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2 Corinthians12:7-10

He GivesMore Grace

One of the most amazing men | have ever read about was Saul of Tarsus. He fell in love with Jesus Christ
and hislife was never the same after that experience. The risen Christ pursued him on the road to Damascus
while he was looking for believersin Jesus Christ in order to persecute them for their faith. God chose Saul
and when he saw the risen Christ put hisfaith in Him as his Savior. The death and resurrection of Jesus
Christ was the dominant theme of his preaching and hislettersto churchesin thefirst century of the Christian
era. Paul wrote: “if you confess with your mouth Jesus as L ord, and believe in your heart that God raised Him
from the dead, you shall be saved; for with the heart man believes, resulting in righteousness, and with the
mouth he confesses, resulting in salvation” (Romans 10:9-10).

Paul had an intimate personal relationship with Jesus Christ that demanded his whole being. He made himself
available to his Lord and Master. Paul considered himself a bonddave of Jesus Christ. There was atime when
Paul almost lost his life because of his commitment to Christ. He was on the west coast province of Asia
Minor when he was “ burdened excessively, beyond our strength, so that we despaired even of life; indeed, we
had the sentence of death within ourselvesin order that we should not trust in ourselves, but in God who
raises the dead; who delivered us from so great a peril of death, and will deliver us. . .” (2 Corinthians 1:8-
10a).

Later he wrote in the same letter responding to some arrogant individuasin Corinth about some other
experiences.

They say they are Hebrews, do they? So am |. And they are descendants of Abraham? So am |. They say they
serve Christ? | know | sound like a madman, but | have served him far more! | have worked harder, been put
in jail more often, been whipped times without number, and faced death again and again. Five different times
the Jews gave me thirty-nine lashes. Three times| was beaten with rods. Once | was stoned. Threetimes|
was shipwrecked. Once | spent awhole night and a day adrift at sea. | have traveled many weary miles. |
have faced danger from my own people, the Jews, aswell asfrom the Gentiles. | have faced danger in the
cities, in the deserts, and on the stormy seas. And | have faced danger from men who claim to be Christians
but are not. | have lived with weariness and pain and seepless nights. Often | have been hungry and thirsty
and have gone without food. Often | have shivered with cold, without enough clothing to keep me warm.

Then, besides all this, | have the daily burden of how the churches are getting aone. Who isweak without
my feeling that weakness? Who isled astray, and | do not burn with anger?

If I must boast, | would rather boast about the thingsthat show how weak | am (2 Corinthians 11:22-30, New
Living Trandation).
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Then Paul goes on to tell us about his experience with a“thorn in the flesh.” What alife!

THE PROBLEMSPAUL FACED

Perhaps nothing in his life was more frustrating than his “thorn in the flesh.”
Y et, even in that experience he gained victory through Christ. Paul wrote in
12:7, “Because of the surpassing greatness of the revelations, for this reason,
to keep me from exalting myself, there was given me athornin the flesh, a
messenger of Satan to torment me—to keep me from exalting myself!”

"Thorn in theflesh" (12:7-8)

Paul’ sthorn was more like a stake that induced savage pain. It was
something sharp stuck painfully deep in the flesh which cannot be pulled out
but continues to cause aggravating pain. The word in the origina means
something pointed, primarily “pale,” or “stake” used for impaling or torturing
someone, as sharpened wooden staff, then thorn or splinter. What ever it was
in Paul’slife it produced aterrible pain. It was “physical, painful,
humiliating; it was also the effect of Divinely permitted Satanic antagonism”
(Vine). There have been many suggestions including: malaria fever, bad
eyesight and epilepsy. It could have been anything. The Reformed
theologians and many early Christians saw it as spiritual in character for the
purpose of humbling Paul's arrogant pride. | redly don’t know what it was. |
don’'t think anyone knows and perhaps that isfor a good purpose. W. E.
Vine commented:

The verbs rendered “to keep me from exalting myself” and “to buffet” arein
the present tense, signifying recurrent action, indicating a constantly repeated
attack. Lightfoot interpretsit as*“a stake driven through the flesh,” and
Ramsay agrees with this. Most commentators adhere to the rendering
“thorn.” Field says“thereisno doubt that the Alexandrine use of skolops for
thorn is here intended, and that the ordinary meaning of ‘stake’ must be
rejected.” What is stressed is not the metaphorical size, but the acuteness of
the suffering and its effects.

The “buffeting” was like a closed fist repeatedly and constantly hitting him.
Theword meansto strike with the figt, to beat. God gave him thisthorn in
the flesh and it just kept on constantly jabbing him.

