Living Theology Friends

February 19, 2006
We are all now in the starting gates of another week.  We need to do some planning as to how we are going to glorify our Lord in our actions this week.  Certainly we should at least all plan to start each day with prayer and dedication of ourselves anew as servants of our Lord Jesus.  Whatever can cause us to not serve Jesus to our full extent needs to be put away and not be of hindrance to us.  All of us deal with pain of various kinds.  Some pain is physical.  Some pain is emotional.  All of us also have happenings in our lives that cause us some pain in regard to our actions before we were born again.  We cannot allow such events to keep us from living a life of glory to God.  One person who had a horrendous life persecuting the church before he was born again was Paul.  I want you to consider an interpretation of an event in his life that I have never heard from anyone else but one that I think is at least very possible.

Before Saul became Paul he was a horrible enemy of the new church.  So let’s think about some of his actions against the church before he was born again.  He was a faithful Jew who was devoted to stamping out this new religion that threatened the very structure of his religion.  We see in Acts 8:1 that Saul was very much in favor of killing Stephen.
Acts 8:1 “And Saul was in hearty agreement with putting him to death. And on that day a great persecution arose against the church in Jerusalem; and they were all scattered throughout the regions of Judea and Samaria, except the apostles.”
Acts 8:3 “But Saul began ravaging the church, entering house after house; and dragging off men and women, he would put them in prison.”

Gal 1:13 “For you have heard of my former manner of life in Judaism, how I used to persecute the church of God beyond measure, and tried to destroy it;

Gal 1:14 and I was advancing in Judaism beyond many of my contemporaries among my countrymen, being more extremely zealous for my ancestral traditions.”

Phil 3:6 “as to zeal, a persecutor of the church; as to the righteousness which is in the Law, found blameless.”

Acts 22:4 “And I persecuted this Way to the death, binding and putting both men and women into prisons,

Acts 22:5 as also the high priest and all the Council of the elders can testify. From them I also received letters to the brethren, and started off for Damascus in order to bring even those who were there to Jerusalem as prisoners to be punished.”
As this last verse tells us, Paul even went to the Council to obtain letters allowing him to bring in Christians in Damascus to Jerusalem as prisoners to be punished.  He was not just doing what he was told to do, he took the initiative to obtain more permissions to persecute Christians.  But as he was going to Damascus the Lord interrupted this fanatic’s actions against the church:
Acts 22:6 “And it came about that as I was on my way, approaching Damascus about noontime, a very bright light suddenly flashed from heaven all around me,

Acts 22:7 and I fell to the ground and heard a voice saying to me,' Saul, Saul, why are you persecuting Me?'

Acts 22:8 "And I answered, 'Who art Thou, Lord?' And He said to me, 'I am Jesus the Nazarene, whom you are persecuting.'”
What a change the Lord made in this man!  Saul became Paul as Jesus interfered with Saul’s persecution of Him.  Jesus came and changed a man who would not listen to the truth into a person who was devoted to the truth.  He now had ears to hear and eyes to see.  After he was born again Paul became a force within the church as he lived and died only for Jesus.
Phil 1:21 “For to me, to live is Christ, and to die is gain.

Phil 1:22 But if I am to live on in the flesh, this will mean fruitful labor for me; and I do not know which to choose.”

He could not even easily choose between life and death because he was so devoted to Jesus.  But because he still had work to do here, he continued to work here to serve Him.

For the purpose of this letter let’s now think about the effect of the persecutions of Christians on the mind of this person who now was a new creature.  He was now one of the people that formally he would have persecuted.  His memories of all that he had studied and done were not erased.  We are now ready to read the account of Paul’s dealing with a problem in his life.
2Cor 12:7 “And because of the surpassing greatness of the revelations, for this reason, to keep me from exalting myself, there was given me a thorn in the flesh, a messenger of Satan to buffet me-- to keep me from exalting myself!

2Cor 12:8 Concerning this I entreated the Lord three times that it might depart from me.

2Cor 12:9 And He has said to me, "My grace is sufficient for you, for power is perfected in weakness." Most gladly, therefore, I will rather boast about my weaknesses, that the power of Christ may dwell in me.

2Cor 12:10 Therefore I am well content with weaknesses, with insults, with distresses, with persecutions, with difficulties, for Christ's sake; for when I am weak, then I am strong.”
I have heard many sermons based upon these verses as some people thought that he had an eye problem and some thought he had physical problems as a result of all the beatings that he took in his service to the church.  I have also heard many excellent sermons using this aspect of Paul’s life as an example for those of us in physical pain.  But I am certain that Paul’s problem as expressed here is not due to any physical problem.  In verse 7 we are told that the problem was a messenger of Satan that was sent to buffet him for the purpose of keeping him from exalting himself based upon the revelations from heaven that previous verses tell us were part of his experience.  Paul asked the Lord to let this problem leave him but God replied that His grace was sufficient for his needs.  God told him that power is perfected in weakness.  God’s grace is not normally what is used in referring to God helping us deal with physical pain.  We even have Paul’s statement in his letter to Timothy to back up this allegation:
1Tim 1:12 “I thank Christ Jesus our Lord, who has strengthened me, because He considered me faithful, putting me into service;

1Tim 1:13 even though I was formerly a blasphemer and a persecutor and a violent aggressor. And yet I was shown mercy, because I acted ignorantly in unbelief;

1Tim 1:14 and the grace of our Lord was more than abundant, with the faith and love which are found in Christ Jesus.”
See in this last verse that what quality of God that took care of Paul’s great sin against Jesus was His grace.  God’s grace is what led Him to give Paul the faith that he needed to become a child of God and it was His grace that was sufficient for all of Paul’s sins, even those horrendous sins against the early church.  God’s grace is what all of us need in dealing with our sinful life before and after our conversion.  
I believe that the messenger from Satan kept reminding Paul of all the awful pain that he had caused disciples of Jesus.  Paul had done so many awful things to the disciples of Jesus that they must have weighed on his mind.  Every week he may see several widows of Christians that he had sent to prison.  He may see children of parents that he had sent to their death.  He may remember children that he had sent to prison.  I believe that this messenger from Satan kept bringing such awful crimes of Paul to Christians to his mind so that he could have been crippled from action because of what he had done.  
Nobody knows for sure what the messenger from Satan was doing to Paul but I know that many Christians have done evil against the church before they became Christians.  None of us may have sent Christians to prison or been involved in the stoning of Christians but many of us have said and done things of which we are ashamed.  Perhaps we can remember right now something we have said or done that was aimed at causing some sort of suffering to Christians.  Whatever we have done against Jesus must not be allowed to keep us inactive now for Jesus.  His grace is indeed sufficient for dealing with our sin and we need to resist Satan and he will flee.  
James 4:7 “Submit therefore to God. Resist the devil and he will flee from you.”
I hope that this interpretation of the “thorn in the flesh” is helpful to you for it has been very helpful to me.  We need to put aside all that keeps us from serving Jesus to our fullest and press on toward the goal He has set before us.  I even hear many secular people use the phrase “thorn in the flesh”, but now when we hear this phrase we can praise the Lord for His grace that is indeed sufficient to take care of all of our sins.
Have a great week!!
