
© 2015. All rights reserved. 
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“THE THRILL & THE THORN” 
 (Text: 2 Corinthians 12:1-10)  

 
•  2 Corinthians 12 is one of the most interesting chapters in the entire Bible. 
 -  There are three issues here that have been a source of great controversy for years. 
 
#1 Paul’s claim to have actually gone to Heaven (vs. 1-6) 
#2 Paul’s thorn in the flesh (vs. 7-10) 
#3 Paul’s explanation of what an authentic apostle really was (vs. 11-13:4) 
 
•  The background to all of this is that Paul started the church in Corinth.  He’d led most of these people 
to the Lord.  Taught them.  Encouraged them and pastored them for a year and a half (Acts 18:11). 
 -  After he left, false teachers had come in, bringing strife and turmoil to this young church. 
 -  They attacked Paul’s character and credibility. 
  •  They said he wasn’t an authentic apostle because of how much he suffered.   Because he  
  wasn’t a prolific communicator like they were.  Because he didn’t charge money for his   
  ministry like they did and more. 
   
 -  They boasted of their abilities and accomplishments and forced Paul to defend his. 
 -  So he did, even though he did so reluctantly and making sure he boasted of his weaknesses and 
  not his strengths (2 Corinthians 11:30). 
  •  The word “boast” or “boasting” is used over 20 times in 2 Corinthians. 
 -  Paul was also very clear: “Let him who boasts boast in the Lord.” (2 Corinthians 10:17). 
 
Chapter 12 begins with the words, “I must go on boasting ...” 
 -  And he launches into the three things I mentioned earlier:  
  •  His thrilling visit to Heaven, his less than thrilling thorn in the flesh and the thrust of what it  
 meant to be an apostle. 
 
Read 2 Corinthians  12:1-10 
 
(1) PAUL’S VISION (2 Corinthians 12:1-6) 
 -  Paul makes an incredibly spectacular claim.  He claims to have gone to Heaven. 
 -  In fact, he refers to a number of visions and revelations he’d received from the Lord. 
  •  Six of those visions are recorded in the book of Acts (Acts 9:3-12; 16:9-10; 18:9-10; 22:17- 
  21; 23:11; 27:23-24). 
 -  The first was his vision of the Lord on the road to Damascus (Acts 9:3-12). 
 -  The final one was a vision an angel gave him that no one would die in the shipwreck they were 
 about to experience (Acts 27:23-24). 
 
ILL.  People have visions of Heaven all the time. (At least it seems that way.) 
 
 1. Jesse Duplantis, HEAVEN: Close Encounters of the God Kind.  (1996) 
  •  Claims to have gone to Heaven in an enclosed chariot with a blonde-headed angel. 
  •  Said everyone goes to Heaven in those same enclosed chariots. 
  •  Said some people wore robes.  Some wore gowns and ate copper covered fruit for strength. 
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  •  Said he saw his mansion in Heaven and it was quite a place. 
  •  He said there were little children carrying harps. 
  •  He said there was a building in Heaven that no human had seen or was allowed to see. 
 
 2. Todd Burpo, HEAVEN IS FOR REAL: A Little Boy’s Astounding Story of His Trip to    
  Heaven and Back.   
  •  Went to Heaven before he turned four.  Said everyone looks like angels in Heaven, with  
  halos over their heads. 
  •  Said his grandpa had really big wings and wore a robe with a blue sash. 
  •  Said angels wear swords so they can keep Satan out of Heaven. 
 
 3. Don Piper, 90 MINUTES IN HEAVEN 
  •  He wrote a second book called, HEAVEN IS REAL: Lessons on Earthly Joy – From the   
  Man Who Spent 90 Minutes In Heaven. 
  •  That’s ironic when a large portion of his first book deals with his deep-seated depression,  
  anger, frustration and rudeness to others when he came back from Heaven. 
  •  He talks about a gate to Heaven, not gates, and says it wasn’t made of pearls but was   
  pearlescent. 
   
 4. Faye Aldridge, REAL MESSAGES FROM HEAVEN 
  •  Says her husband told her he would send her a fax from Heaven to let her know he was all  
  right.  
  •  The book is really a collection of people’s amazing experiences. 
 
