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INTRODUCTION 

 (SHOW SLIDE 01) We are doing a series on encountering God.  Today I want to look at 
how we encounter God through what we call our “thorns in the flesh.”   

o We will define that more clearly in a few minutes, but we are talking here about 
the fact that we all have things in our lives that handicap us, hinder us, and 
cripple us.   

 Those things are not necessarily our fault, but they are always there.  
They cause us great frustration.  They drain our energy and hold us back 
from doing all we want to do.   

 This morning I want to look at this incredible passage where Paul not only describes the 
thorns in our lives, but goes on to show how this is one of the greatest places we can 
encounter God.    

o So, let’s get right to this.  This passage calls us to do four things: identify the 
thorns, understand the thorns, embrace the thorns, and boast in the thorns. 

 
IDENTIFY THE THORNS 

 First, we must (SHOW SLIDE 02) identify the thorns. 
o The apostle Paul is one of the great heroes of the faith.  He was extremely 

successful in planting churches.  He endured being beaten, stoned, flogged and 
imprisoned for Christ. In light of all this we may imagine him as a strong and 
powerful man. 

 But this was not the case.  Paul did achieve great things, but he did it all 
with a crippling handicap.  A handicap is something that hinders you, or 
makes it very difficult for you to do certain things.   

 (SHOW TITLE SLIDE 03) Paul lived with a permanent handicap that was always 
frustrating him and making his life difficult.  He calls this handicap “a thorn in the flesh.” 
He does not define exactly what this thorn was and Bible scholars have often debated it.   

o Some say it was an inner psychological struggle; that he was always fighting his 
thoughts and emotions over his past actions in persecuting the church or in 
fighting temptations. Paul himself tells us that one of his greatest sufferings was 
the daily pressures and concerns of all the churches.  So perhaps it was an inner 
psychological struggle. 

o Others say his thorn in the flesh was the fact that people were always opposing 
him both inside and outside the church.  Certainly, he never got a minute’s rest 
from this as he was always being criticized and attacked.  

o Still others say Paul had some sort of physical affliction such as poor eyesight, 
malaria fever, severe migraine headaches, or a speech impediment. 
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 Most commentators cautiously lean toward this last one because Paul says it is a thorn 
“in his flesh”, which suggests some physical condition.   

o All last fall, I had to wear slippers or shoes in the house. I couldn’t walk on solid 
surfaces because when I stepped down I would feel a really sharp pain right on 
the bottom of my heel. I would look at my heel and see a bit of blood under the 
surface.  I thought it would go away but it didn’t.  It was a constant frustration 
and pain.  Finally, I went to my doctor.  She made an incision and found a sharp 
piece of glass buried in my heel.   

 That’s the image of Paul’s thorn.  But unlike my little story, Paul could not 
remove this thorn.  He could not get relief from it.  It was always there.  It 
crippled his enjoyment of life.  It drained his energy and greatly 
handicapped all he tried to do. 

o It’s probably best that we don’t know exactly what Paul’s thorn in the flesh was.  
It means we can apply this broadly to our own lives.  For we all have our own 
thorns.  We all have some handicap that limits us. 

 What is your thorn?  It is something that is always there in your life.  It is most likely not 
your fault, but you can’t get rid of it, you can’t conquer it, and it handicaps you. 

o For many it is a physical thing like migraine headaches, chronic pain, a disease 
like MS or Parkinson’s, hearing loss, or blindness.  

 These kind of physical thorns makes it difficult to think, to engage with 
people, and to get things done. 

o For others it may be a psychological thorn. Perhaps struggles with clinical 
depression, with anxiety disorders, or things even harder to bear.   

 One friend said he feels like he always has a dark cloud over his head, 
even on the sunniest of days.  That’s it – a sharp piece of glass in your 
mind that is always there and cannot be removed. 

o For others it may be living in a family that is filled with troubles.   
 There’s always some problem.  Always some disaster.  It never goes away 

and it drains you. 
o For others it might be your personality.   

 You want friends and relationships but social things are hard for you and 
you feel stuck in loneliness.   

 Can you identify your thorn?  Typically, it is something that is not your fault.  It is 
something you live with all the time.  It handicaps you, hinders you, and can crush your 
spirit. 

o And yet, we as Christians believe God is all-powerful and God is loving.  So why 
doesn’t he take away these thorns?  I would gladly remove pain from my 
children’s life, so why doesn’t our all-powerful heavenly Father do it?  

