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	 “Paul’s Thorn”	

Past issues of these letters (390 so far) may be read at http://livingtheology.com/letters.htm and I encourage you to catch up with them if you have not received earlier letters.  Other writings of mine (48 articles and 30 commentaries) are at http://LivingTheology.com and I pray they will be helpful. The author is solely responsible for the content of these letters and they do not represent any particular denomination.  

Last week my letter encouraged Christians to not let past sins keep them from serving the Lord to the fullest. Paul was used as an example for he had committed grievous sins against Jesus Christ in his persecution of Christians and yet he became the leading evangelist for Jesus for the rest of his life. He records some of his persecution for the sake of the gospel of Jesus Christ in 2 Cor 11:23-27: “beaten times without number, five times I received from the Jews thirty-nine lashes, three times I was beaten with rods, once I was stoned, three times I was shipwrecked, a night and a day I have spent in the deep, in dangers from rivers, dangers from robbers, dangers from my countrymen, dangers from the Gentiles, dangers in the city, dangers in the wilderness, dangers on the sea, dangers among false brethren, I have been in labor and hardship, through many sleepless nights, in hunger and thirst, often without food, in cold and exposure.” 

In addition to those physical attacks, he also was in daily mental and emotional turmoil as he was concerned for all the churches, for those weak Christians, and for Christians led into sin (2 Cor 11:28). Immediately after this list of some of the persecutions Paul suffered for Christ, he then recorded a great blessing of revelation he received in Paradise and the thorn in the flesh given him by Satan to torment him:
· 2Cor 12:2-4 Boasting is necessary, though it is not profitable; but I will go on to visions and revelations of the Lord. (2) I know a man in Christ who fourteen years ago--whether in the body I do not know, or out of the body I do not know, God knows--such a man was caught up to the third heaven. (3) And I know how such a man--whether in the body or apart from the body I do not know, God knows-- (4) was caught up into Paradise and heard inexpressible words, which a man is not permitted to speak. 
· 2 Cor 12:7 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 torment me--to keep me from exalting myself! 
· 2 Cor 12:8-10 Concerning this I implored the Lord three times that it might leave me. (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, so that the power of Christ may dwell in me. (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.
The “thorn in the flesh” has been improperly interpreted by many people over the years. It is critical to take the entire content surrounding this action by Satan’s messenger to help us understand the “thorn”. From the verses in 2 Cor 11 above we see many of the very harsh treatments Paul received from people who hated Jesus and therefore hated Paul. God rewarded Paul with an experience in the third heaven where he received many revelations. Remember that the Jews thought there were three heavens. The first heaven is the air we breathe, the second is where we see the stars, and the third is where God lives, or Paradise.  Paul could have then highly exalted himself before the world because he was granted this trip to God’s dwelling place. For example consider the popularity of books published about people claiming to have died and gone to heaven and returned. But God knew of the possibility of Paul exalting himself so He allowed Satan to send one of his messengers (a demon) to torment him so that Paul would not exalt himself. We know the source of this “thorn”; it was from a demon serving Satan. We know the result of this “thorn” was to keep Paul from exalting himself. We know that Paul prayed that God would cause it to leave him. We know that God told Paul that His grace was sufficient for him to deal with the “thorn” rather than having it leave him. The only thing that we do not know is exactly what the demon was doing to Paul to cause him to keep from exalting himself. The Greek word used for “flesh” in 2 Cor 12:7 is “sarx” used in contrast to our spirit. This same Greek word is used by Paul in many of his writings such as in:
· Rom 8:3-4 For what the Law could not do, weak as it was through the flesh, God did: sending His own Son in the likeness of sinful flesh and as an offering for sin, He condemned sin in the flesh, (4) so that the requirement of the Law might be fulfilled in us, who do not walk according to the flesh but according to the Spirit.
· Rom 8:6-9 For the mind set on the flesh is death, but the mind set on the Spirit is life and peace, (7) because the mind set on the flesh is hostile toward God; for it does not subject itself to the law of God, for it is not even able to do so, (8) and those who are in the flesh cannot please God. (9) However, you are not in the flesh but in the Spirit, if indeed the Spirit of God dwells in you. But if anyone does not have the Spirit of Christ, he does not belong to Him.
This “thorn in the flesh” is then the tormenting of a demon upon Paul’s fleshly nature. The verse above (2 Cor 12:10) informs us of types of persecutions that the grace of God allowed Paul to endure with contentment. The demon from Satan was buffeting Paul with accusations about his weaknesses, with insults, with distresses, with persecutions, and with difficulties. I believe that the messenger from Satan kept reminding Paul of all the severe damage he had caused disciples of Jesus. Paul had done many awful things to the disciples of Jesus and these actions must have weighed on his mind as noted in 2 Cor 11:28 that he was severely concerned about the faithfulness of Christians. Every week he may have seen several widows of Christians that he had sent to prison or death. He may remember children of parents that he had sent to their deaths. He may remember children that he had sent to prison. This messenger from Satan kept bringing such awful crimes of Paul toward Christians to his mind in an effort to cripple him from action because of what he had done. But the grace of God was sufficient for him and Paul went about evangelizing with the power of God perfecting his weaknesses. 

[bookmark: _GoBack]Paul then endured horrible physical and mental torments during his service to the Lord Jesus Christ. But don’t let anyone tell you that your arthritis is your thorn in the flesh for that person is telling you that one of Satan’s demons is causing that problem. I doubt that anyone reading this has done such awful things toward Christians as did Paul. But read the letter from last week with this one and know that Satan will try to impede your effectiveness in the Kingdom of God. Resist Satan and he will flee so you can continue and overcome as did Paul.



