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Abstract:  

St Paul, the most inspiring Christian missionary of all time, in 2 Corinthians 12:4-10 indirectly and very apologetically, refers to his 
experience of having been taken to Third Heaven, the abode of the God. He mentions his heavenly experience as having occurred to a 
man of Christ fourteen years ago, even though most theologians believe that it was his own personal experience. He was compelled to 
refer to this most euphoric occurrence, given the challenges he was facing from his opponents in the Corinth Church, who were 
challenging his apostleship and his message in a negative sense. He mentions this very reluctantly and with certain awkwardness, in 
order to defend his apostleship, his message and to protect the Church of Corinth from being misled. He immediately adds that there is 
nothing to be gained from it. He also immediately overcomes this medium boast by more gladly boasting about his infirmities i.e 
“Thorn in the flesh” that God gave him to control him from being conceited. This glorying in his infirmities was considered as his 
greater boast. There are several assumptions / theories, as to what his “Thorn in the Flesh” could be and who that messenger of Satan 
could be. Key among them being his own guilt on his persecution of Christ Followers before he met Jesus on Damascus road, 
Persecution he faced from his opponents in Corinth and Rome, various other sufferings he had to go through as he mentioned (2Cor 
11:23-29) or probably poor eyesight. Satan has twisted this passage of scripture to deceive many people to believing that God would 
not heal Paul, even after he pleaded God three times, to remove it. In this context this research article attempts to review the various 
theories involved as to what this Thorn in Flesh could be and how this uncertainty about it has indeed given more power in weakness 
not only for Paul but also to all the subsequent Christian Believers. The existence of illness or suffering in a believer's life does not 
necessarily constitute a sinful life or a life that lacks faith. In fact it draws us closer to God and enables us to draw more power from 
God to continue doing his service, and that we need to find special gratification and happiness in sufferings for the sake of our Lord 
Jesus Christ 
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Introduction  
 

St. Paul, the greatest and most inspiring Christian missionary of all time, was converted as Jesus follower, after his encounter with the 
resurrected Christ on the Damascus road, during the period he was intensely prosecuting the followers of Jesus. After his conversion 
he travelled more than 10,000 miles throughout Asia Minor, Greece, and Rome, and established many churches more particularly 
among the Gentiles, and he wrote nearly half of the books in the New testament (nearly 13 or 14) and more books of the entire Bible 
than anyone else, His only aim was to finish the race and complete the task the Lord Jesus has given him—the task of testifying to the 
good news of God’s grace” (Acts 20:24).  

He was compelled to boast, particularly in view of the conflicts that were coming up in Corinth, his opponents the super-apostles, 
were disturbing the Church, were boasting of their ethnic religious pedigrees and were challenging the apostleship of St.Paul in a 
negative sense. He very reluctantly and with a certain awkwardness says in 2 Corinthians Chapter 12 Verse 1 “I must go on boasting, 
although there is nothing to be gained, I will go on to visions and revelations to the Lord “. In verses 2-6, he mentions of his rapture to 
Third Heaven (though indirectly), with a lot of hesitation, but quickly reverts to talk about his greater boast i.e about his weakness in 
verse 7 “Therefore in order to keep me from being conceited, I was given a thorn in my flesh, a messenger of Satan to torment me”  

Paul’s Rapture: In 2nd Corinthians 12;4 , Paul refers to someone a man of Christ , whom he knows was raptured to Third Heaven and 
Paradise , fourteen years ago. But he does not confirm, whether this was in Body or by Spirit, and he says, that this man heard and 
seen certain things there, that cannot be shared or uttered, because God prohibited Paul to speak about these things.  

Third Heaven referred by Paul in in 2 Cor 12;4 is considered as abode of the God and Angels or the Heaven of Heavens.  

 
Biblical cosmology views the Heavens as threefold. The first Heaven is the atmosphere, the second Heaven is the 
place of the Stars and the third Heaven is the abode of God. i 
 
It also means, that he was caught up beyond all the stars of the Universe into the Heaven which is third in hierarchy 
of spiritual heavens. ii 
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A third concept of Heaven, also called shamayi h'shamayim ("Heaven of Heavens"), is mentioned in such passages 
as Genesis 28:12, Deuteronomy 10:14 and 1 Kings 8:27 as a distinctly spiritual realm containing (or being traveled 
by) angels and God. iii 

 
Most Theologians believe, that Paul was referring to himself here and it was his own experience, but he was being modest about it 
and was trying to avoid direct boasting. Also this experience must have been so euphoric, that he does not clarify, if he was 
caught up in his body or out of body through spirit.  
 
Paul in his own words defines the third heaven as “paradise” (2 Cor 12:2). Jesus on the cross says, “Truly, I say to you, today you 
will be with me in paradise” (Luke 23:43). Since Luke was follower of Paul it is most likely they both mean the same thing by the 
word “paradise.” Where Jesus is, the kingdom is. And Jesus tells the thief “today you will be with me.”  So paradise at least has 
some conceptual overlap with the kingdom. Both signify at minimum being in the presence of Jesus.  