When God says*“ No”

In verse eight Paul tells us how he prayed over this matter. “Concerning this
| implored the Lord three timesthat it might leave me.” Just like Jesus
prayed three times, "Father, if it be possible let this cup pass from me," Paul
prays three times. Perhaps he bargained with God alot like we do: "Lord
your ministry could be better served if you heal this. Y our name will be
glorified . . . | can serve you better if . . .” Do you ever find yourself
bargaining with God when you are suffering pain and distress? “Three
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bargaining with God when you are suffering pain and distress? “Three
times’ isafigure of speech meaning untiringly, continualy, over and over
again crying out to God in prayer. It isour privilege and our duty to “call
upon God in time of trouble,” because troubles are often sent for this very
purpose, to bring us nearer to God and conform usto Christ.

God'’ sgreater purpose

If Christ isLord and Magter of my life then He knows what is best for me and He hasthe right to choose the
thorns. His purpose for thornsis "lest | should be exalted above measure.”

Twice in verse seven Paul stressed the purpose of this thorn: “to keep me from exalting mysdlf, . . . therewas
given me athorn in the flesh, amessenger of Satan to buffet me—to keep me from exalting myself!”

“Why,” you may be asking. In the context Paul told about avision he had years before (12:1-6). It needs to be
kept in mind that he waited fourteen years before he even mentioned the ultimate Christian experience, and
he mentionsit only oncein all of hiswritings. It was at atime when these arrogant individualsin Corinth
were pressuring him. Charles Hodge suggest, “It would seem that Paul’s opponents were boasting about their
visions, and Paul now counter-attacks them on their own ground.” He speaks of himself only because
circumstances have compelled him to do so. All thisfoolish glorying of the carnal Corinthians has forced him
to speak. Paul speaks of himself in the third person and says God lifted up the veil to disclose something
unknown before. The Lord isthe source of the visons and revelations. Paul isreluctant, but says he was
“caught up to the third heaven,” the highest heaven, which is the eternal dwelling place of God, where saints
and angdls are with Christ. The “third heaven” and “Paradise” are synonymous terms meaning heaven. The
apostleis suddenly seized and snatched up to heaven with suddenness and rapidity. He was conscious of
what was happening, but remained entirely passve during the experience, which was in no way self-induced.
Paul is granted the sght of the glory that lies ahead. In the profound mysteries of God he received a
revelation of God's glory. God used this experience to strengthen him to endure patiently al the suffering
which awaits him in the years ahead in Jerusalem and Rome. He was conscious of the transfer, and he vividly
remembersthat for atime he wasin heaven. But heis not sure of the relation in which his spirit wasto his
body during this experience. He simply doesn’t remember.

They were pushing Paul boasting of their great revelations and spiritual blessings. In essence Paul was saying
| have had just as great revelations from God, “but on my own behalf | will not boast, except in regard to my
weakness. For if | do wish to boast | shal not be foolish, for | shall be speaking the truth; but | refrain from
this, so that no one may credit me with more than he seesin me or hearsfrom me” (vv. 5-6). Y ou have been
around those kinds of individuas, too. It is enough to make you want to puke. It is nothing more than
arrogant religious pride. | am greater than you spiritually because | have had great experiencesthan you. That
attitude is carnal. It is sinful and it will never bring glory to God. Only those who relish a hysterical crowd on
TV enjoy such carnality. Thereisakind of religion that produces immediate action but it falls to the ground
prematurely and rots. It isfleshly.

Paul tells usthat God gave him athorn to keep him humble. “Because of the surpassing greatness of the
revelations, for this reason, to keep me from exalting myself, there was given me athornin the flesh, a
messenger of Satan to buffet me—to keep me from exating myself!” (v. 7). If Jesus Christ is Lord of our
lives then we can well afford to let Him choose the thorns. He has an eternal purpose in what He chooses for
us.

Someone wrote: “God istoo kind to do anything cruel . . . Too wiseto make amistake. . . Too deep to
explain Himself. When we know the Who, we can stop asking why?’
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explain Himself. When we know the Who, we can stop asking why?’

Thelonger | live the more | am convinced with all my heart that nothing in this world happens outsde the
will of God. Literally nothing. There are no failures and there are no loose ends in the ultimate plan of God. |
ask mysdlf what can | lean when | have blown it, or things go “wrong”? What is God teaching me? What
does He want to say to me in this? What is He doing to make me more like the Master? What are the rough
edges He is knocking off?

One of the martyrsin Ecuador, Jm Elliott wrotein hisdiary: “ . . . to gaze and glory and give oneself again to
God . . . What more could aman ask? Oh, the fullness, pleasure, sheer excitement of knowing God on earth!

| carenot if | never raise my voice again for Him, if, only | may love Him, please Him . . . If only | may see
Him, touch His garments, and smile into His eyes—ah, then, not stars, nor children shall matter, only
Himsdf.”

What isyour "thorn?"

Perhaps you are facing intense physical pain. It may be cancer, or aloved one suffering terminal illness. It may
be emotional pain that comes from broken relationships, rejection, loneliness, stress, dander, gossip, being
misunderstood, or harsh unjust criticism. Y ou may be a hurting parent, or a hurting child going through the
divorce of your parents. It may be financial losses or a bankruptcy.

