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7th petition: 2Corinthians 12:7-10






              Pastor Paul Horn 

Be Happy That You Have a Thorn!

I.  God permits you to have a thorn for your good

II.   God gives you power to bear with that thorn

7 To keep me from becoming conceited because of these surpassingly great revelations, there was given me 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. 

Driving through construction in a large city, painting your house, cleaning the gutters, changing the oil, homework, cleaning your room, programming your DVD player, the flu, waiting in the doctor’s office… you know what these all are?  A pain in the butt!  In Paul’s letter to the Corinthians he mentions “a thorn in the flesh.”  It sounds like a big pain in the butt.  In the sermon this morning we want to explore what this thorn was, what our thorns are, and even though they may seem to be a pain in the butt, we can be happy that we have a thorn.  
If you were writing a letter that was intended to be read by a large group of people, let’s say, specifically a Christian congregation, would you tell them about your physical problems?  That’s personal stuff!  Why does the apostle Paul insist on speaking about his “thorn in the flesh” to the Christians in Corinth?  False teachers had infiltrated the Christian congregation in Corinth.  Paul sarcastically called these false teachers “super-apostles” (11:5).  They were not really apostles at all, except in their own arrogant inflated opinion of themselves.  They boasted how great they were and how Paul was a schlemiel apostle.  Worse, they preached a Jesus who was very different than the Jesus Paul had taught the congregation.  In 2Corinthians 11 & 12 Paul defends himself as a true apostle of the Lord Jesus and uses his physical weaknesses as proof.                     

What was Paul’s “thorn in the flesh?”  The Bible commentators I read offered nine different ideas.  Malaria (Gal 4.13; Acts 13.13), glaucoma or severe eye trouble (Gal 4.15; 6.11), an impediment in his speech like stammering, he was hunched over, had leprosy, periodic depression, hysteria, epilepsy or suffered from severe headaches.  This “thorn” appears to have been a chronic physical ailment.  Paul said that it tormented him.  The literal translation of the verb torment means to strike with the fist or to beat repeatedly.  This physical ailment appeared to be very agonizing to Paul.  The Holy Spirit did not let us in on what Paul’s reoccurring pain was so you’ll have to wait until heaven to ask him.  But we do know how it came and why it came.

The apostle Paul called his “thorn” a “messenger of Satan.”  If you’ve ever read the book of Job, you know that all of the evil things that happened to Job came directly from the hand of Satan.  If you look at all of the evil in the world, sickness, disease, wars, earthquakes, tornados, hardships, persecutions, you can pinpoint their origin to the serpent in the Garden of Eden.  It wasn’t always this way.  When God finished with his creation he looked at it and said, “This is very good.”  When Satan tempted Adam and Eve into sin, God said, “This is not very good.  This is very bad.”  Paradise was lost.    Remember that in the garden the LORD told Adam that a consequence of his disobedience was thorns would now infest the ground.  His efforts to provide a living for his family would be difficult.  Thistles and weeds in his garden weren’t the biggest thorn in Adam’s side.  Sin was.  He would pass it on to his children.  His children would have thorns in their sides, which is where you inherit your thorns. All of the bad things that are part of your life on earth are a direct result of Adam’s fall into sin.
What thorns do you have?  What messenger has Satan sent to afflict you?  Do you suffer from any of the physical ailments that plagued the apostle Paul?  Do you have eye problems, depression, dyslexia, cancer, asthma, blood clots, bad knees, bad back, a weak heart?  Those are a pain in the butt!  How do you deal with it?  Do you complain?  Do you throw a pity party?  Do you grumble against God?  What did Paul do?  He says, “Three times I pleaded with the Lord that he might take it away from me.” (vs8)  It appears that Paul did not immediately recognize the purpose for this thorn.  So he threw himself at the feet of his Creator, “Please take this from me.”  Sounds familiar, doesn’t it?  Jesus also prayed earnestly to his Father to take away his cup of suffering.  In that case, the Son was fully aware of his Father’s intention to make him suffer.   
In both cases, what was the Father’s answer?  The Lord allowed Paul’s thorn to remain in his flesh.  The Father allowed his Son to suffer and die.  Both answers worked out for good.  And in both cases Satan became the unwitting tool of the Almighty God.  Satan’s scheme was to convince the dark souls of the Pharisees and the people of Jerusalem to crucify Christ.  Satan wanted Jesus dead.  So did the Father.  For a very different purpose: to save the world from sin and hell.  The Father went a step further and raised his Son from the dead foiling the plans of the Evil One and saved the world from death!  