There in the Paradise of the third Heaven Paul saw the resurrected Christ and there he saw souls of the redeemed “at home with 
the Lord” (2nd Corinthians 5:8 ). iv It is understood that Paul trusted that his rapture to third Heaven reaffirmed to him that Jesus 
was the Son of God the Father that he lived in heaven, that he was the true Messiah and that he shall come again in glory to judge 
the living and the dead; and His kingdom shall have no end. Moreover, Paul thought that the purpose of this revelation was to 
“reveal His Son in me, that I might preach Him among the Gentiles” (Galatians 1:16)  
 
It is considered as his “modest boast”, as comparatively, if any other modern missionary has gone through such a great heavenly 
experience, they would have shouted so loudly throughout the world, and commercialised it so much, that the whole world would 
have known about it.  Paul feels that he was compelled to do this boasting, but he himself calls it foolish in Verse 2. But in the 
process, Paul mentions to us, though not very explicitly about the unseen world, so that we receive and believe in it. v He assures 
us of the unseen world, that it is real and that we shall see the same thing ultimately, if we continue to live as God’s child till our 
redemption. .  

 

Paul also has many reasons to boast. He mentions about these reasons in 2nd Corinthians 11:21-28. Like his opponents, he was a 
Hebrew, an Israelite, and was a seed of Abraham. He was also a minster of Christ, laboured more abundantly, in prisons more 
frequently, in death situations more often, received stripes 5 times from Jews, beaten with rods, was stoned once, three times 
faced shipwrecks, night and day have been in the deep, journeyed often in the perils of robbers, from fellow Jews, from Gentiles, 
perils in the wilderness and sea, and perils from false brethren, suffered from weariness, toil, sleeplessness, hunger, thirst, and in 
cold and nakedness.  

He had to do this modest boasting to defend the authenticity of both his apostleship and his message.” 

1. Thorn in the Flesh: After this great heavenly experience of Rapture, in order to control Paul from personal exhilaration, God 
gave a humbling thorn in his flesh to Paul, as explained by him in Verses 7, “a thorn in the flesh was given to me, a messenger of 
Satan to buffet me, lest I be exalted above measure”. In Verse 9 he says “Therefore most gladly I will rather boast in my 
infirmities, that the power of Christ may rest upon me.  
 
No one knows, what exactly the “Thorn in Flesh” is that Paul had mentioned about, even though several theories / presumptions 
exist. There are so many theories, that it became impossible for anyone to be certain of any one specific presumption and prove it 
with assurance.  Some of these theories are summarized here. (i) Some have suggested that it could be Paul's own past that was 
haunting him, particularly the persecution of the church (Acts 8:1-3; Gal 1:13; Phil 3:6) that kept him humble (ii) There are some 
who suggest that it could be a pain in the head caused by Devil immediately after his rapture, but God forbid, his body could 
never have been allowed to be given over to devil.(iii) Some believe, that he could be referring to the Jewish persecution because 
of the particular context of speaking about his opponents. Old Testament references such as Num. 33:55, Josh 23:13, Judg 2:3 
refers to enemies of the Israelites as thorns. (iv)He could also be referring to his opponents like Alexander the coppersmith, and 
the party of Hymenaeus and Philetus, whom Paul says he delivered them to Satan, because of their wrong teachings, sexual 
immorality etc.vi   (v) It could also refer to the various sufferings that he had go through in terms of Imprisonment, shipwrecks, 
stripes, stonings, left to death, nakedness, weary and tired, sleeplessness, painfulness etc. (2Cor 11:23-29). In Verse 7, 
immediately after the mention of the thorn in the flesh, it is mentioned “a messenger of Satan to harass me”. So some argue that it 
may not be a physical weakness, but it could mean a demon sent from Satan and using various people as mentioned above, and 
was continually and repeatedly putting Paul to suffer , as explained above.  
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 (vi)Many also consider that it could be poor eyesight, caused by malaria, Malta fever, epilepsy, convulsive attacks, and chronic 
ophthalmia etc. This theory of poor eyesight is supported by several observations from his epistles. Particularly Gal 6:11 where he 
says “Ye see how large a letter I have written with my own hand”, indicates that it could be his poor eyesight that compelled him 
to write in large print. This argument is further supported, by the fact that Paul kept many amanuenses to write his epistles e.g. 
(Tertius who wrote down the book of Romans and added his own greeting to the church in Rome (Rom 16:22).He wrote this letter 
either from Paul’s notes or from his mouth.  Further evidences of this can be found earlier in the epistle to the Galatians. In Gal 
4:13, Paul says that through physical infirmity of the flesh, he preached the gospel to the Galatians at the first. So it was 
speculated that the physical infirmity was a disease which affected his eyesight and the higher altitude in Galatia would have been 
better for him, especially if the disease was something like malaria. In Gal 4:15, he further adds, that “Ye would have plucked out 
your owns eyes, and have given them to me “. In Acts 23:3-5, he refers to the High Priest as “white washed-wall” and when those 
standing nearby ask him why he is ill-treating the High Priest, he says, “Brethren I did not realise that he was High Priest”. All 
these points strongly suggest that the thorn in his flesh could be poor eyesight.  
 
