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What Was Paul’s Thorn in the Flesh? 
 2 Corinthians 12:7 

 
HE APOSTLE PAUL WROTE TO THE CORINTHIAN 
believers, And lest I should be exalted above 
measure through the abundance of the revela-

tions, there was given to me a thorn in the flesh, the 
messenger of Satan to buffet me, lest I should be ex-
alted above measure. So what exactly was Paul’s thorn in 
the flesh? 

 
The Interpretations of the Verse 

 
Few verses of Scripture have generated as many inter-

pretations as has this one. The speculation has, in fact, 
been enormous. Albert Barnes puts it well, “Every one 
who has become familiar with commentaries knows that 
almost every expositor has had his own opinion about this, 
and also that no one has been able to give any good reason 
for his own. Most of them have been fanciful; and many 
of them eminently ridiculous.”1 

He is correct. I read over twenty commentators and at 
least half that many opinions. The most popular has been 
some kind of eye trouble, brought on by his being blinded 
at his conversion, citing Galatians 6:11 as proof (“Ye see 
how large a letter I have written unto you with mine own 
hand”). But there is quite clearly nothing in that verse that 
directly connects it with the apostle’s thorn in the flesh; to 
connect them must be assumed, for it is not revealed. Ad-
ditionally, the reason he wrote in large letters could have 
simply been for emphasis or dramatic effect. 

Other theories include: migraine headaches (which 
might or might not have been connected with eye trouble), 
malaria, epilepsy, gallstones, gout, rheumatism, an intesti-
nal disorder, sexual temptation (the Roman Catholic 

view), or even a speech impediment. One old Scottish 
commentator said Paul’s thorn in the flesh might have 
been his wife, a comment we will just leave alone, but one 
that is really no more speculative (or sillier) than any of 
the others. I heard one old preacher make it even simpler: 
“What was Paul’s thorn in the flesh? Well, maybe Paul 
just had a thorn in his flesh.” 

Another popular view, as one expositor puts it, is that 
this was “a demonic messenger of Satan sent to torment 
him by using the deceivers to seduce the Corinthians into 
a rebellion against him.” In other words, the language can 
simply be taken figuratively to refer to the false teachers 
that plagued the Corinthians and burdened Paul to such an 
extent that it became like a thorn. Such a view is an obvi-
ous stretching of the language. In my view, there is no 
warrant whatsoever to make the language figurative in-
stead of taking it in its normal sense. That leads us right to 
our next point. 

 
The Language of the Verse 

 
If words mean anything, whatever this thorn was, it 

simply had to be something physical. This simply cannot 
be denied; the Greek permits no other possibility when 
taken in its normal sense. As the late Dr. David Cooper 
summed up the matter: 

 
When the plain sense of Scripture makes common 

sense, seek no other sense; therefore; take every word 
at its primary, ordinary, usual, literal meaning unless 
the facts of the immediate context, studied in the light 
of related passages and axiomatic and fundamental 
truths, indicated clearly otherwise.2 
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Again, there seems to us no justifiable reason to take the 
language here in a figurative manner, much less to virtu-
ally spiritualize it into something more. 

We would submit, then, that the first word that proves 
this normal sense is the word flesh. The Greek here is 
sarx, which Paul used in three ways in his letters: 1) 
physical or that which pertains to the body (37 times; e.g., 
Eph. 5:29); 2) general term for humanity (25 times; e.g., 
Eph. 6:12); 3) inherent evil in the human nature (27 times; 
e.g., Eph. 2:3; often inaccurately called the “old nature,” a 
term that never appears in Scripture; the accurate term is 
flesh, which Paul uses in this sense 11 times in Rom. 7 
and 8).3  

So, as flesh in our text obviously does not refer either 
to humanity in general or inherent evil in the human na-
ture, it clearly refers to the physical body.4 There was ob-
viously something in Paul’s physical body that ailed him 
with great severity. 

The second word that indicates something physical is 
thorn itself. The term hapax legomenon refers to a word 
that occurs only once in either the written record of a lan-
guage, the works of an author, or in a single text. Such 
words in Scripture are often very instructive, or at least 
significant.  

