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 One of the most irritating things is to get a splinter in your hand.  Have you 

ever gotten that?  E.g., I recall when I was a child I would at times get a splinter in 

my finger, and I would go running to my Mom to solve this problem for me.  So 

she would get out her tweezers and gently pick at my finger with the tweezers 

until she could maneuver the little wooden particle into a position she could grab 

it and remove it.  And what a great joy it was when that problem was solved!  E.g., 

at times as an adult I get splinters in my hands, and I just leave them in there often 

because I don’t like to dig into my skin with the tweezers!  But don’t we notice it 

whenever we try to use our hands that have a splinter in it?  We don’t feel really 

comfortable doing that— it is quite irritating!  So what do we do when we have an 

irritant in our lives— whether a physical ailment or personal relationship?   E.g., 

the former head coach of the Dallas Cowboys who won three Super Bowls, Jimmy 

Johnson, used to say to his players who were dealing with injuries, “The mind 

over the body, not the body over the mind!”  But that seems to work for some 

people, perhaps football players, but not everyone— and it is only a temporary 

“fix”.  We would love for our Heavenly Father to remove these thorns in the flesh 

or help us to deal with them in a healthy way.  Today we will see how the apostle 

Paul leaned how to deal with thorns in the flesh with the Lord’s help.

READ 2 Corinthians 12:6-10 (pp. 185-186)

  

  



CONTEXT: Paul is writing 2 Corinthians from Macedonia to the believers in the 

city of Corinth around 55/56 AD.

 “In the context, Paul is defending himself against the false teachers— the 

‘superapostles’— to whom the Corinthians have submitted themselves.  He speaks 

of his many and varied sufferings for the gospel, as well as a very special heavenly 

vision.”  Paul says in v 2 that he had a vision where he was transported to the third 

heaven.  This idea of there being layers of heaven can be seen to come from such 

texts as 1 Kings 8:27 where Solomon is dedicating the new temple by saying, “But 

will God indeed dwell on the earth?  Even heaven and the highest heaven cannot 

contain you, much less this house that I have built!”  In later Jewish works we 

read of a people going up to heaven in a vision, like in 1 Enoch 71 (ca. second-

first centuries BC) and 3 Enoch 17 (ca. 400-500 AD) which speaks of seven 

heavens.  Does God speak through visions today?  Yes, He does!  E.g., I recall in 

the book about Corrie Ten Boom The Hiding Place and Corrie and her sister Betsy 

were in a concentration camp and Betsy shared with Corrie a vision that Corrie 

would be involved in a ministry helping children in  beautiful environment, and 

Corrie wondered how on earth she could have such a vision in such an ugly world 

of suffering where they were.  And yet, after Betsy’s death in the concentration 

camp and Corrie being released on a clerical error, she did indeed go on to be 

involved in a children’s ministry in a beautiful place consistent with her sister’s 

vision.  E.g., I recall my Sunday School teacher Ms. Betty when I was in about the 

third grade that she as an elderly widow did not know what to do.  Her 

neighborhood was changing and seemingly become unsafe and she asked the Lord 

what to do— should she move?  Then the letters to this word came to her mind: S-

U-R-R-E-N=D-E-R.  So she did surrender; she did not move.  And the result was 

that she had a wonderful time getting to know the children in her neighborhood 

 2 

  



and people there.  Paul also had a vision about 14 years before he wrote 2 

Corinthians, and it was grand for him and made a great impression on him.

 READ vv 6-7,  “Lest Paul became prideful, an irritant of some kind was 

given to him.  Cf. Galatians 4:13-14.”  New Testament scholar F.F. Bruce (1 & 2 

Corinthians, p. 248) mentions several speculations people have offered over the 

centuries as to what this thorn in the flesh was— malaria, epilepsy, or troublesome 

characters in his life; he mentions that the church father Tertullian writing in the 

200s AD thought a pain in the ear or head.  But honestly, we just don’t know, and 

we are left with speculations.  What we do know is it bothered him.  And God 

allowed Satan to have this negative influence in Paul’s life.  READ Galatians 

4:13-14.  We all know what that can be like, whether in someone else’s life or our 

life.  E.g., I recall when I was in college I went to my Mom’s home church in 

Cedar Hill, Tennessee, and the preacher had, of all things, a problem with 

stuttering.  One may well ask, how could God ask a stutter to be a preacher?  

