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Tonight, I'm going to encourage you to turn to 2 Corinthians 12 where we find ourselves 
in a passage of Scripture that is very unique. This is one of those chapters, this is one of 
those scenes, this is one of those incidences in Scripture that people love to discuss and 
talk about, in fact, it is so well-known in the Bible that even the secular world who may 
have no biblical understanding whatsoever has a statement that is derived from this 
passage. If you've ever known somebody or something that has consistently harassed 
you, bothered you, or tripped you up, they will refer to it as their thorn in the flesh, that 
thing that they wish would go away but it won't. Here in 2 Corinthians 12, we find 
ourselves in a situation where the Apostle Paul is gonna be caught up into paradise, he's 
gonna be caught up into the throne room of God. This is an outlier, this is a unique event 
in the life not just of the Apostle Paul but really outside of him and the Apostle John, you 
don't find anybody else in the New Testament who is allowed such privilege. He is going 
to return from this experience, he's going to disclose it 14 years later as we're about to 
read, and twice he says, "I don't if I was in the flesh or if it was like a dream. I don't know
but it was so real to me that I have to recount it for you." It is after that fact that he 
discusses this famous thorn in the flesh, this hindrance in his life that the Lord says is 
purposefully left for his strength, guidance and edification.

2 Corinthians 12 begins with, 

1 It is not expedient for me doubtless to glory. I will come to visions and 
revelations of the Lord. 2 I knew a man in Christ above fourteen years 
ago, (whether in the body, I cannot tell; or whether out of the body, I 
cannot tell: God knoweth;) such an one caught up to the third heaven. 3 
And I knew such a man, (whether in the body, or out of the body, I cannot 
tell: God knoweth;) 4 How that he was caught up into paradise, and heard 
unspeakable words, which it is not lawful for a man to utter. 5 Of such an 
one will I glory: yet of myself I will not glory, but in mine infirmities. 6 
For though I would desire to glory, I shall not be a fool; for I will say the 
truth: but now I forbear, lest any man should think of me above that which
he seeth me to be, or that he heareth of me. 7 And lest I should be exalted 
above measure through the abundance of the revelations, there was given 
to me a thorn in the flesh, the messenger of Satan to buffet me, lest I 
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should be exalted above measure. 8 For this thing I besought the Lord 
thrice [or three times], that it might depart from me. 9 And he said unto 
me, My grace is sufficient for thee: for my strength is made perfect in 
weakness. Most gladly therefore will I rather glory in my infirmities, that 
the power of Christ may rest upon me.

When we read this passage of Scripture, we immediately gravitate to what is this and is 
what I'm dealing with this in my life. Allow me to disappoint you at the very beginning. 
We're not gonna drill down real deep tonight, in fact, we're gonna kind of take a casual 
look at this passage. I want to look at it in its entirety and you say, "But I came tonight 
and I'm listening right now because I want to absolutely know." You're gonna see in just 
a moment there is biblical purpose for the ambiguity there, but what I want us to see is 
the context of the situation, the context of this famous thorn in the flesh not only how it 
spoke to and ministered into the Apostle Paul's life but how it can impact ours as well.

The first thing we've gotta deal with is the place that the Apostle Paul found himself. I 
know that messages about the thorn in the flesh but we have to deal with this, it says that 
he was caught up into the third heaven. Now don't panic when you hear third heaven 
because there's really one what we would call heaven, but the Bible delineates our 
perspective of the heavenlies in this manner: the first heaven would be that area in which 
the birds fly; the second heaven would be the area in which we know of the planets and 
the stars and the celestial bodies; the third heaven is the throne room of God, and he 
makes it very clear he was caught up to the third heaven and then he refers to it as 
paradise. The reason that is important and significant is because in Luke 23:43, one of the
thieves, one of the men that was crucified next to Jesus on Mount Calvary repented of his
sins, confessed that Jesus Christ was Savior, remember what Jesus said to him? "Today 
you will be with me in paradise." And so we see, and though not an exhaustive study of, 
that paradise is the place of the presence of the Lord.