The Greek skolops (thorn) is such a word. Not only 
does it appear only once in the New Testament, but it’s 
also not all that common even in Classical Greek (the 
Greek used prior to the Koine [common] Greek of NT 
times). As one Greek authority tells us: 

 
It means something pointed, and is probably con-

nected with skallo, hack. Originally, it meant a 
pointed stake, used in defense (Homer, The Odyssey, 
7, 45; The Illiad, 8, 343) or upon which the head of an 
enemy could be stuck (Homer, The Illiad, 18, 176). It 
was used in a similar sense to stauros, cross. But it is 
also found in the sense of a thorn or splinter in Ae-
sop’s Fables (279, 11), and in this sense well at-
tested.5 

 
Another Greek authority adds that skolops also referred to 
stakes used for the fortification of walls as well as ones 
used for impaling enemies in execution.6 

What, then, is Paul expressing? It would certainly seem 
that he is saying that there is a severe physical issue plagu-
ing him, something that causes him such savage pain that 
it is similar to a stake impaling him.  

The third word that indicates something physical is 
buffet. The Greek here is kolaphiz�. This word is one of 
several that are used to indicate literal physical violence, 
both in Classical and New Testament Greek. For example, 
der� (to beat, scourge, or flay; Lk. 22:63, “smote”), 
phragello� (to whip or scourge, Matt. 27:26, “scourged”), 
and mastigo� (to whip or scourge, Jn. 19:1, “scourged”) 
are all used of the Lord Jesus in His passion sufferings. 
Kolaphiz� is likewise used of our Lord’s suffering (note 

Matt. 26:67 again, “buffeted,” as well as Mk. 14:65, “buf-
fet”). It means to strike with the fist, beat, or cuff. It ap-
pears also in 1 Corinthians 4:11 and 1 Peter 2:20, both of 
which again indicate the physical sense of being “buf-
feted.” It, therefore, seems clear once again that Paul is 
describing something physical in his life that keeps strik-
ing and beating him.  

Physical infirmity seems all the more apparent in 
verses 9 and 10, where Paul uses the word astheneia three 
times (“weakness” and “infirmities”). This word means 
“to be sick or weak.” It, along with the two related words 
asthen�s and asthene�, “are the most common expressions 
for illness and are used in the comprehensive sense of the 
whole man. However, it can also refer to a special form of 
bodily weakness or sickness. Figuratively, astheneia can 
mean general impotence [or] weakness (Rom. 8:26).”7  

In addition to the internal evidence in our text, Gala-
tians 4:13–14 adds some external evidence that Paul was 
plagued by something physical: “Ye know how through 
infirmity [astheneia] of the flesh [sarx] I preached the 
gospel unto you at the first. And my temptation which was 
in my flesh [sarx] ye despised not, nor rejected; but re-
ceived me as an angel of God, even as Christ Jesus.” 

 
The Purpose of the Verse 

 
What is most troubling about the various speculations 

about what this thorn specifically was is that such conjec-
ture, at least in my view, misses the main point of the pas-
sage. Is the main point of this verse and its context to tell 
us what Paul’s physical problem was? Obviously not, 
since there are so many opinions as to what it was.  

We would submit, therefore, that after all such specula-
tion is noted, the bottom line is that we do not know what 
the ailment was—the text simply does not say. Period. I 
am convinced that the reason for this is that it doesn’t mat-
ter, and to speculate is missing the point.  

What, then, is the point? The point is that whatever the 
affliction was, it was there to keep Paul humble. As the 
words lest I should be exalted above measure through 
the abundance of the revelations indicate, Paul had been 
given staggering revelations, and such truth could easily 
puff him up with pride. Exalted above measure is a sin-
gle word in the Greek, huperair�, which means to lift 
above, elevate, exalt, be conceited, arrogant, or insolent. 
Its only other New Testament appearance is in 2 Thessa-
lonians 2:4, where it is used of the anti-Christ, who will 
“[oppose] and [exalt] himself above all that is called 
God.”  

So, to keep him from being spiritually proud and self-
confident, God gave Paul a physical affliction to keep him 
humble. Nothing, in fact, keeps us humble like a chronic, 
even debilitating, illness. Nothing reminds us that we are 
weak, frail, and human than does physical affliction. This 
would have been especially significant to the Corinthians. 
As in our own society, Corinthian society valued strength 
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and success over weakness and failure. God loves to work 
through weakness because this puts his power on display. 
In his first letter to the Corinthians, Paul wrote that God 
“hath chosen the weak things of the world to confound the 
things which are mighty” (1 Cor. 1:27). And as Paul states 
later in our present passage, “when I am weak, then am I 
strong” (v. 10). In other words, “It is only when I am at 
my weakest that God’s power makes me the strongest.”  