Perhaps the mogt difficult pain is spiritual. Paul says, “there was given me athorn in the flesh, a messenger of
Satan to buffet me. . .” Simeon observed, “though Satan may be the agent that inflicts the stroke, God isthe
kind friend that “ gives’ it: and though Satan intends us nothing but evil, God overrulesit for our good.”

On the other hand, if you are suffering the pain of sin, guilt, temptation let me remind you that God has a bar
of soap. It isfound in 1 John 1:9. “If we confess our sins, Heis faithful and righteousto forgive us our sins
and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness.”

Y es, Paul’s problem was grievous, but God gave him a principle that not only encouraged him but offers us
hope. Paul took histrouble to athrone of grace. He asked the Lord to extract thisthorn, and to relieve him of
his pain and God gave him something better.

PAUL'SPRINCIPLE (12:9-11)
Paul discovered, "Man's extremity is God's opportunity.”

Jesus said to Paul, “My grace is sufficient for you, for power is perfected in weakness.” And Paul responded,
“Most gladly, therefore, | will rather boast about my weaknesses, so that the power of Christ may dwell in
me” (v. 9). What Jesus said (perfect, indicative, active) remained with Paul as an abiding source of assurance
and comfort. The answer was not smply something past, but something which continued in its reassuring
power.

God'sgraceisall-sufficient for my personal needs (v. 9a)

Grace covers all areas of our lives. We are saved by grace. | can never get enough of God's marvelous grace.
It isthe free, divine, unmerited and undeserved favor of God toward sinners. It isfree, spontaneous,
unmerited love of God to sinful men. R. C. Trench reminds us that in no other word has God so uttered
Himself and all that isin His heart more distinctly than in thisword grace. | am a sinner saved by grace alone,
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Himsdf and all that isin His heart more distinctly than in thisword grace. | am asinner saved by grace adone,
through faith alonein Christ aone. The only way that | as a guilty condemned sinner will ever sand in the
presence of a holy and righteous God is by His amazing grace. It is never by any merit, or works, or good
deeds, or standing of my own virtue. It isexclusvely by Hisfree grace that | can have aright standing with
God.

“For by grace you have been saved through faith; and that not of yourselves, it isthe gift of God; not asa
result of works, so that no one may boast” (Ephesians 2:8-9). Salvation is given the believing sinner out of
the pure generogity of God's loving heart. The LORD God is always the fountain from which flowsthis
saving grace. Jesusis the mediator of this saving grace to sinful men. The very moment we believe on Him as
our personal Savior He saves us by His grace.

Moreover, we also live the Chrigtian life by grace through faith in Christ. What Christ givesis sufficient, to
be enough. He gives us grace for daily living. Jesustold Paul, “My grace is sufficient for you, for power is
perfected in weakness.” Let’s paraphrase this and make it alittle more personal. Jesus saysto you and me
who have been saved by grace, “My grace is sufficient for you Wil Pounds, for My power is perfected in your
weakness.” When | am weak the grace of God “lifts, bears, carries’ me along. God is sufficient. God’ s power
is perfected in my weakness. God' s power is brought to completion, to perfection in my weakness. It isa
continuous action “my power is being perfected in weakness.” Hughes suggests that Paul may be saying that
the power of God descends upon him and makes its abode in the frail tabernacle of his earthly body. Hodge
says, “The weaker my people are, the more conspicuous is my strength in sustaining and delivering them.”
“Where there is weakness, strength reaches completeness.” Where it is manifest that man was powerless,
God's power becomes more evident. A. T. Robertson says, “Power is continually increased as the weakness
grows. The human weakness opens the way for more of Christ’s power and grace.”

We receive divine power in exchange for our weakness (v. 9b).

| cometo Himin my weakness and say, "Lord, | hand over to you my need for wisdom in thishour,” and He
gives me Hiswisdom. He gives His wisdom in exchange for my lack of understanding. It isin moments like

these that James 1.5 takes on rich meaning. “If any of you lacks wisdom, let him ask of God, who givesto all
men generoudy and without reproach, and it will be given to him.” Proverbs 3:5-7 says,

Trust in the Lord with all your heart

And do not lean on your own understanding.
In al your ways acknowledge Him,

And He will make your paths straight.

Do not be wisein your own eyes;

Fear the Lord and turn away from evil.

The principle the apostle Paul learned in his pain was to exchange the weakness for God's strength. It isa
principle the Lord isteaching us. "Lord | hand over to Y ou my sin and guilt,” and He gives me His
forgiveness. "Lord, | hand over to Y ou my weakness," and He gives me His strength. “Lord | hand over to

Y ou my failure,” and He causes me to grow through this experience. “Lord | hand over to Y ou my
helplessness,” and He gives me hope. “Lord | hand over to Y ou my stress,” and He gives me His power.
“Lord | give Him my loneliness,” and He gives me His presence. “Lord | hand over to Him my rejection,” and
He gives His belongingness.

When | am the weakest in my own power | am strongest in His presence.

What was Paul' s attitude toward thorns?
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