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“Sometimes we need a thorn in the flesh to keep us humble!” 
2 Corinthians 12:1-10 

Introduction 
In chapter 11 we saw a list of all the pain and suffering that Paul had to endure in 
his life because of the fact that he was a true Apostle of Jesus Christ. 
 
At the end of ch.11:32-33, his mind went back to something that had happened 20 
years earlier – his humiliating escape from Damascus, following his conversion to 
Christ, when he was let down out of a window in the city wall in a basket to escape 
with his life from King Aretas. 
 
At the beginning of ch.12 he goes on to boast about something else that had 
happened to him 14 years earlier – i.e. about 6 years after his conversion to Christ. 
Now this really was something worth boasting about! 
 
If any of the false apostles had had such an experience they would have had it in 
all the papers the following day! – To publicise it as much as possible, to boost 
their own popularity, to draw attention to themselves. But Paul has kept this 
tremendous experience a complete secret for 14 long years! 
 
This was something to be really proud about, but he’d kept it quiet for 14 years, 
and now that he does get around to telling us about it, look what he does in v.2!  
 
He tells it in the third person, as if it hadn’t happened to him at all – as if it had 
happened to a Christian friend of his!! 
 
What was this experience? What had happened to him? 
 
Well 14 years earlier Paul would have been in Tarsus – his home area. Those 
were Paul’s years of isolation, and preparation, between his conversion and the 
commencement of his missionary journeys. (Between Acts 9:30 and Acts 11:25). 
 
We know that God revealed many mysteries of the faith to Paul in those days. 
(e.g. Ephesians 3:1-6, etc). But what he tells us here in 2 Corinthians 12:1-6 must 
have been the very pinnacle of those experiences! 
 
In v.2 he relates how he had been caught up to heaven. He doesn’t know whether 
it was just his soul, or whether he was in his body as well. But he was caught up to 
what he calls “the third heaven” (v.2b). Now most commentators believe that ‘the 
third heaven’ is just a phrase that means the very highest place in heaven.  
He saw the very throne-room of heaven, if you like. 
 
In v.4 he calls it “Paradise” – a beautiful place that he couldn’t describe in words. 

And what’s more – he heard things he wasn’t allowed to express with words either! 
 
Paul hadn’t told anybody about this tremendous experience until now (14 yrs later) 
In case people might be tempted to think more of him than they ought to think (v.6) 
He wanted them to judge him solely on what they heard him say, or saw in his life. 
 
He tells this story now to prove beyond doubt to these cynical Corinthians that HE, 
not the Judaizers, really was the true Apostle of Christ. 
 
He tells the story in such a cloaked way, in the third person (‘I know a man in 
Christ’ v.2) for fear he might be guilty of boasting, or of being proud of himself – 
and that’s the last thing Paul would have wanted. Because about the same time 
that God had given him this tremendous vision and experience, God had also 
given him something to keep him humble – something to keep him from becoming 
proud! Paul calls it ‘his thorn in the flesh’ (v.7). 
 
In fact v.7 is the key verse that proves to us that it was Paul himself that had 
experienced this vision of heaven, for it says,  
 

“To keep me from becoming conceited because of these surpassingly  
great revelations, there was given me a thorn in my flesh.” 

 
Anybody who had seen and experienced what Paul had experienced, would have 
been tempted to become very proud, but God hates pride – (remember pride was 
the devil’s sin. He used to be the most beautiful angel in heaven, Lucifer, son of 
the morning, but rebelled because he wanted to seize God’s throne in heaven). 
 
That brings us to take a look at Paul’s thorn in the flesh: 
 
1. THE NEED FOR THE THORN (v.7) 
 
Paul gives us the reason for this thorn in v.7… 
 
 “To keep me from becoming conceited.”(NIV) 
 “Lest I should be exalted above measure.”(AV) 
 
This thorn in the flesh, whatever it was, was given to Paul by God to keep him from 
becoming proud, conceited, puffed up, or self-sufficient. 
- Because Paul had cause to be proud and puffed up, and to have an inflated 
sense of his own importance, because of all the great things God had done for him 
and all the wonderful things he alone of all men had seen in heaven itself. 
- Because of this the devil would try to make Paul proud and conceited, but God 
could never use somebody in his service if they were proud and self-sufficient – or 
as we would say, “who had an air about themselves.” 
In fact James says, “God opposes the proud, but gives grace to the humble!” (4:6). 



Perhaps Paul needed that special revelation of heaven to make him rock-sure of 
all that he would have to teach, and reveal to the churches as their Apostle, or 
perhaps he needed a clear vision of heaven to keep him pressing on through that 
whole list of trials and persecutions he faced in ch.11. 
 
But if God was going to use Paul in his service as much as he did, then Paul would 
have to remain totally dependent upon God. If he ever became puffed up and self-
sufficient he would be of absolutely no use to God. So he was given this ‘thorn in 
the flesh’ to keep him humble. That was the need for the thorn. 
 
2. THE SOURCE OF THE THORN. (v.7b, 8) 
 
We don’t know what Paul’s thorn in the flesh was, but whatever this trial or 
difficulty was, who gave it to him? – There seems to be some confusion about this 
in vs.7-8 (at first sight). In v.7 Paul calls it “a messenger of Satan to torment me.” 
So was it sent from Satan? 
But if it was given to him to keep him from becoming proud, Satan would have 
scored an own goal!! Satan would have wanted Paul to become proud, to make 
him useless to God! 
 