Satan wanted the apostle Paul to be weak, to look unlike an apostle of Christ, so he afflicted Paul’s body.  But the Father’s will prevailed.  The purpose?  “To keep me from becoming conceited because of these surpassingly great revelations…” (vs7)  Paul had every reason to brag to these so-called super-apostles.  The Lord had revealed awesome visions to him.  The false teachers in Corinth could not boast about that.  But so that Paul would not become puffed up like a big hot air balloon, God allowed Satan to inflict Paul physically.  That nagging pain constantly reminded Paul that he was a mere mortal, completely dependant upon God.  The Father had a purpose in mind and it was a good one.  The apostle recognized the good and holy intention of the Father and said, ““I delight in weaknesses!” (vs10)  I’m happy that the Lord allowed Satan to afflict my body.  He has a greater purpose in mind!  
Think about your thorn in the flesh.  First of all, have you ever prayed about it?  Have you pleaded to your Father to deliver you from evil?  Has he answered, “No?”  Even if that is his answer, your Father has a good purpose in mind.  Eventually he will answer you prayer and deliver you from evil once and for all when he takes you home to heaven.  But for right now, he may say, “Not yet.”  Maybe it is to keep you humble, to make you rely on him more in your life.  Maybe it is, like the apostle Paul, to keep you from becoming conceited.  Be happy with his decision.  Trust in his holy purpose for your life.  Rejoice that you have a thorn!  We can say with Paul, “And we know that in all things God works for the good of those who love him, who have been called according to his good purpose.” (Romans 8:28)  Another reason Paul could rejoice in his thorn in the flesh was because the Lord also gave him strength to bear up under the affliction. 

II.   God gives you power to bear with that thorn.

Satan had afflicted the apostle Paul with a painful reoccurring ailment.  He hoped to wear down this messenger of the gospel, cause him to despair and turn away from God.  Instead, Paul turned back to the Lord for help.  Three times he prayed, “Lord, take it away.”  And the Lord answered.  “My grace is sufficient for you.” (vs9)  Paul, you can and will live with this pain.  Think about it.  I have freely given you my love, love you do not deserve, by sending my Son to die for your sins.  You can handle this weakness.  I’ll give you the strength to get through it.  
Listen to how the apostle Paul responded to the Father’s answer, “Therefore I will boast all the more gladly about my weaknesses, so that Christ’s power may rest on me.” (vs9)  The word that Paul uses in the Greek for rest on actually has the picture of someone pitching a tent.  What a neat picture!  Even though Paul was weak, Christ would take up his residence in him, in his soul, to strengthen him and give him power to deal with this messenger of Satan.  This is why Paul said, “For when I am weak, then I am strong.” (vs10)  

People would listen to Paul preach a sermon and look at his weak, thorn-in-the-flesh, nasty eyed, hunched over, malaria ridden, stuttering, frail self and have to conclude, “There must be a greater power behind this man for him to be able to do this.”  That power is, of course, the Lord Jesus!  Paul’s thorn did not hinder his ministry, but rather amplified it!  Perfect!  Paul’s weakness actually made him stronger.  The weaker Paul appeared to be, the stronger God looked and the more gracious he appeared to be!  

Maybe you have earnestly prayed to the Father, “Take it away.”  Maybe he has said, “No,” to you.  But he responds, “My grace is sufficient for you.”  My undeserved love is all you need, my child.  I don’t need to take your pain away.  I’ve removed from you something more painful, something more damaging to you; your sin.  Pain comes and goes.  Suffering is only present on this side of heaven.  But your sin, now that is a bigger problem.  It is constant.  It damns you to hell.  It never goes away, unless I give you my undeserved love.  

The Father demonstrated his by allowing his Son to experience a thorn in his side, to be hit, struck down, beat with fist repeatedly, to suffer more intensely than our greatest pain.  He endured the horrors of hell with the weight and burden of our sins on his back.  All this he did to take away your sin, the sin you inherited from your first father, Adam.  All this he did to take away your sins, when you’ve complained about having a thorn in the flesh, when you’ve grumbled against God because he won’t take it away.  God loves you.  He has shown you his amazing grace.  So rejoice in your thorn in the flesh! He gives you the strength to endure it.     
When you are weak, then you are strong.  Think about Jesus in the Garden of Gethsemane.  Three times he prayed to the Father to take away the cup of suffering.  The Father answered no, but, the gospels tell us that he sent his angels to attend him, to strengthen him for what he was about to do.  In your prayers you may have asked the Lord to take away your weakness.  He may say, “No.”   But rejoice!  Be glad!  God still loves you.  Through your weakness He wants to make his power made known, to show his grace and mercy, to show others how much greater he is than we are.  Rejoice when you are weak.  It means that Christ dwells within you.  As he lives in your soul he empowers you with his grace and Holy Spirit, he makes you strong through his Word and through the Lord’s Supper, to stand up under and bear up under your thorn in the flesh.  
So you think this life is a pain in the butt?  You’re right.  All of the hardships, illnesses, aches and pains, struggles and devastations we endure can be downright disheartening.  Satan tries and tries to afflict us by sending thorns in the flesh.  But we have every reason to rejoice and be glad!  God has a good purpose for that thorn and he will give you the strength to bear up under it.  Thank you Lord, for our thorns!  May they make us rely on you more fully and cause us to pray, “Deliver us from evil.”  Amen.  