 
UNDERSTAND THE THORNS 

 Well that leads us directly into the second thing in this passage.  First it calls us to 
identify the thorn.  But secondly, it calls us to (SHOW SLIDE 04) understand the thorns. 
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o I want you to notice in this passage that Paul did not understand the reason for 
his thorn for quite a long time.  He tells us that his first reaction was to ask God 
to take it away.   

 Look at verse 8.  (SHOW SLIDE 05) Three times I pleaded with the Lord 
about this, that it should leave me. (2 Cor 12:8) 

 Now that is always our first reaction as well.  And in many ways that is a good and right 
reaction.  For you see, there are two types of thorns in life – those which can be 
overcome and those that cannot be overcome.   

o (SHOW TITLE SLIDE 06) If your thorn is something that can be overcome, then do 
it.  Some things in life just need work and we should not sit back and say it is our 
thorn in the flesh.  For instance, loneliness is difficult, but much of it can be 
solved by refusing to isolate, stepping out, and getting to know people.  Ongoing 
financial struggles can often be solved through proper budgeting and working 
hard at a job.   

 So, there are thorns that can be removed.  If you can do something about 
your thorn, then do it.  But today we are talking about thorns than cannot 
be removed. 

 So, at first, Paul did not understand why he had this thorn.  He begged God to take it 
away.  But God did not take it away.   

o Paul might be unclear about what his thorn was, but later in his life he clearly 
understood why God sent it into his life.   

 Look at verse 7. (SHOW SLIDE 07) So to keep me from becoming 
conceited because of the surpassing greatness of the revelations, a 
thorn was given me in the flesh, a messenger of Satan to harass me, to 
keep me from becoming conceited. 

 Why was Paul at risk of become conceited?  Because he had been given greater spiritual 
experiences than others.  He had seen the risen Christ on the road to Damascus. In 
verses 1-4 Paul describes how God had shown him heaven and spoken to him revealing 
all kinds of incredible things.   

o But here he is saying that because of all these spiritual experiences he faced the 
danger of becoming self-confident, of thinking too highly of himself, and of 
thinking he was better than others.  And that is why God sent this thorn in the 
flesh to him.   

 Although it was painful, it saved him from pride, which would have 
destroyed him.  It reminded him that he was always in need of God’s 
grace in his life. 

 (SHOW TITLE SLIDE 08) Paul’s honesty is so helpful for us.  Here we see that our best 
spiritual experiences and gifts can turn into temptations.  This is so subtle that we hardly 
see it.   

o We are so grateful for the knowledge God has given us, but there is a danger 
that we think we are superior to others.  

o We are so grateful for the gifts God has given us that truly bless others, but there 
is a danger that we think of ourselves more highly than we ought to.   
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o We are so grateful for the special ways that God has met with us and led us, but 
there is a danger that we start to think we are just really wise and have figured 
things out. 

 With this understanding, we can now see our thorns in a very different light.  It may be a 
negative thing, but God has positive purposes for it.  Paul calls it a messenger of Satan, 
but what Satan would use for evil, God uses for good.   

o That good thing is that our thorn brings us to our knees before God again and 
again.   

o That good thing is that our thorn shows us our great need for God again and 
again.   

o That good thing is that our thorn saves us from the very sin that made the devil 
into the devil, which is pride.   

 The thorn never lets this happen because it constantly reminds us how weak and needy 
we are and so it brings us back to God.  Have you ever understood your thorn like this?   

o Again, we’re not saying your thorn is a good thing.  It may be a messenger of 
Satan himself.  But God uses it for his good purposes.   

 So understand that God has a purpose not removing that thorn – he will 
use it to work true humility in you as you are led back to him time and 
time again. 

 
EMBRACE THE THORNS 

 Once we understand that there can be purpose to our thorns, we can then move to the 
third thing, which is to (SHOW SLIDE 09) Embrace the thorns. 

o At first, we are like Paul.  We can’t stand the thorn in our life.  We beg God to 
take it away.  Yet, God does not remove it.  In that moment, we think God has 
not answered our prayer.  Ah, but, it is often when our prayers seem 
unanswered that they are actually being answered.  When it seems God is saying 
“no,” he is actually showing us a whole new “yes.” 