So what are we to do with all those stories and with what Paul tells us here in 2 Corinthians? 
1. Paul was reluctant to speak about this even describing himself in third person (vs. 7). 
2. The Bible speaks of three men who have been to Heaven and returned to tell us about Heaven: 
 JESUS, PAUL and JOHN. 
  What about Elijah and Enoch? 
  • Both were taken to Heaven.  Enoch never returned.  Elijah appeared on the Mount of  
  Transfiguration (Matthew 17) but didn’t stay and never said anything about Heaven. 
 
John 3:13, Jesus said, “No one has ever gone into Heaven except the one who came from Heaven – the 
Son of Man.”  (This was prior to Paul and John.) 
 
•  Prior to Christ’s death on the cross, apparently Hades was divided into two realms, each separated by 
an impassable gulf.  (Jesus referred to that in Luke 16:19-31 when he talked about the rich man and 
Lazarus). 
 -  One realm was the place of the wicked dead.  The other realm was called “paradise.” 
  •  That’s the place Jesus referred to when He spoke to the thief on the cross. 
 -  Peter said when Jesus died he went and preached to “the spirits in prison” (1 Peter 3:18-20). 
 -  He didn’t preach the gospel.  Rather he proclaimed victory over sin, death, Hell and the grave. 
  •  After proclaiming His triumph to those in Hades, He led a parade of those in paradise right  
  into Heaven. 
  •  Paul talks about that in Ephesians 4:8-10.   
   
•  Now when people die, in Christ, they go to be with Him which Phil. 1:23 says is “better by far.” 
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3. Paul waited fourteen years to share what happened to him and did so reluctantly only because the 
 false teachers were ripping him to shreds before the Christians in Corinth. 
 
4. Unlike modern charlatans, who claim trips to Heaven and visions of God, Paul gave no sensational, 
 detailed descriptions of what he saw or experienced in Heaven. 
 -  He was “caught up” into the third Heaven.  (Same word used for the Rapture – 1 Thess. 4:17) 
  •  The first Heaven is the earth’s atmosphere. 
  •  The second Heaven is what we refer to as the celestial heaven or space (Planets and stars). 
  •  The third Heaven is where God lives, above and beyond all that. 
 
5. Paul said He heard inexpressible things, things that man is not permitted to tell (vs. 40). 
 
•  He refused to boast about this thrilling experience or his other visions, although he would have been 
telling the truth if he did (vs. 6). 
 -  Instead, he said he would boast in his weaknesses.  Anything great that ever happened to him or 
 through him was because of Almighty God. 
 
(1) PAUL’S VISION 
(2) PAUL’S VILLAIN (2 Corinthians 12:7-10) 
 -  Because he’d had such a phenomenal experience and witnessed such great revelations, he was 
 given a “thorn in the flesh, a messenger of Satan.” 
 -  There’s been tremendous speculation about what Paul’s thorn was. 
 -  Many commentators assume it was a physical ailment:  migraines, a speech impediment, poor 
 eyesight or epilepsy.  Some have even suggested it was an unbelieving wife. 
 -  The word SKOLOPS literally means: “a large, pointed stake.” 
  •  Whatever it was, it hurt Paul physically. 
 -  It was given to him by God but was a messenger of Satan (like what happened to Job). 
 
Dr. John MacArthur says the best interpretation of this “thorn” is to view it “as a demonic messenger of 
Satan, sent to torment Paul by using the deceivers to seduce the Corinthians into a rebellion against him. 
 Four reasons for that: 
 1.    The word translated “messenger” angelos refers to angels.  An angel sent from Satan would be 
  a demon. 
 2. The verb translated “torment” always refers to harsh treatment from someone in the N.T. 
 3. The O.T.  refers several different times to enemies and opponents as “thorns.” 
 4. Verse 8 should be translated “leave” instead of “take away.” 
  ESV “Three times I pleaded with the Lord about this, that it should leave me.” 
 
•  It may be that this demonic messenger was the indwelling spirit in the leading false apostle. 
 (2 Corinthians 11:13-15). 
 -  In any case, God assured Paul that His grace would be sufficient and that Paul’s weakness gave 
 God the platform to display His power and glory. 
 
•  Paul said, “Alright, I’ll gladly boast in my weaknesses, so that Christ’s power may rest on me.  In fact, I 
will delight in them because when I am weak, that’s when I’m strong (vs. 9b-10). 
 -  That’s a great idea for all of us! 