Now just for fun because it's Sunday night and I'll enjoy Sunday night, we go to Luke 16 
and we discover the story of the rich man and Lazarus, and in that story we know that the 
rich man descends into death and to hell and Lazarus into Abraham's bosom. Jesus Christ
had not sacrifices his blood yet, he had not risen from the grave, and so we often refer to 
that time as Abraham's bosom, but then in Matthew 27, Jesus Christ rises from the dead 
and it says there beginning in verse 52 and 53 that many of the saints of old rose with him
and they walked in the holy city. Why do I share all that? Because when you look at it 
chronologically, even though it was 14 years before he wrote this that he experienced it, 
it was still on this side of the empty tomb; it was still on this side of the crucifixion 
passion event, and what you and I know as paradise, what you and I know as the place, 
the dwelling place of those who believe in Jesus Christ, is nowhere less than the throne 
room of God itself.

So the Apostle Paul finds himself in the throne room. I think we can all agree that it's 
hopefully a place that we should be jealous of but few of us will ever experience. He 
experiences the throne room and the Apostle John on the island of Patmos sees the Lord 
high and lifted up, he sees him as nobody else has ever seen him, and a very unique 
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description, but he doesn't even say he was caught up into the third heaven. He doesn't 
call it paradise. He sees visions and he sees a picture of the days to come, but the Apostle 
Paul is in a unique environment, not only is he in paradise as far as a place is concerned, 
but I want you to notice the process of how he got there. It says he was caught up. Now 
twice he says, "I don't if this was in the flesh or if this was a vision." You say, "What 
would be the significance?" Well, remember in the book of Acts 10, the Apostle Peter is 
on the roof and he falls into a trance and he has a vision. Remember the famous sheet 
that's tied at four ends with all of the animals that used to be according to the Levitical 
law declared unclean? And the Lord comes to him and declaring that the Gentiles were 
now able to receive salvation, "Go to them. Preach the Gospel. Teach them that they can 
be saved as well." In fact, Jesus' famous statement in that trance was, "Do not call 
unclean that which I have called clean."

Now the importance here is the Apostle Paul saying, "I don't know if it was like Peter on 
the top of the roof, or I actually was physically there." It doesn't matter. Twice he said, "I 
don't know exactly how it happened. All I know is I was there." What's interesting to me 
is he uses the word or the phrase "caught up." Now we're gonna have some fun tonight 
because that word "caught up" is where we get the idea or the concept of a rapture; that 
idea of being taken from the earthly to the heavenly in an instant. By the way, the term 
"rapture" is not simply exclusive to end time, second coming events, as described in this 
passage, the same word "he was caught up into the heavens" even though it wasn't that 
end time event. Earlier in the book of Acts 8, Philip, one of the early deacons is 
ministering, he's preaching the Gospel to an Ethiopian eunuch. You remember the story 
where he's riding in the chariot and he's reading the book of Isaiah, he doesn't understand 
what he's reading. He says, "I need help." He shares the Gospel with him. He professes 
faith. He's baptized and then in verse 38 it says that Philip, you got it, is caught up. He is 
taken from that place in the desert to another place. He's not transported to the heavenlies 
but he is instantaneously supernaturally taken from Point A to Point B. 

The reason I'm exhausting this is when he says "caught up," our immediate thought is that
rapture event, our immediate thought is 1 Thessalonians 4 where those who are dead in 
Christ, those who are alive in Christ will meet together in the air with Christ. Can it mean
that? Absolutely, but in Philip's life, he was taken from Point A to Point B and never 
touched the heavens. In the Apostle John's life in Revelation 4:1, he heard a trump sound,
he was caught up and he was above the earthly sphere. The reason that is critical is 
because the Apostle Paul makes it ambiguous of where and how it actually took place. In 
other words, "I don't know if I was there in the flesh, I don't know if it was a vision, I 
don't know if it was a trance, all I know is I was caught up and I was in paradise. I was 
with the Lord. I was in the throne room." He even goes to the extent of saying, "I heard 
things that according to his account it is not lawful for a man to utter." 