Another example of this truth that immediately comes 
to mind is Job. Satan directly afflicted Job, though God set 
limits for Satan, who could do only what God allowed him 
to do (see Job 1:12; 2:6). Likewise, as Satan afflicted Job, 
Satan’s messenger[s] afflicted Paul and still afflict God’s 
people. “In one sense, “ writes William MacDonald, this is 
“an effort on Satan’s part to hinder Paul in the work of the 
Lord. But God is greater than Satan, and He used the thorn 
to further the work of the Lord by keeping Paul humble. 
Successful service for Christ depends on a weak servant. 
The weaker he is, the more the power of Christ accompa-
nies his preaching.”8  

The point of this passage, and its application for us, 
should now be clear. No matter what affliction each of us 
has, it is there for our learning and humbling, and it is 
there so that God’s grace for our endurance is magnified. 
In short, it is all for His glory and our good. As Paul wrote 
earlier in this letter, let us be reminded daily that “our light 
affliction, which is but for a moment, worketh for us a far 
more exceeding and eternal weight of glory” (2 Cor. 

4:17). And as he also wrote the Romans, “For I reckon 
that the sufferings of this present time are not worthy to be 
compared with the glory which shall be revealed in us” 
(Rom. 8:18). 

Soli Deo Gloria! 
 

Dr. J. D. Watson 
Pastor-Teacher 

Grace Bible Church 
 

                                                      
NOTES 
1 Albert Barnes' Notes on the Bible, electronic edition, comment on 2 

Cor. 12:7. 
2 Cited in J. Vernon McGee’s Guidelines for the Understanding of the 

Scriptures (Thru the Bible Books), p. 20. 
3 These totals do not include the five additional occurrences in the 

Epistle to the Hebrews, as some teachers dispute Pauline authorship 
(although this author does not; see TOTT #11 & 12). 

4 J. Sidlow Baxter provides a very helpful chart of all these occurrences 
of flesh, divided into their three categories, in his wonderful book A 
New Call to Holiness (Zondervan, 1967, 1973), pp. 187–188. 

5 Colin Brown, The New International Dictionary of New Testament 
Theology (Zondervan, 1975, 1986), Vol. 1, p. 726. 

6 Gerhard Kittel (Ed.), Theological Dictionary of New Testament 
(Eerdmans, 1971, 2006), Vol. VII, p. 409. 

7 Spiros Zodhiates, The Complete Word Study Dictionary (AMG Pub-
lishers), electronic edition, word #769. 

8 Believer’s Bible Commentary (Thomas Nelson Publishers), electronic 
edition. 

 
 

Book Review: Whatever Happened to the Gospel of Grace? 
 

By: James Montgomery Boice 
 
On June 15, 2000, God took James Montgomery Boice 

home to glory. He left behind some great books. His final 
book, however, which was actually published after his 
promotion, could not have been more appropriate or a 
more fitting legacy. Titled Whatever Happened to the 
Gospel of Grace? with the added subtitle Rediscovering 
the Doctrines That Shook the World, this book well ad-
dresses the contemporary church and how it has drifted far 
from its biblical and historical foundations. 

Part 1 outlines the problem in two chapters: “The New 
Pragmatism” and “The Pattern of this Age.” He master-
fully demonstrates how secularism, humanism, relativism, 
materialism, and pragmatism have not only infiltrated the 
church but have now inundated it (my words). It is his 
contention, and I think it impossible to refute him, is that 
the church as a whole is, in virtually every area, embrac-
ing the world’s wisdom, theology, agenda, and methods 
(his words). That sets the stage for what follows. 

Part 2, “The Doctrines That Shook the World,” is the 
heart of the book. In five chapters, Boice lays out in won-

derful detail the five solas of the Reformation. Concerning 
“Scripture Alone” (sola scriptura), he writes: 

 
The most serious issue [facing the church today], 

I believe, is the Bible’s sufficiency. Do we believe 
that God has given us what we need in this book? Or 
do we suppose that we have to supplement the Bible 
with human things? Do we need sociological tech-
niques to do evangelism, pop psychology and pop 
psychiatry for Christian growth, extra-biblical signs 
or miracles for guidance, or political tools for achiev-
ing social progress and reform? (p. 72) 

 
Concerning “Christ Alone” (Solus Christus), after dis-

cussing three essential words for understanding what the 
Cross was about—satisfaction, sacrifice, and substitu-
tion—Boice then concludes: 

