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Thorn in the flesh 

 
A man came to me and whispered he knew what Paul's 'thorn in the flesh' was. "Paul was a wardrobe 
drinker", he said.  I knew this man had that problem. 
 
And another one told me 'on the quiet', Paul was a "womaniser and had three affairs". 
 
Another man said to me, "It was his horrible wife". Likewise, I knew this man had a bad marriage. 
 
And so, some people have discovered Paul's 'thorn in the flesh' by identifying with it subjectively. 
 
What do you think was Paul's "thorn in the flesh"? 
 
The list is endless - probably one of the most talked about subjects down through the centuries. 
 
Quintus Septimus Florens Tertullian (160-220AD) 
 - a pain in the ear or head 
 
Martin Luther (1483-1546) 
spiritual temptations 
 
William Tyndale (1494-15360 
fleshly temptations 
 
Edward Ramsay (1793-1872) 
malaria 
 
Joseph Lightfoot (1828-1889) 
faint-heartedness, despair and doubt 
 
Frederick William Farrar (1831-1903) 
 acute eye problems 
 
MacKnight ? 
stuttering or stammering speech 
 
Others have suggested migraines, epilepsy, blasphemous thoughts or sexual habits and so on. 
No one knows for sure. Some suggestions we can rule out - like malaria, and some we can rule in - 
like acute eye problems but we can never be certain because Paul never said what it was. 
 
There is nothing wrong with looking at the possibilities by "educated guesses" - might gain some 
spiritual benefit from such a study. 
 
Paul writes in 2 Cor 12:7-8, "Because of the surpassing greatness of the revelations, for this reason, 
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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!  Concerning this I implored the Lord three times that 
it might leave me. But the Lord said, 'my grace is sufficient for you." 
 
The important clues are: 
 
(1)  through the 'surpassing greatness of revelations' he has experienced, he can get carried away 
and get too exalted - the Greek huperairo - only used once in the NT - literally means to 'lift up 
above measure': 
 
(2) there is something which Satan uses to 'knock him down' - the Greek kolaphizo means "to buffer 
with the fist" and as we know from boxing, to put him on the canvas; and, 
 
(3) Paul repeatedly seeks God's help with it as it is considerably "painful" to bear:  the Greek means 
the "thorn in the flesh" is like a spear or arrow, a garden stake or splinter in the finger.  
 
God's response is a somewhat 'flick of the hand', "my grace is sufficient for you". 
 
Now, whilst a spear, arrow, garden stake and splinter automatically implies a physical pain to the 
body, the response from God - my grace is sufficient for you - all but dismisses the physical 
problems as such -  malaria, migraines, epilepsy, stuttering and so on, certainly become more 
bearable with compassion but "grace" would tend to imply some wrong-doing somewhere. 
 
This would then tend towards wrongful behavioural things like wardrobe drinking, womanising, 
fleshly temptations, lusts and the like but would the Apostle Paul be given to such fleshly 
weaknesses when he was so strong and disciplined in every respect! 
 
The way Paul writes, in the Greek, indicates it was something that "affected his whole existence" 
(Kittel Vol 7, p411) - a physical, mental, emotional and spiritual thing - comprehensive rather than 
singular. 
 
This might rule in a physical thing like an acute eye-problem which we have strong indicators for: 
 
Paul wrote in his letter to the Galatians, "you know it was because of a bodily ailment that I 
preached the gospel to you at first ... though my condition was a trial to you ... if possible, you 
would have plucked out your eyes and given them to me (and) ... see with what large letters I 
writing to you with my own hands." (4.13f & 6.1) 
 
And so, evidence is strong for an eye-problem. 
The blinding light on the Damascus road hurt his eyes as scales fell from them sometime later.  In 
addition to his words to the Galatians, Luke who followed Paul around was not only a Doctor, some 
evidence points to him being an eye specialist. 
 
We carefully note his "thorn in the flesh" is linked to his "abundance of revelations" which only started 
after he became a christian which was after being blinded on the Damascus Road. 
 
Whilst it is tempting to 'lock-in' the acute eye problem as his "thorn in the flesh" arguing against a 
singularly physical affliction, Paul was a man with an exceptionally strong constitution and remarkable 
powers of physical endurance.  He survived much physical suffering - shipwrecks, forty lashings, 
imprisonments, riot,  snake bite and so on. 
 
In addition to this, it is also difficult to imagine how Satan would use a physical condition like acute 
eye damage to knock him down.  It might be a constant handicap and frustration to Paul but not 
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something the well-known 'accuser' could readily use to put him on the canvas ... unless, the eye 
damage was much more than a purely physical thing but also affected Paul as a spiritual, 
psychological and emotional thing as well.  
 
Paul says his suffering comes from a messenger of Satan who is sent to "beat me around the head" - 
figuratively speaking - and so as to 'grieve' Paul when he gets "too elated".  
 
Paul had many spiritual experiences and revelations after his conversion on the Damascus road. 
 