Now that brings up a great little rabbit trail here. What language are we gonna speak in 
heaven? I don't know what the language will be. If I have a vote, I vote for Hebrew. You 
say, "Why do you vote for Hebrew?" Because it's the only language where you can spit 
on each other and it's legal when you use the vowel sounds. But I don't know if that's 
what it'll be. The Old Testament was written in it. But I want you to see he goes to 
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paradise, it is an immediate supernatural experience where he is caught up. When we get 
to verse 7, we have this famous thorn in the flesh. It says, "lest I should be exalted above 
measure through the abundance of the revelations, there was given to me a thorn in the 
flesh, the messenger of Satan to buffet me, lest I should be exalted above measure." Now 
I'm gonna put the cart before the horse for just a moment there. If we read this in a strict 
chronology, his thorn in the flesh did not exist in his life prior to this experience. He says,
"I had this incredible experience with the Lord and so that I would not glory, so that I 
would not take credit for myself, so that I would not shine the light upon myself, the Lord
allowed a thorn in the flesh in my life." That's important for our understanding when we 
acknowledge what this is, is according to just a literal reading, it did not exist in his life 
prior to God moving mightily in his life, but was allowed in his life so that the attention 
would not solely be upon himself. 

"There was given to me a thorn in the flesh, the messenger of Satan to buffet me, lest I 
should be exalted above measure." Now as I mentioned, this is kind of just a survey of 
the thorn in the flesh. I want you to know this is pretty peculiar. Not only is this the only 
place that we have in the New Testament this phrase is used, it's the only time we see 
somebody caught up into paradise in such a manner to return, it's the only place where 
they speak of the language of heaven, that not being able to be uttered by mankind on the 
earth, and it's the only person in your Bible that mentions this famous thorn in the flesh, 
and it's peculiar because as we begin to analyze it or give it an analysis tonight, I think it 
is very different than what we presume it to be. In fact, in the book of Hebrews 12:1-2 it 
says, "Since we are surrounded with such a great cloud of witnesses," it says, "let us lay 
hold of Jesus, the author and the finisher of our faith, let us lay aside," listen to this, 
"every weight and the sin that so easily besets us." 

Now I'm gonna camp out there for just a moment. Hebrews 12:1-2 is stating that in our 
lives as believers there are two things that, shall we say, hinder our race. The next verse 
says that we run our race. The first one are weights. Now what's important about 
weights? Well, if you've ever seen the Olympics and, by the way, nowadays the 
Olympics are almost looking like halftime at the Super Bowl, there's not a whole lot of 
clothing anymore, but you would never expect a track star whether male or female, you 
would never expect any of them to place pockets in their uniform to carry a tape measure 
with them or their watch or their wallet, their cellphone. Now we may get to the point 
where we do run the Olympics with our cellphones because we can't seem to separate 
from them, but nonetheless can you imagine any type of Olympic sporting outfit with 
pockets in them? Of course not, because any amount of weight that you put in there is 
going to hinder you.

Now what's important about that is a weight is not necessarily a sin. A weight is that 
which drags you down, a weight is that which doesn't allow you to be all that you can be 
because you're dragging it around with you. It says let us put aside every weight, in other 
words, anything than hinders us, anything that weighs us down, and listen to this, the sin 
which so easily besets us. Now I'm gonna allow you to fill-in-the-blank there because I 
know you know what your sin is. Each and every one of you has something you struggle 
with. You say, "I don't struggle with anything." Then you struggle with telling the truth. 
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We all have a sin, do we not, and the problem is your sin may not be what your 
neighbor's sin is, what your best friend or your spouse's sin is, and the problem is I've 
learned this, that if you get two believers together and if you were to have a very open 
transparent discussion about the sin that so easily besets them, most likely Party A won't 
struggle with Party B's sin, and vice versa. And we get in this bad habit of saying, "Well, 
I don't understand why that's such a big deal. That doesn't bother me at all." Because it's 
not yours. 

