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2 CORINTHIANS 12:7b-10; 13:2-8
Many people have a weakness or ongoing difficulty they consider 
an impediment or liability. They may pray for the removal of this 
perceived liability or seek other ways to overcome it. This week’s study 
reminds us that God can use our weaknesses to anchor our faith, 
strengthen our witness, and magnify His grace and power.

What are some personal weaknesses or ongoing afflictions you find it 
difficult to live with? What are some possible ways God might use those 
weaknesses for His purposes and His glory?

Finding Strength
Believers can trust in God’s strength when confronted with 
their weaknesses.

Session 13
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UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT
2 CORINTHIANS 10:1–13:13
We have the apostle Paul to thank for the phrase, “thorn in the flesh,” 
which has been widely used—and widely misused. Some people have 
used the term to refer to a chronic physical ailment. Sometimes the 
term is applied to a difficult person. Others think of the thorn in 
terms of sins of the heart, such as lust or greed. 

Paul did not specify what his thorn in the flesh was. The important 
matter is to recognize that God’s strength is available to us when 
we confront any weaknesses. In this week’s Scripture passages, Paul 
shared insights learned through his own struggles, giving his final 
challenge to the Corinthians to examine their lives, weaknesses and 
all, for evidence of a living faith.  

Since the opening chapter of 2 Corinthians, Paul has bounced 
back and forth between the desire to commend himself again to the 
Corinthians (4:2; 6:4-10) and denying the need to commend himself 
based on his proven track record (3:1-3; 10:12-18). He concluded his 
letter by taking on the negative influence of the false apostles that 
had crept into the congregation.

Those false apostles had caused damage to Paul’s reputation by 
casting doubt on his apostleship. Apparently, their claims must have 
amounted to something like, “he’s not spiritual enough,” or “there 
must be sin in his life,” or “God is punishing and judging him as a 
fraud.” They pointed to all the suffering, persecutions, problems, and 
affliction Paul had faced. Their insinuation was that if he was really a 
spokesperson for Christ he’d be protected from such suffering.

Paul rejected the need to compare himself to them (10:12). He 
certainly didn’t think he was inferior to them in any way (12:11). 
Nevertheless, he sized up his résumé against theirs and magnified the 
grace and power of God manifested in his weakness (11:16–12:10). 
Suffering did not disqualify Paul but rather validated his credibility 
as a servant of Christ (12:19), established the foundation for offering 
sympathetic comfort (1:3-11), and provided an opportunity to glorify 
God (12:7-10).

The false apostles were preaching a false gospel. Paul was upset 
that the Corinthians readily gave them audience and put up with 
their teaching (11:3-4). In the end, when Paul visited them a third 
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time (12:14; 13:1), he wanted to find them doing and believing what 
was right. If he found them otherwise, he would not be lenient but 
would deal harshly with them again that they might be built up into 
maturity (13:2-10).

Read 2 Corinthians 12:7b-10; 13:2-8 in your Bible. Notice the different 
ways Paul used the word “weak” or a variation of it in these verses. 
Highlight instances where being weak is a good thing. 

EXPLORE THE TEXT
PAUL’S WEAKNESS (2 COR. 12:7b-10)
7 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. 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.” 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. 

VERSES 7b-8

In defending his credentials as an apostle, Paul insisted it was 
necessary to boast, but that he would boast about his weaknesses 
(2 Cor. 11:30). This led him to recall an experience when he was 
“caught up to the third heaven” and received “visions and revelations 
of the Lord” (12:1-2). Because of those extraordinary revelations, 
a thorn was given Paul in the flesh to keep him from becoming 
conceited. Lurking pride needs to be kept in check, so the Lord 
provided a specific measure in Paul’s life to corral self-exaltation.

Paul did not identify the thorn in the flesh. We are left to speculate. 
Bible scholars offer various ideas collected in three major categories: 
psychological or spiritual anxiety, opposition to his ministry, or some 
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kind of physical condition of difficulty. Likely, it was something in the 
third category—a physical issue that created difficulties in his ministry 
of the gospel (see Gal. 4:13-15). It is likely the Corinthians were familiar 
with the nature of Paul’s thorn.

Paul referred to the thorn as a messenger of Satan to harass him. 
He wasn’t saying that the issue originated with Satan, since it was 
given to Paul to crush self-exaltation (which the devil would support). 
Instead, the thorn was simultaneously given by God but used by 
Satan; a gift from one used as a tool by the other. 

Paul’s thorn drove him to plead with the Lord three times that it 
would leave. But the Lord chose to keep it in Paul’s life to provide a 
deeper spiritual application and purpose.

