
EPISTLE READING FOR JULY 5, 2015 

START WITH SCRIPTURE:START WITH SCRIPTURE:START WITH SCRIPTURE:START WITH SCRIPTURE:      2 Corinthians 12:2-10 

OBSERVE: 

This passage is one of the most transparently autobiographical in Paul’s epistles.  At the same time, it is also 
shrouded in mystery. 

This passage is part of a longer section in which Paul is establishing his credentials and authority with the 
Corinthian Christians.  Evidently, his status as an apostle has been questioned.  So here he is continuing his 
“boasting” — not to make himself look good, but to confirm that the Gospel he preaches is true. 

In the previous chapter, he has insisted that though it is ‘foolish to boast,’ he feels compelled to remind them 
that he was, before his conversion, a zealous and deeply observant Jew.  And yet, upon his conversion to Christ, 
when he began to preach the Gospel, he was subjected to persecution and profound suffering for his ministry. 

In this passage under consideration he begins by telling of a mystical experience that he experienced some 
fourteen years before.  The description is mysterious and overwhelming. Hewas caught up to the third heaven—
whether in the body or out of the body I do not know; God knows.  He was caught up into Paradise and heard 
things that are not to be told, that no mortal is permitted to repeat. 

Beyond that, no details of this supernatural experience.  We don’t even know for sure if he’s speaking of his 
conversion experience on the road to Damascus, or some other encounter with God.  What does he mean by 
the third heaven?  Is there some suggestion of the hierarchy of heaven, or of close proximity to God?  The 
questions raised are beyond our scope in this space. 

The term Paradise we have heard — when Jesus tells the bandit on the cross “Truly I tell you, today you will be 
with me in Paradise” (Luke 23:43)  

We are told that Paradise is a Persian word for a walled-garden, and in Jewish thought it was descriptive of that 
close walk with God in the after-life. 

What we do know is that he has had a glorious encounter with God that confirmed for him that he was an 
apostle of God.  He boasts not of himself, but of what God has done for him: On behalf of such a one I will 
boast, but on my own behalf I will not boast, except of my weaknesses.  But if I wish to boast, I will not be a 
fool, for I will be speaking the truth. 

This was the glory of his experience with God.  On the other hand, there is inexplicable suffering.   He alludes 
to a thorn[that] was given me in the flesh, a messenger of Satan to torment me, to keep me from being too 
elated. Again, while being self-disclosing, he still doesn’t tell us what it is.  Scholars have debated for nearly 
two-thousand years, and still don’t know! A painful eye condition? Epilepsy? A tormenting temptation? We just 
don’t know. 

We note, though, that he doesn’t attribute primary responsibility for the thorn to God.  It is amessenger of 
Satan.  

Still, he acknowledges God’s ultimate authority and power over all things, and has prayed three times that the 
thorn might be removed.  But God’s answer is powerful: “My grace is sufficient for you, for power  is made 
perfect in weakness.” 



Therefore, he sees that in his vulnerability and weakness, God’s strength is revealed.  That’s where he derives 
his authority, not chiefly from his encounter with God in the third heaven or walking with God in Paradise.  

So, I will boast all the more gladly of my weaknesses, so that the power of Christ may dwell in me.  Therefore I 
am content with weaknesses, insults, hardships, persecutions, and calamities for the sake of Christ; for 
whenever I am weak, then I am strong. 

APPLY:   

This passage is such a paradox.  The apostle, who has experienced the summit of spiritual moments with God, 
has also experienced the depths of suffering. 

In the previous passage, Paul has recounted some of his hardships in grisly detail:     Five times I have received 
from the Jews the forty lashes minus one.   Three times I was beaten with rods. Once I received a stoning. Three 
times I was shipwrecked; for a night and a day I was adrift at sea;  on frequent journeys, in danger from rivers, 
danger from bandits, danger from my own people, danger from Gentiles, danger in the city, danger in the 
wilderness, danger at sea, danger from false brothers and sisters; in toil and hardship, through many a 
sleepless night, hungry and thirsty, often without food, cold and naked (2 Corinthians 11:24-27). 

So, why is Paul so circumspect about what he saw and heard in his most mystical moments? And why doesn’t 
he explain what his thorn in the flesh really is? 

Perhaps for our sakes it is better this way.  If he were to describe his encounter with God in thethird 
heaven or Paradise, it might become somehow a rigid pattern that we might think we are supposed to seek or 
emulate, when in fact from Paul’s perspective all is of grace. Such an experience is not a human achievement, it 
is a gift of God. 

Likewise, not knowing what his thorn in the flesh was helps us to identify with him in our own  struggles.  
Don’t we all have our own “thorns in the flesh” that we must bear?  A chronic physical condition, a character 
defect, a tendency toward depression, even a nagging temptation?  All of these provoke us to call out to God 
without ceasing. 
 

Why doesn’t he remove the thorn? Why must we bear it?  Not because he is unable.  We are told in scripture  
by Jesus himself  I will do whatever you ask in my name, so that the Father may be glorified in the Son.  If in my 
name you ask me for anything, I will do it (John 14:13-14). 

Is this a contradiction?  Not if God can use the thorn to make us more dependent on his grace; and if the thorn 
can help us identify with others and have compassion on them. 

We are reminded that an all-powerful God himself empties himself and becomes, in Christ Jesus, the most 
helpless of all creatures — an infant.  And then surrenders himself to the hands of wicked men and becomes 
weak — in human terms — in his suffering and death on the cross. 

And yet, at the moment he seems to the world the weakest — in death in a stone-cold tomb — he is revealed as 
strongest in his resurrection. 

So, it seems, God is able to work in and through us when we are weakest, perhaps because it is then that we are 
fully surrendered to him and allow his grace to work in us most completely.  “My grace is sufficient for you, for 
power  is made perfect in weakness.” 



RESPOND:  

I confess that my spiritual highs have not been at the same elevation as Paul’s.  Nor have my sufferings or my 
thorn been as devastating.  But the spiritual highs that I have experienced have provided strength in times of 
testing.  And the thorns, such as they are, have reminded me that I am always utterly dependent on God.  And 
they have helped me to identify with and have compassion for those who are suffering. 

I also must note this: God is not the author of suffering, for Paul or for us.  He makes it very clear that his thorn 
was a messenger of Satan to torment him.  It didn’t come directly from God. 

I’m always a little troubled when Christians who are going through a tough time will attribute a tragedy or 
illness or hardship to God.  God may permit such experiences, and use them for our ultimate good and his glory, 
but I have a hard time blaming him for the cancer or the accident or the death that brings us grief. 

Lord, I’ll be honest.  I long for the encounters with you in the Third Heaven and Paradise — to walk with you 
and feel your presence.  But I could do without sufferings and thorns.  Yet I know that they will come.  Whatever 
does come, may your grace be sufficient for me; and may your strength be made perfect in my weakness.  
Amen.  

BY  TOM  LETCHWORTH 
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