 Paul was made weak by his thorns, but then he discovered that it was 
actually through weakness that God was making him strong.  Look at 
verses 8-9. (SHOW SLIDE 10) 8 Three times I pleaded with the Lord about 
this, that it should leave me. 9 But he said to me, “My grace is sufficient 
for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness.” 

 Do you feel like the weight of your thorn is just too heavy?  I would assume so for that is 
how we always feel: “It is just too much Lord!  I don’t have the strength to lift such a 
weight.” 

o (SHOW TITLE SLIDE 11) God’s answer is always to lighten our load, but he 
typically does not lighten it how we might think.  You see, we imagine there is 
only one way to lighten the weight we are carrying and that is for God to remove 
it.  We are like a weight lifter who is struggling on the bench press.  The weight is 
too heavy.  And we think the only solution to our weakness is to ask God to 
remove weights. 

 Sometimes God does this for us, but more often than not he answers our 
prayers in a different way.  You can lighten the weight by removing it, but 
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weights also get lighter if a spotter comes and helps you.  In this case the 
weight gets lighter and you get stronger.   

o This seems to be God’s primary answer to our prayers.  Instead of removing the 
weights, he has a longer-term plan to strengthen our weak faith.  The longer we 
walk with Christ the more we see this to be true.  At first, we are upset with God 
that he does not remove the weights, but over time we start to see that those 
thorns in the flesh have strengthened our faith in him.  We start to see that our 
faith would never have grown if God had removed it when we asked.    

 This is what God did with his own Son when he walked this earth as a man. Just as Paul 
prayed three times for his thorn to be taken away, Jesus prayed in the Garden three 
times that he might not have to go to the cross.  (SHOW SLIDE 12) And going a little 
farther he fell on his face and prayed, saying, “My Father, if it be possible, let this cup 
pass from me; nevertheless, not as I will, but as you will.” (Mt 26:39) 

o But God did not remove the cup from his hand.  In one sense it would seem that 
his prayer was not answered.  But in another sense, it was answered for we read 
that God sent an angel to strengthen him. 

 (SHOW TITLE SLIDE 13) It was the same for Paul.  God did not remove the 
thorn, but God gave Paul the strength he needed saying to him, “My 
grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness.” 

 It is the same for you and I.  Perhaps you have prayed a hundred times that God would 
remove a certain thorn from your life and yet for all your praying, God has not removed 
it.  If he has not removed it then his answer is to say, “My grace is sufficient for you.”   

o God is saying to you, “I have purposes I want to work in your life. These cannot 
be accomplished just by taking away all your thorns, but my grace will 
strengthen you to do what I need you to do.”  

 Haven’t you experience this in your life?  Have you not had times when 
you were collapsing under the weight, but in that moment of collapse 
you were led to pray more than you have prayed before?   

 Christians are always testifying how their greatest encounters 
with God have happened when they were at rock bottom, when 
all their resources were gone.  It is was in that moment that they 
encountered God and were strengthened in ways they never 
dreamed possible.    

 That is why God said to Paul, (SHOW SLIDE 14) “My grace is sufficient for you, for my 
power is made perfect in weakness.”  Oh what good news!  You may feel that you 
cannot serve Christ because you are just too weak, you lack abilities, or you just aren’t 
good enough.  You may get very frustrated by how weak you are.  Ah, but Christ is not 
frustrated by this!  Here we see that it is precisely in our weakness that we may be most 
used of God.  This is where his power really shines through. 

o As long as we feel self-sufficient, self-assured, strong, and independent then we 
do not feel our great need for God’s grace in our lives.  We are not in a place to 
be used by him.  Our strength is merely human.  Our power is merely human. 

 But our thorns humble us.  They show how weak we are.  And when we 
are weak and we seek God then his power is unleashed in our lives. 



 6 

 (SHOW TITLE SLIDE 15) Think of all of this with the famous story about the Miracle at 
Dunkirk.  Maybe you’ve seen the movie.  But there is a critical part of the story that did 
not appear in the movie. 

o (SHOW SLIDE 16) Here’s a map from 1940 that shows how Hitler’s forces were 
starting to take over Europe.  England send 200,000 troops to help the 100,000 
French soldiers. But the Germans masterfully surrounded both the French and 
British armies and forced them to retreat.  The Germans pressed them up 
toward the ocean where they would be trapped in an oceanside town called 
Dunkirk.   