 
It has been a popular idea in some theological cir-

cles that the Incarnation is the important truth of 
Christianity . . . and that the Atonement is something 
like an afterthought. . . . To focus on the birth of Jesus 
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apart from the Cross leads to false sentimentality and 
neglect of the horror and magnitude of sin. . . . Any 
“gospel” that talks merely about the Christ-event, 
meaning the Incarnation without the Atonement, is a 
false gospel. Any gospel that talks about the love of 
God without showing that love led him to pay the ul-
timate price for sin in the person of his Son on the 
Cross, is a false gospel. The only true gospel is the 
gospel of the “one mediator” who gave himself for us 
(1 Tim. 2: 5, 6). If our churches are not preaching this 
gospel, they are not preaching the gospel at all, and if 
they are not preaching the gospel, they are not true 
churches. Evangelicalism desperately needs to redis-
cover its roots and recover its essential biblical bear-
ing . . . (p. 105) 

 
I was very glad for what I read in “Grace Alone” (sola 

gratia) concerning Jonathan Edwards’ contribution to the 
“free will” debate in his book The Freedom of the Will, in 
which he actually proved it is not free. As Boice recounts, 
while most people think the will is its own entity and 
therefore free to make a choice, Edwards viewed the will 
as part of the mind, which means that we choose what the 
mind thinks is most desirable. Boice goes on to further 
report that Edwards discussed not only the mind but also 
motives, which drive the mind to choose the things that are 
best. The crux again, however, is that man’s mind does 
not want God or His sovereign rule because he doesn’t 
think that is better. He wants his sin and invariably 
chooses it because he thinks that is better. 

Of “Faith Alone” (sola fide) Boice addresses today’s 
abandonment of the very essence of true, biblical faith: 

 
For many evangelicals faith is only mental assent 

to certain doctrines. It is something we exercise once 
at the start of our Christian lives, after which we can 
live more or less in any way we please. It does not 
matter in terms of our salvation whether or not this 
“faith” makes a difference. Some evangelicals even 
teach that a person could be saved and secure if he or 
she possessed a dead or dying faith or, incredible as 
this seems, if he or she apostatizes, denying Christ. In 
contrast to such an eviscerated faith, throughout 
church history most Bible teachers have insisted that 
saving, biblical faith has three elements: “knowledge, 
belief, and trust,” as Spurgeon put it; “awareness, as-
sent, and commitment,” as D. Martyn Lloyd-Jones 
said (pp. 137–138). 

 

Concerning “Glory to God Alone” (Soli Deo Gloria), 
Boice writes: 

 
No people ever rise higher than their idea of God. 

Conversely, the loss of the sense of God’s high and 
awesome character always leads to the loss of a peo-
ple’s highest ideals, moral values, and even what we 
commonly call humanity, not to mention the loss of 
understanding and appreciation for the most essential 
Bible doctrines. . . . We deplore the breakdown of 
moral standards in the church, even among its most 
visible leaders. But what do we think should happen 
when we have focused on ourselves and our own, of-
ten trivial needs rather than on God, ignoring his ho-
liness and excusing our most blatant sins? To listen to 
many contemporary sermons one would think man’s 
chief end is to glorify himself and cruise the malls 
(pp. 151–152). 

 
Part 3, “The Shape of Renewal,” offers two chapters—

“Reforming Our Worship” and “Reforming Our Lives”—
that challenge us to renounce the “circus” atmosphere and 
the “what’s in it for me” attitude that pervades today’s 
churches and return to true Christian worship. While there 
are a couple of things in this section that bothered me—
such as a praising of Brother Lawrence, for example—
these do not diminish the pointed and powerful challenge 
for reformation. As for the individual Christian, Boice 
challenges in that last chapter that 

 
the five areas in which the lives of today’s Chris-

tians most need renewal are: 1) a fresh awareness of 
God’s presence, 2) repentance, 3) an ordering of our 
lives by that which is invisible, 4) Christian commu-
nity, and 5) Christian service. Significantly, these 
things will be developed in us as we begin to recover 
and actually live by the essential doctrines that I have 
been exploring in this book: [the five solas] (p. 192). 

 
I cannot recommend this book highly enough and 

strongly encourage every Christian (especially leaders) to 
read it, heed its warning, and follow its counsel. As Boice 
writes, “I would like to see the beginning of a new Refor-
mation in our day, and I hope you would like to see it too 
and are praying for it” (p. 65). Well, our dear brother did 
not live to see it. Perhaps we will. Are you praying for it? 

  
Pastor Watson 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Speaking Engagement: Pastor Watson will be teaching two courses at the Bible Institute in 
Haiti (Sept. 1–10) in conjunction with “On Target Ministry” (www.ontargetministry.org). 

Please pray for this wonderfully unique opportunity in international education. 