It's the sin which so easily besets us, and the reason I want to draw your attention to the 
peculiarity of this is because as a believer there are things in our life that weigh us down, 
not necessarily sin but they hinder us. In all of our lives, there is something, and by the 
way, some of you may say, "I have, can you have multiple sins that beset you?" You can. 
There are those things, those temptations we tend to fall into, those traps we seem to find 
ourselves in which so easily besets us. The reason I call your attention to all that is here it
says the thorn in the flesh, the messenger of Satan to buffet me. There is an interpretation 
of the thorn in the flesh that it is that sin that we can't seem to shake.

Now if you want to leave here tonight and say, "I just think that's what it is because I 
struggle with this sin," I'm not gonna argue with you theologically, however I don't think 
in 2 Corinthians 12 the particular thorn in the flesh is your particular sin that you 
regularly struggle with. We do have weights, we do have struggles, we do have 
temptations but I think here we're dealing with something even more peculiar than a 
temptation, a struggle, or a weight in our life, and it's that peculiarity that leads to my 
next point: the person. You say, "What do you mean, the thorn in the flesh is a person?" 
Well, according to this it's called "the messenger of Satan to buffet me lest I should be 
exalted above measure." Hm, the person, the messenger of Satan to buffet me. Now I 
oftentimes share with us that the best way that we interpret Scripture is with other 
Scripture and a few moments ago I mentioned to you that the only place we have in the 
New Testament of the thorn in the flesh is this passage, but there is a passage in the Old 
Testament. In the book of Judges 2:3, the Israelites, you know the story of Judges, as 
they're coming out after a long time of captivity, as they're entering into what you and I 
know as the Promised Land, is they're trying to figure out how to do this thing called life 
with the Lord, the Lord is talking about their enemies and in Judges 2:3 the enemies of 
Israel are called thorns in their flesh. That's interesting that the enemy of the people of 
God are thorns in their flesh which means if we were to put that into context in 2 
Corinthians 12, that our thorn in the flesh or a thorn in the flesh just as described here is 
the messenger of Satan to buffet me. The idea that we get from a strict context in 2 
Corinthians 12 is that the thorn in the flesh is not just something we struggle with, it's not 
just something that continues to bother us, that it is a persona of the enemy who has been 
placed on assignment in our lives.

You say, "The enemy has those who are placed on assignment?" Just read Ephesians 6. It 
says we do not fight against flesh and blood but against principalities, powers, rulers of 
darkness. In other words, we understand if you do a study of the enemy, we do a study of 
Satan, the devil, we talked about this this morning, the old serpent, we discover that he 
has minions, that's what I like to call them. I know biblically speaking they're devils, 
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they're demons, but he places them, he puts them on assignment. Now what's their 
purpose? To destroy. That's the only thing they know to do, right? John 10:10, the thief 
comes to steal, kill and destroy. Jesus said he came to give life more abundantly. Here it 
says that a messenger of Satan was there to buffet him. 

Now I'm gonna pull back and pause for just a moment. If you want to go home tonight 
and break out every study Bible you've ever owned or, God forbid, go to Google on this 
subject matter, you will discover a plethora of opinion on the thorn in the flesh. There are
those that would take a, shall we say, physical opinion. We know the Apostle Paul most 
likely struggled with his eyes. In fact, the book of Galatians that's a very heartfelt 
communication to the churches at Galatia, he says to them, he says, "Did you not know 
that I wrote this with my own hand because the letters are so large." When you get to the 
end of his life, you discover that basically he was whipped for the purpose of death five 
times, and three times they thought he was dead. He probably wasn't in good physical 
shape, in fact, he tells the Corinthians over and over and over again and I'm gonna 
paraphrase, "I know I look bad but I sound good." And he's telling them that he in the 
physical realm is having struggles and difficulties. Why do you think it is in Colossians 
4:14 he says, "The beloved physician Luke always accompanies me"? He needed a doctor
with him all the time because of his physical ailments.