 The British and French planned to evacuate the troops in boats back 
across the English Channel and back to England.  (SHOW SLIDE 17) But it 
all seemed impossible because 1800 German tanks were attacking and 
the 300,000 troops just stood on the beaches of Dunkirk where German 
bombers could destroy them.  In that dark hour, it was a very real 
possibility that the entire English and French armies would be wiped out 
and the war would be over.  The French Premier Paul Reynaud said, “We 
have been defeated. We are beaten.” 

 Here’s the part that got left out of the movie.  On May 23, 1940 Winston Churchill met 
with King George VI.  The king called for a National Day of Prayer.  Over the radio he 
said, (SHOW SLIDE 18) “Let us with one heart and soul, humbly but confidently, 
commit our cause to God and ask his aid, that we may valiantly defend the right as it is 
given to us to see it.” 

o It was when all hope was lost that people turned to God.  All across the nation 
people filled the churches.  (SHOW SLIDE 19) Look at this picture of thousands of 
people lining up to pray at Westminster Abbey.  

 Certain events then took place that even now historians cannot explain.  It is simply 
referred to as the “Miracle of Dunkirk.” 

o First, during those three days of prayer, Hitler did the unthinkable and halted the 
attacks.  It was the window of time the British needed to get all their retreating 
troops to the beaches of Dunkirk. 

o Second, the 300,000 troops were sitting ducks on the beaches of Dunkirk. But 
then the weather turned really bad with huge rainstorms and clouds preventing 
the German bombers from being able to fly.  

o Third, despite the heavy rain there was no wind.  The English Channel is normally 
very rough, but with calm waters 850 little personal boats were able pick up the 
troops and bring them back to England. 

 As you probably know, this was part of the overall turning point in the 
war.  The army was saved. And eventually that army attacked back on D-
day which led to victory.  

 (SHOW TITLE SLIDE 20) It is when we are at the end of our own strength that we turn to 
God saying, “I’m just too weak.  I have no strength.  I need you.”    It is then that God 
works in unexpected and powerful ways.  It is then that we encounter God.  It is then 
that God’s power is made perfect in our weakness. 
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o The Scottish Pastor James Stewart writes this: (SHOW SLIDE 21) “Before any of 
us can function with maximum efficiency . . . somehow we have got to touch 
rock bottom, to have our souls stripped of every relic of self and self-trust and 
left absolutely bare and naked, so that it has simply got to be God then, or we 
are done!  (SHOW SLIDE 22) It is the men who, out of that despair, have flung 
themselves on Christ’s for help, on whom the energizing Spirit of Christ comes 
like a passion.  It is when a soul, beaten and broken down into helplessness, 
has made its utter God-surrender, that it rises into the power of an endless life.  
And whatever burden or handicap it is that bears you down, it is a blessed 
thing, if it casts you into the arms of God.” 

 
BOAST IN YOUR THORNS 

 (SHOW TITLE SLIDE 23) When you understand God’s purpose in your thorns and learn to 
embrace your thorns as the chance for God to show his power in your weakness, then 
you start to do the last thing that Paul did. 

o In the final place you start to (SHOW SLIDE 24) Boast in your thorns.  
 Listen to what Paul writes: (SHOW SLIDE 25) Therefore I will boast all the 

more gladly of my weaknesses, so that the power of Christ may rest 
upon me. 10 For the sake of Christ, then, I am content with weaknesses, 
insults, hardships, persecutions, and calamities. For when I am weak, 
then I am strong. 

 (SHOW TITLE SLIDE 26) John Bunyan wrote his famous little book A Pilgrim’s Progress.  It 
is an allegory that describes the Christian life like a long journey to God’s city.  At one 
point in the journey, the main character, a man named Christian, is led into what is 
called the Valley of Humiliation.  We all know this valley.   

o It is that place where we are broken and see how weak we are.  But the guide 
points out to Christian how green the valley is and how beautiful the flowers are.  
He says that men have known to meet angels here and that the Lord Jesus 
himself had once stayed there for a period of time.  And then they hear music 
that sings of how God is always guiding the one who is in the valley. 

 Have you learned to sing that song?  To boast in your weakness?   
o Oh how wonderful that when I am weak then I am strong.   
o How wonderful that the power of Christ does not rest on those who are great in 

themselves, but on the weak.  That is you.  That is me.   
 We can boast in the thorns because through them we experience the 

grace of God.  
 We can boast in the thorns because through them God makes us strong.   
 We can boast in the thorns because through them the power of Christ 

rests on us. 
 