Would that not be an obstacle too great to overcome?  Do you and I have a 

physical thorn in the flesh this morning?  Sometimes the thorn in the flesh can be a 

person.  E.g., one of the intriguing things about the great writer and defender of 

the faith  C.S. Lewis is that for the majority of his writing career he had someone 

else’s mother living with him, and for much of that time she was continually 

interrupting him in his work for petty favors to help her.  Lewis’ brother Warnie 

was livid about how bothersome she was.  Lewis had made a pact with his friend 

Paddy Moore during World War I that if either of them died in the war the 

survivor would care for the other’s parent.  Paddy was the one who was killed in 

action.  So from post-WWI to about 1952 he lived with her and cared for her until 

her death.  But Lewis, much to Warnie’s surprise, never complained about this 

continual inconvenience in his life.  Do you and I have people in our lives who are 

regularly inconveniences?
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 READ vv 8-10.  “Even though this was not at all what Paul wanted, he 

learned to boast in it, for the Lord had taught him that in his weakness Christ’s 

power is perfected.  Cf. 1 Corinthians 2:1-5; 2 Timothy 1:7.”  This is one of the 

most impressive parts of Paul’s letters— his utter exasperation at this thorn in the 

flesh that three time he asked the Lord to remove, and all he was left with and 

promised was Christ and His power in his life to carry on in service of the gospel 

in a way that was even more powerful than had the thorn not be there.  This was 

certainly Paul’s experience.  READ 1 Corinthians 2:1-5.  Sometimes I think the 

Lord is most pleased when we have come to the end of rope— all our cleverness, 

all our physical strength, all of our charisma, all of our good looks, and all our 

education have failed us.  And we turn to the Lord and we say, “Lord, I have 

nothing to offer.  The only thing I have left is You, that I know You and You are 

in charge of my life.  Please act.”  And I think the Lord wants to get us to that 

point so that we can see that the achievements in our life in the Lord are only 

through Him; the successes have nothing to do with us.  E.g., that preacher I 

mentioned before was someone who astonished me— I was riveted to his sermon, 

in awe of the power of Christ through his humility and godliness.  E.g., it is of 

interest that the well-know preacher who often is on the radio, Chuck Swindol, 

was a stutterer and the Lord helped him overcome this to become one of the most 

articulate presenters of the gospel.  E.g., as for C.S. Lewis, it was during the time 

that Mrs. Moore lived with him that he wrote the classics Mere Christianity, 

Screwtape Letters, The Problem of Pain, Miracles, and The Lion, the Witch, and 

the Wardrobe, along with teaching and tutoring at Oxford University.  And the 

apostle Paul was used by the Lord to influence and convert much of the Roman 

Empire to the gospel, despite his thorn in the flesh and severe obstacles.  READ v 

10.
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 “Do we need to learn this kind of thankfulness?”  What thorn in the flesh 

has the Lord allowed Satan to put in your life, and my life?  It is appropriate at 

times to ask the Lord to remove these thorns.  And sometimes He does, by His 

grace and power.  But sometimes He wants His grace and power to be manifest in 

our lives through our reliance on Him and His Holy Spirit with the continuation of 

the thorn in the flesh, so that His power can be made more mature, more perfect in 

our lives.  God’s power is a power to help us develop our inner character, to be the 

men and women and young people that God always intended us to be.  In 2 

Timothy 1:7 we read that Paul told Timothy that God did not give us the spirit of 

timidity or cowardice, but of power, and love, and self-control.  I want to 

encourage you that when you make your list of 10 things for which you are 

thankful you list at least one struggle, one thorn in the flesh that He has allowed to 

exist in your life and in my life.  And thank Him for it, and rely on His strength to 

empower us, His Holy Spirit to shape us to be even more useful for His 

Kingdom’s work.
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