So many people say, well, his thorn in the flesh was something maybe with his eyes or 
his physical demeanor. The problem I have with that is that he was beat up before this 
happened and he was beat up after this happened. He most likely struggled with his eyes 
before this event and struggled with his eyes after. That being said, there are others that 
would claim a multitude of other opinions but I'm gonna fast-forward to what the Bible 
says, the messenger of Satan to buffet me. I don't have a corner on the theological market 
but if I read 2 Corinthians 12 the way it's written, that means that every moment of his 
life the enemy through one of his minions was whispering in his ear death and 
destruction, doubt, fear. That sound familiar to any of our lives? Let me ask you what's 
worse: not being able to physically see clearly or having the enemy whisper doubt and 
fear in your life every moment of your life? What's worse struggling with a physical 
ailment that requires a doctor on a regular basis or not being able to sleep well because 
the enemy will not leave you alone?

One of the great persons of faith, at least in the last 500 years was a man by the name of 
Martin Luther. We know him as the originator, shall we say, the architect of the 
Protestant Reformation. If you've ever read any type of biography of his life, he speaks of
countless nights wrestling with the devil, verbally wrestling, lack of sleep wrestling, 
keeping him from sleep wrestling. You say, "Why would that relate to this story?" The 
Apostle Paul was shown something nobody else saw. Martin Luther saw something in 
Scripture in the 16th century that nobody else saw, and if you read about Martin Luther 
post-Protestant Reformation, he held his humility in spite of his fame. It's a pretty similar 
story here to the Apostle Paul.

So when we look at the person of the thorn in the flesh, I think it's exactly that. I think the
enemy and one of his minions, one of his assignments was allowed, shall we say, to 
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wreak havoc in the Apostle Paul's life on a very routine and regular basis, so much so that
he begged God three times, "Please would you remove this from me?" You do know God
has the ability to do so, correct? We'll talk about that in just a moment.

The particularness of it. We've talked about the idea of it being physical, I think it's 
spiritual, but it is purposefully ambiguous. What I mean by that is the Lord doesn't tell us 
exactly what it is and the reason I think that that is important is, if you'll just allow me to 
use that specific thought, if we find ourselves in such a relationship with the Lord that in 
order to keep us humble the Lord must allow the enemy to buffet us with one of his 
messengers, then the one who buffets you will probably take a different approach than 
the one that buffets me, and the one that buffets somebody else may be different than one 
who buffets another. You say, "Why is that?" Because your fears and my fears are 
different. Your doubts and my doubts are different. Paul's fears, Paul's doubt. You realize
that this was a man who was a part of the Sanhedrin which means most likely, and I 
know this is a great theological discussion, at some point in his life most likely had a wife
and family but yet in 1 Corinthians he talks about the fact that he's single. Is that because 
they wouldn't believe? We don't know. Is that because he was ostracized from his 
community? Absolutely, after all, he had to be delivered in the city in a basket held by 
ropes. 

So his concerns are probably different than yours. Here was a man who had all the 
authority and power the world could give him and it was pulled away from him when he 
believed on the Damascus Road. That's not my story, it might be yours, and so 
understand that when it comes to the arsenal of the ammunition of the enemy, though he 
uses the same strategy, he has a multitude of different facets and so if the enemy were to 
come into your life and continually speak into your life doubts, fears, questions, just like 
the sin that so easily besets you, your struggle may not be your best friend's struggle and 
his words to you might be different than somebody else's. So I think it's purposefully 
vague here the fact that we don't know what it is, but what we do know according to the 
passage that it is in the spiritual realm. I do not believe the thorn in the flesh was a 
physical ailment, that which could be touched, could be heard, could be grasped, because 
I believe that the spiritual world is the true reality of our world, the physical world is just 
a manifestation thereof.

So what we see in this passage is the Apostle Paul had this incredible experience with the
Lord. Shortly thereafter Satan shows up, a messenger, a person, an entity, a minion, a 
demon, a devil, I don't know the specifics thereof but you get the idea of continually 
harassing him and bothering him to the point that he begged God, "If there's any way, 
would you remove this from me?" Three times. What did the Lord say in verse 9? "My 
grace is sufficient for thee. My strength is made perfect in weakness, most gladly 
therefore will I rather glory in my infirmities that the power of Christ may rest upon me."

