boast in my infirmities, that the power of Christ may rest upon me. 10 Therefore I take pleasure in infirmities, in reproaches, in needs, in persecutions, in distresses, for Christ’s sake. For when I am weak, then I am strong.
Introduction: One of the most common teachings regarding Paul’s thorn in the flesh, is that he was afflicted with a painful eye disease called ophthalmia. This disease, in addition to being extremely painful, causes the eyes to ooze pus that would run from the eyes. As this teaching goes, this would make Paul’s appearance difficult to look upon, causing the Galatians to sympathize with Paul’s condition. 

Galatians 4:14-15 (NLT) But even though my condition tempted you to reject me, you did not despise me or turn me away. No, you took me in and cared for me as though I were an angel from God or even Christ Jesus himself. 15 Where is that joyful and grateful spirit you felt then? I am sure you would have taken out your own eyes and given them to me if it had been possible.

As this teaching goes, Paul sought the Lord on three occasions to remove this sickness from him, yet God rejected his request. 

2 Corinthians 12: 8-9 (NKJV) Concerning this thing I pleaded with the Lord three times that it might depart from me. 9 And He said to me, “My grace is sufficient for you, for My strength is made perfect in weakness.” Therefore most gladly I will rather boast in my infirmities, that the power of Christ may rest upon me.

This interpretation has been used for many years as a defense against the ministry of divine healing. Numerous people who have not been healed have resolved that their condition like Paul’s, is there to teach them patience, humility and perseverance.

I. Setting the Record Straight


A. What is the biblical definition of a thorn in the flesh?



1. A thorn in the flesh is never used in Scripture in reference to sickness or disease.





Numbers 33:55 (NKJV) But if you do not drive out the inhabitants of the land from before you, then it shall be that those whom you let remain shall be irritants in your eyes and thorns in your sides, and they shall harass you in the land where you dwell.

· It’s obvious that God was referring to the Canaanites metaphorically. If the children of Israel refused to deal with these ungodly people, they would cause them a great deal of trouble. 





Joshua 23:13 (NKJV) know for certain that the Lord your God will no longer drive out these nations from before you. But they shall be snares and traps to you, and scourges on your sides and thorns in your eyes, until you perish from this good land which the Lord your God has given you.





2 Samuel 23:6 (KJV) But the sons of Belial shall be all of them as thorns thrust away, because they cannot be taken with hands.



2. A thorn in the flesh in Scripture, always refers to people who afflict the godly.


B. A Messenger of Satan





2 Corinthians 12:7 (NKJV) And lest I should be exalted above measure by the abundance of the revelations, a thorn in the flesh was given to me, a messenger of Satan to buffet me, lest I be exalted above measure.



1. Paul makes it very clear that this affliction was a messenger from Satan. 




Messenger: aggeloj (ang'-el-os) ‘a messenger an envoy’ This word is often used in reference to God’s angels, but here Paul uses the term to describe Satan’s demonic messenger, who was sent to afflict or buffet him. 

· This messenger was sent by Satan, not by God.
· This messenger was sent to interfere with the ministry of Paul regarding the revelations he had received from God.
· Paul was speaking metaphorically regarding his being exalted above measure. 

C. God’s Grace is more than enough.





2 Corinthians 12:8-10 (NKJV) Concerning this thing I pleaded with the Lord three times that it might depart from me. 9 And He said to me, “My grace is sufficient for you, for My strength is made perfect in weakness.” Therefore most gladly I will rather boast in my infirmities, that the power of Christ may rest upon me. 10 Therefore I take pleasure in infirmities, in reproaches, in needs, in persecutions, in distresses, for Christ’s sake. For when I am weak, then I am strong.
· God’s grace is His abundant supply and power. 





2 Corinthians 9:8 (Amplified) And God is able to make all grace [every favor and earthly blessing] come in abundance to you, so that you may always [under all circumstances, regardless of the need] have complete sufficiency in everything [being completely self-sufficient in Him], and have an abundance for every good work and act of charity.