Paul seems to have regarded this thorn in the flesh as given to him by God, to 
keep him humble. (Look at v.7 – “there was given me…”) this implies ‘by God.’ 
Also in v.8 he prays to the Lord to take it away. So he seems to believe that the 
Lord has given it, and has control over it. 
- So whatever this thorn in the flesh was, it was a messenger of Satan sent to 
torment him, but it was permitted to come to him by the Lord, and was at all times 
under God’s sovereign control.  
 
A look at Job ch.1 would help us to understand how this could be: 
 
Job 1:1  – Job was an upright man, just like Paul. 
 
Job 1:9-12  – Satan wanted to torment Job, to put him through some trials and 
  tragedies, to get Job to curse God and turn his back on God. 
 
In Job 1:12…  We see the Lord permitting Satan to harass Job, and make his life 
  difficult. If you like, ‘to give him a thorn in the flesh’, but notice God 
  never allowed Satan to destroy Job’s life completely.  
 
And so we see the same in Paul’s life. Satan is permitted to annoy Paul from time 
to time with this ‘thorn in the flesh’, but at all times God is in control.  
It’s just enough to keep Paul humble and depending on God, but never so much 
that Paul’s life is at risk, or that Satan would get the upper hand in Paul’s life. 
 “If God gives it, Satan tries to distort it. 
 If Satan gives it, then the Lord seeks to sanctify it for good in our lives.” 

So Paul’s thorn in the flesh was a messenger of Satan sent to torment or buffet 
him, but ultimately it was also a gift from God to keep him from becoming exalted 
above measure – (i.e. proud and useless to God.) 
 
Satan is allowed to buffet us at times, but God never loses complete control of our 
lives – ‘He never allows us to be tested beyond what we can bear.’ (1 Cor. 10:13). 
 
3. THE PERSISTENCE OF THE THORN (vs.8-10) 
 
As I said, whatever it was, we don’t know. Perhaps it was a physical ailment that 
weakened him from time to time. Some think it was the eye problem we came 
across last Sunday night in Galatians 4:13-15. And that’s a strong possility.  
 
But whatever it was:- 
 
* Paul pleaded with the Lord again, and again, and again, for its removal –  
 “Take it away, Lord!” But God said, “No!” (v.8).  
 
So what did Paul do? 
 
* He came to accept it as something that wasn’t going to go away. He accepted it 
as a fact of the rest of his life. (v.9b). He didn’t go on praying for it to be taken 
away. He realised he was always going to have it with him.  
 
 (There’s no ‘health, wealth and prosperity Gospel’ here!  
 There’s no ‘name it and claim it’ teaching here!). 
 
* He actually came to see his ‘thorn’ as something positive in his life, not negative!  
 He began to allow it to work for him, not against him. Because that trial 
 became a source of further experiences of God’s help day by day. 
 
4. THE BENEFITS OF THE THORN (vs.8-10) 
 
(i) It kept Paul humble. Unlike some others who have been greatly used of God! 
 See 2 Chronicles 26 – King Uzziah -At first greatly used of God in vs.3-5. 
 But when he became powerful and proud, it led to his downfall (vs.15-23). 
 
(ii) It reminded Paul of his own weakness. 
 How he had felt when he first came to Corinth – (1 Corinthians 1:26-2:5). 
 
(iii) It kept Paul dependent on God. 
 The proud man thinks “I can do anything!” Paul said in Philippians 4:13 
 “I can do everything through him who gives me strength.” (i.e. Christ). 
 And he believed v.19: “My God will meet all your needs according to his 
 glorious riches in Christ Jesus.” He remained totally dependent on God! 



(iv) It enabled Paul to experience God’s grace. 
 God cannot give grace to a proud person (James 4:6 &10). 
 But his grace is sufficient for each one who depends on him (2 Cor. 12:9). 
  
e.g. A diabetic with insulin. He needs exactly enough to counteract his blood sugar 
level. But if he’s too proud to use it, there are drastic consequences! - So with 
grace! We need to depend on God’s grace for each day’s needs, not on ourselves! 
 
(v) It allowed Paul to know God’s Power at work in his life every day. 
 The secret of Paul’s strength as a man of God is in 2 Corinthians 12:9  

“My Grace is sufficient for you, for My Power is made perfect in weakness.” 
 

That’s why Paul could say Philippians 3:10  
“I want to know Christ and the power of his resurrection and the fellowship 
of sharing in his sufferings, becoming like him in his death.” 
 

Remember James 4:6 “God opposes the proud, but gives grace to the humble.” 
And v.10 says, “Humble yourselves before the Lord, and He will lift you up!” 
 
Some people think that the following are examples of thorns in the flesh: 
  
 For someone who is sick – it’s maybe a physical ailment? 
 For someone in an unhappy marriage – it’s a difficult marriage partner? 
 For a pastor – it could be a difficult church member? 
 For any of us - a recurring temptation, besetting sin, emotional weakness? 
 
Conclusion 
 
Whatever your thorn in the flesh might be, do you see this morning that: 
 
 1. There could be a need for that thorn – to keep you humble? 
 
 2. The source of the thorn could be Satan or God, but God will never let it 
 get out of His control, if He is permitting it for a reason. 
 
 3. The persistence of the thorn – it might not go away in answer to prayer. 
 
 4. But the Benefit of the thorn, might be that you will learn to experience 
 more of God’s grace, every day, for the rest of your life.  
 
One thing is certain:  

 
“God’s grace is sufficient for you,  

 and His power will be made perfect in your weakness.” 
 