When we begin to look at the famous thorn in the flesh for our lives, it would remiss us if
we didn't talk about the purpose. Why was this allowed? I mean, we all know we serve a 
loving, caring, kind and, shall I say, benevolent to his children God, so why would he 
allow this? Why would he allow the difficulty? Why would he allow the struggle? We 
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understand it's for his humility, we understand it's for his good, we understand so he will 
not glory, but I think there's more to it than that because even though we don't want to 
hear what I'm about to say, it is true, that it is only in trusting God in the difficult times 
that we truly grow in our faith. I don't know about you but we oftentimes, at least in 
observation and also in experience, we struggle in times of prosperity, do we not, but we 
trust God when it comes to times of persecution. Just get bad news on the phone and 
you'll hit your knees, will you not? If the bank were to call you and say that miraculously 
and supernaturally that the funds that they held for you has exponentially grown, would 
you get on your face and cry out to mercy to God? No. You'd call everybody you knew 
and you'd celebrate and take them out to dinner is what you'd do. The problem is it's 
oftentimes by the difficult times that the Lord gets us where we need to be versus the 
opposite.

You know, in the book of 1 Peter 1 it says if need be at times we go through a season of 
manifold temptations. It's seasonal but it's difficult. Why? It's so as gold we might be 
refined to a pure appearance or state unto the glory of God. You ask anybody who's in the
athletic world and the greatest of athletes, they often say when they're drafter or when 
they're given some huge contract, you hear it all the time, they're the first in the gym and 
they're the last one to leave. Why? Because their athletic greatness comes from putting in 
all of the sweat, time and tears. How many athletes go into the Hall of Fame sitting on 
their couch eating potato chips during the day? It doesn't happen. Why? Because it's 
when we go through the process of challenging our physical bodies that it refines it to 
such a level to succeed in the arena of athletics.

Well, the same can be said of our spirits. It's when we are allowed the difficulties of 
trusting God. Hey, let's be honest, it's easy to trust God when it's good. What's hard is 
when it's not good. It's easy to trust God when we get a good night's sleep, how about 
when we wake up for work and we've had 2, maybe 3 hours? It's easy to trust God when 
our kids behave, how about when they're not? It's easy to trust God when our bank 
account's overflowing, how about when it's overdrawn? It's easy to trust God when all we
hear are the good things, it's hard when all we hear are the bad.

So when you look at the Apostle Paul and when you look at this famous thorn in the flesh
whether you and I today qualify as having one or not, that's between you and the Lord, 
but there's some final conclusions and the first conclusion is this: the thorn in the flesh 
only comes on the backside of an incredible personal experience with God. If we do not 
have an incredible intimate, shall I say, revival time with God, don't expect a thorn in the 
flesh. Second conclusion: the thorn in the flesh is not allowed by God to punish us but to 
purify us for greater things. Third: just because we have a thorn in the flesh, just because 
we hear the words of doubt and questions does not mean we are walking contrary to the 
things of God, much the reverse, it may mean we're walking perfectly in step with God. 

You see, the secular world says the thorn in the flesh is the thing that keeps us from being
what we should be. In the biblical world, the thorn in the flesh is that which keeps us 
where we ought to be versus the opposite. The world says the thorn in our flesh keeps us 
from a promotion, the thorn in the flesh keeps us from prosperity, the thorn in the flesh 
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keeps us from advancement, the Bible says the thorn in the flesh keeps us in the will of 
God, the thorn in the flesh keeps us humble, the thorn in the flesh keeps us in a right 
relationship with God. In other words rather than dismissing it we ought to celebrate it. 

In conclusion, why three times? Why did the Apostle Paul beg him three times? He could
have begged more. You say, "Well, what do you mean he could've begged more?" Well, 
Matthew 18 when Peter asked, "How many times should I forgive someone?" Jesus said, 
"Seventy times seven." He could've asked 490 times. Why did he stop at three? I don't 
have a conclusive answer but I think he finally realized that this is actually going to allow
me to have a more intimate walk with Jesus than if it were gone, to embrace the difficult 
journey rather than to only long for the easy road of life. The thorn in the flesh is a rare 
thing in people's lives. Why? Because it's a rare thing to have an intimate encounter 
revival experience with God to the point where the Lord would allow the enemy a little 
space in our lives just to make sure we don't get caught up in our own headlines.
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