II. Paul’s Thorn Was Agitators


A. Paul’s thorn in the flesh was Jewish agitators who were stirred up by this demonic spirit to cause trouble for Paul wherever he preached the gospel.




1 Corinthians 15:32 (NKJV) If, in the manner of men, I have fought with beasts at Ephesus, what advantage is it to me? If the dead do not rise, “Let us eat and drink, for tomorrow we die!”

B. God used Paul to perform extraordinary miracles and healings in Ephesus. The city experienced the greatest revival in the New Testament.  Acts 19



1. Satan stirred up men who attacked Paul’s ministry to run him out of Ephesus and who followed him when he travelled on as well.





Acts 19:23-31 (NKJV) And about that time there arose a great commotion about the Way. 24 For a certain man named Demetrius, a silversmith, who made silver shrines of Diana, brought no small profit to the craftsmen. 25 He called them together with the workers of similar occupation, and said: “Men, you know that we have our prosperity by this trade. 26 Moreover you see and hear that not only at Ephesus, but throughout almost all Asia, this Paul has persuaded and turned away many people, saying that they are not gods which are made with hands. 27 So not only is this trade of ours in danger of falling into disrepute, but also the temple of the great goddess Diana may be despised and her magnificence destroyed, whom all Asia and the world worship.” 28 Now when they heard this, they were full of wrath and cried out, saying, “Great is Diana of the Ephesians!” 29 So the whole city was filled with confusion, and rushed into the theater with one accord, having seized Gaius and Aristarchus, Macedonians, Paul’s travel companions. 30 And when Paul wanted to go in to the people, the disciples would not allow him. 31 Then some of the officials of Asia, who were his friends, sent to him pleading that he would not venture into the theater.





Acts 20:1-3 (NKJV) After the uproar had ceased, Paul called the disciples to himself, embraced them, and departed to go to Macedonia. 2 Now when he had gone over that region and encouraged them with many words, he came to Greece 3 and stayed three months. And when the Jews plotted against him as he was about to sail to Syria, he decided to return through Macedonia.



Acts 21:7-11 (NKJV) And when we had finished our voyage from Tyre, we came to Ptolemais, greeted the brethren, and stayed with them one day. 8 On the next day we who were Paul’s companions departed and came to Caesarea, and entered the house of Philip the evangelist, who was one of the seven, and stayed with him. 9 Now this man had four virgin daughters who prophesied. 10 And as we stayed many days, a certain prophet named Agabus came down from Judea. 11 When he had come to us, he took Paul’s belt, bound his own hands and feet, and said, “Thus says the Holy Spirit, ‘So shall the Jews at Jerusalem bind the man who owns this belt, and deliver him into the hands of the Gentiles.’”




Acts 21:26-32 (NKJV) Then Paul took the men, and the next day, having been purified with them, entered the temple to announce the expiration of the days of purification, at which time an offering should be made for each one of them. 27 Now when the seven days were almost ended, the Jews from Asia, seeing him in the temple, stirred up the whole crowd and laid hands on him, 28 crying out, “Men of Israel, help! This is the man who teaches all men everywhere against the people, the law, and this place; and furthermore he also brought Greeks into the temple and has defiled this holy place.” 29 (For they had previously seen Trophimus the Ephesian with him in the city, whom they supposed that Paul had brought into the temple.) 30 And all the city was disturbed; and the people ran together, seized Paul, and dragged him out of the temple; and immediately the doors were shut. 31 Now as they were seeking to kill him, news came to the commander of the garrison that all Jerusalem was in an uproar. 32 He immediately took soldiers and centurions, and ran down to them. And when they saw the commander and the soldiers, they stopped beating Paul.



Acts 23:11-13 (NKJV) But the following night the Lord stood by him and said, “Be of good cheer, Paul; for as you have testified for Me in Jerusalem, so you must also bear witness at Rome.” 12 And when it was day, some of the Jews banded together and bound themselves under an oath, saying that they would neither eat nor drink till they had killed Paul. 13 Now there were more than forty who had formed this conspiracy. 

Conclusion: Nowhere in Scripture do we find that sickness brings glory to God. Healing does, but sickness is an affliction of the devil.