In Jerusalem praying in the Temple he "fell into a trance" - Acts 22.17-21 
 
At Troas he saw a vision of a man beckoning him to go over to Macedonia - Act 16.8-10 
In Corinth, again he had vision of the Lord who spoke to him not to "be afraid" - Acts 18.9-11 
  
Again in Jerusalem, the Lord stood beside him and told him to go to Rome - Acts 23.11 
 
And on his was to Rome, an angel came to him and told him he would go before Caesar - Acts 
27.22 
 
To the Corinthians he wrote of his vision of Paradise in the third heaven - 2 Cor 12.1-6 
 
All very amazing experiences that exalted him and perhaps is behind his words to .... out of the 
body and with the Lord, yet for your sake I remain... 
 
Whatever the "thorn in the flesh" was, it seems safe to assume it all started with, and from, his 
confrontation by the Lord on the Damascus road: "Saul, Saul, why do you persecute me?" 
 
We know Paul was a zealot who arranged vigorous persecution of christians before the Lord 
confronted him on the Damascus road. 
 
No. 1 spiritual principle : God so loved the world, he gave his one and only Son to save the world. 
 
No. 2 two spiritual principle: when men vigorously oppose God, He vigorously confronts them. 
 
The question is, did Paul suffer only physical eye damage from the blinding light on the Damascus 
Road or did he also suffer guilt and shame about his vigorous persecution of christians?  
 
Arguing for 'the shame of his past life' is the writing of Anglican and then Catholic priest, theologian 
and brilliant scholar Ronald Knox (1888-1957) who says that Paul "all through this passage" speaks of 
his infirmities as those of the mind. He goes on, "there is one humiliation that permanently irritates 
Paul ... the persecution by the Jews, who continually shamed him before the Gentile world." 
Everywhere he went, they shamed him with his past. 
 
Early church Fathers, Augustine, Chrysostrom and the Greek Fathers all support this idea. 
 
Whereas the Western world tends to look for a physical problem, the Eastern world look to the area 
where Satan works most ... the battle for the mind. 
 
Many books written over the years about this subject: 
Paul Tournier - Guilt and Grace 
William Sargant - Battle for the Mind 
Victor White - God and the Unconscious 
Jesse Penne Lewis - War on the Saints, and 
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Scott Peck - People of the lie 
 
Whatever the "thorn in the flesh" was, we probably will never be absolutely sure, this side of eternity - 
this is my educated guess. 
 
So what does it mean to us? 
 
In his response to Paul prayer-times-three, the Lord answers, "my grace is sufficient for you". 
 
A 'flick-of-the-hand' fascinating answer indeed! 
 
The Greek word for 'sufficient' (arkeo) is partly an admonition and partly an encouragement. 
 
The admonition is for Paul to be content with his lot in life - content that he is in union with God and 
that God has implanted in him a spirituality which is supreme - he had lots of amazing experiences of 
it. 
 
This has always been the way with God.  He responded to Abraham's prayer with the words 
(paraphrased Gen 17.1 - Kittel Vol 1, p466): 
"Abraham, be content that I am your God, be content that I am your protector. And not only you, but 
the whole world should be content that I am their protector." 
 
This same response was given to Solomon and Moses in their prayers and especially to Moses who 
requested permission to enter the Promised Land when he was told he could not: the Lord said to him 
(paraphrased) "stop praying about it ... be content with your lot." 
 
This Greek word for "sufficient" (arkeo) is also an encouragement for it means that God 'satisfies' us by 
being our all-sufficiency.  Oddly enough, in good times but also in times of poverty, hunger, thirst, 
loneliness and, it would seem, "thorns in the flesh". 
 
Jesus says (Matt 6) we should not be anxious about life ... what we shall wear, eat, drink - life is more 
than these things, "therefore do not be anxious about tomorrow for tomorrow will be anxious for itself 
... let the day's own trouble be sufficient for the day." 
 
Paul writes to Timothy in the same way (1 Tim 6.8), "if we have food and clothing, with these we shall 
be content."  
 
In the letter to the Hebrews (not by Paul) we find the words (13.5) "keep your life free from the love of 
money, and be content with what you have; for he has said, 'I will never leave you, nor will I forsake 
you.' 
 
Paul had his "thorn in the flesh" early in his ministry. He visited and wrote to the Corinthians 
somewhere around the years AD50-58. 
 
The last letter we know he wrote - his second one to Timothy (4.16f) about ten years later AD67 - I 
conclude my message today by quoting from it. 
 
"Alexander the coppersmith did me great harm; the Lord will requite him for his deeds.  Beware of him 
yourself, for he strongly opposed our message.  At my first defense no one took my part; all deserted 
me.  May it not be charged against them!  But the Lord stood by me and gave me strength to proclaim 
the word fully, that all the Gentiles might hear it. The Lord will rescue me from every evil and save me 
for his heavenly kingdom." 
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Alexander was probably a Jew - a vigorous one! 
 
RVG Tasker: Commentary on 2 Corinthians, p175f 
CK Barrett: Commentary on 2 Corinthians, p316f 
Kittel, TDNT, Vol. VII p409ff 
H Ridderbos, Paul, p94 

_____________________________ 