The lack of clarity about this “thorn in the flesh” is actually a positive thing. Christians from many generations subsequently have 
been benefited by his reference to the thorn while applying it to their specific problems.vii This subject of “thorn in the flesh of 
Paul” teaches us that sometimes God uses our infirmities for his purposes and also to give us more power in our weakness. 
 

2. Power-in-Weakness: Paul asked God to remove this “thorn in his flesh” , but as mentioned in Verses 8-10 , “I pleaded with God 
three times, that it might depart from me, and he said to me my grace is sufficient for you , for my power is made perfect in 
weakness” 
 
He pleaded with God to take it away from him thrice. It is to be noted that even Lord Jesus Christ pleaded with God the Father 
thrice. In Mat 6:39, “Let this cup pass from me. My Father if it is not possible for this cup to be taken away, unless I drink it, may 
your will be done”. In the case of St Paul’s pleading, his request to take away these infirmities is more from the flesh aspect and 
not from the spirit. But as we know God all the time guard Spirit’s interest as higher. This is what explains sometimes, we face no 
response or refusals from God to our prayers.  
 
However Satan has twisted this passage of scripture to deceive many people to believing that God would not heal Paul. But Paul 
does not take this badly. He says “I will gladly boast of my weaknesses. He does not seek to get rid of these infirmities, but even 
boasts of them with greater satisfaction. In 2Timothy 3:12, Paul says “Yea, and all that will live godly in Christ Jesus shall suffer 
persecution”. So Paul is treating this thorn in the flesh, providing him an opportunity for victory even in the midst of harassment, 
persecution and suffering. In Acts 14:19, Paul was stoned and left for dead, but God saved him and he walked twenty miles next 
day to the nearest town to preach. His enemies would have seen his bruises and wounds, but they would not have missed to see 
the strength of the God flowing in him. That’s why Paul says, in Verse 10 “For when I am weak, then am I strong”.  This concept 
of Power in Weakness he has emphasized in 2 Cor 6:4-10 verses, where he says “Rather as servants of God, we commend 
ourselves in every way, in great endurance, in troubles, hardships and distresses”.  
 
Though Devil continuously keeps tormenting and persecuting God’s children, more particularly those who are actively preaching 
his Gospel, it is ultimately God who draws many good things out of the Devil’s malevolence.  So when Satan executes his 
devious plans to humiliate holy men through torment of the flesh, God turns that out to ensure that their power to resist may be 
perfected in weakness. God allows his believers and faithful to go through trials, so that they are further strengthened and get 
greater eternal rewards. Even in the redemption plan of God, by Lord Jesus being beaten on the cross , shedding blood ,ultimately 
being crucified and was resurrected, by defeating the Satan and death, there is power in weakness established. Being crucified is a 
weakness and the ultimate victory over Satan through the resurrection and defeat of death is the Power , that God has established 
as an example for all Christian believers,    
 
This is the reason Paul reaffirms in 2 Cor 12:9 “Therefore most gladly,  I will rather boast in my infirmities , that the Power of 
Christ  may rest upon me. We can notice here that Paul boasts, “all the more gladly” with more zeal and excitement, because he is 
looking to receive more power of Christ. He stopped groaning and began glorying in it.  
 

Conclusion:  
 
The ambiguity about the thorn in the flesh turned out to be positive thing for Christianity. Christians from many generations have 
benefited by his reference to the thorn while applying it to their specific problems.viii The thorn of which Paul speaks gives us an 
understanding of God's perspective concerning physical infirmities. Sometimes God uses illnesses for his purposes. Paul experienced 
many sufferings outside of his thorn (2 Cor 11:22-28), yet God used him mightily for the furtherance and advancement of His Gospel. 
The existence of illness or suffering in a believer's life does not necessarily constitute a sinful life or a life that lacks faith. Paul 
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pleaded with the Lord on three separate occasions for the Lord to remove the thorn, yet God's grace was enough for the apostle and 
His power is made perfect in Paul's weaknesses. 
 

Sometimes we face storms and struggles take over our lives. This sometimes can be overbearing and we feel completely worn-out. 
Sometimes we even think if God is slowing us down or is it really Satan that is tormenting us. At this moment we need to remember 
Paul’s greater boast. With all his infirmities, struggles and persecutions, he did the most, beyond his capacity, by drawing power from 
the God, to continue his work for the God.  The existence of illness or suffering in a believer's life does not necessarily constitute a 
sinful life or a life that lacks faith. God’s power is mainly found when we shift from complaining to him to remove our infirmities or 
struggles, but to listen to him in our challenges or difficulties. Our weakness makes us depend on God draw closer to him. So as true 
Christian believers when some infirmity or weakness attacks us, we need to find special gratification and happiness in sufferings for 
the sake of our Lord Jesus Christ, and then our power and faith are made perfect. This is the God’s blessing to his children, in their 
infirmities. Every weakness we have, is an opportunity for God to show his strength in our lives.  In conclusion I would like to remind 
us of 2 Corinthians 10:17, which says “But “Let the one who boasts boast in the Lord” 

 
End Notes  
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