Paul’s thorn in the flesh was a gift of God to magnify the 
grace of God. 

VERSES 9-10

Paul’s thorn in the flesh was a gift of God to magnify the grace of 
God. Instead of taking it away, the Lord allowed it to continue to teach 
Paul two important spiritual truths. First, God’s grace is sufficient. 
His grace is enough for anything and everything we encounter in 
this life. 

Second, God’s power is made perfect in weakness. Paul’s first letter 
instructed the Corinthians that “God chose what is foolish in the 
world to shame the wise … so that no human being might boast in the 
presence of God” (1 Cor. 1:27-29). Paul knew this firsthand. He had 
come to the Corinthians in weakness, preaching Christ alone and 
demonstrating the Spirit’s power, so that their faith would be based 
on God’s power rather than Paul’s eloquence or wisdom (1 Cor. 2:1-4).

Paul continued: I will boast all the more gladly of my weaknesses. 
Whereas he once pleaded with Christ to take them away, now he viewed 
them as a badge of honor. Why? So that Christ’s power would reside 
in him. Boasting was necessary to correct the false allegations and 
theology of the false apostles, but Paul boasted not in himself; instead, 
his boasting was in his weakness so that Christ was honored in it all.

Astoundingly, Paul said he not only boasted in weakness, 
but actually was content with weaknesses, insults, hardships, 
persecutions, and calamities. He did so for the sake of Christ. 
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His conclusion was, when I am weak, then I am strong in the 
strength Christ provides.

How does God use weaknesses and thorns to bring about His purposes 
and to shape believers’ lives? How do weaknesses cause believers to 
grow in their trust of God?

CHRIST’S STRENGTH (2 COR. 13:2-4)
2 I warned those who sinned before and all the others, and I warn 
them now while absent, as I did when present on my second visit, 
that if I come again I will not spare them— 3 since you seek proof 
that Christ is speaking in me. He is not weak in dealing with you, 
but is powerful among you. 4 For he was crucified in weakness, 
but lives by the power of God. For we also are weak in him, but in 
dealing with you we will live with him by the power of God. 

VERSE 2

Paul was concerned that things would not be as he expected on his 
next trip to Corinth. He was concerned that he might have to “grieve 
for many who sinned before and have not repented of the moral 
impurity, sexual immorality, and sensuality they practiced” (2 Cor. 
12:21). He had already given warning when he was with them, and 
now gave a warning while he was absent. 

BIBLE SKILL:  Memorize a verse and apply it to a real life situation.

Memorize 2 Corinthians 12:9 in your preferred Bible translation. Then write 
the verse in your own words. Finally, write a couple of sentences here or in a 
journal, stating how the verse can help you today make a tough decision or 
face a difficult situation.
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Some may think Paul was bullying them with his authority, but 
this was not the case. He was trying to build them up (2 Cor. 10:8-9). 
If he needed to deal harshly with them on account of their sins, 
it would be in keeping with his authority as an apostle. Some in the 
Corinthian church thought Paul was weak in person (2 Cor. 10:10). 
If things did not change, Paul did not plan to be lenient this time 
toward those who had not followed through with his prior warnings.

What role should the church and church leaders play in holding believers 
accountable for spiritual growth? What is the responsibility of the 
individual when challenged to grow spiritually? 

VERSES 3-4

The Corinthians wanted proof that Christ  was speaking in and 
through Paul. Paul was insistent that he was a genuine messenger of 
the Lord. In the actions that he would undertake in disciplining them, 
they would see the proof they were looking for.

Paul said, Jesus is not weak in dealing with you, but is powerful 
among you. How so? Through Paul’s gospel ministry and authority. 
That’s why Paul’s warnings seem so punitive in these verses. The 
Corinthians wanted proof that Paul (the weak one) spoke for Christ? 
Paul was ready to show them! When they received punishment at Paul’s 
hand, perhaps by being handed “to Satan for the destruction of the 
flesh” (1 Cor. 5:5) they would in fact be undergoing the Lord’s discipline.

Jesus was crucified in weakness, which is why Paul boasted in the 
cross. In humbling Himself by taking on humanity, Jesus submitted to 
the most horrible of deaths. Yet no one took Jesus’ life from Him, He 
laid it down by His own choice. Jesus made himself poor that believers 
might be rich in Him (2 Cor. 8:9). But that’s not the end of the story. 
Jesus now and forever lives by the power of God, which is why the 
resurrection is central to the Christian faith and proclamation. Jesus’ 
resurrection leads to powerful results in the lives of His people.

So Paul declared to the Corinthians that he was on Christ’s side 
after all: in dealing with you we will live with him by the power of 
God. God’s discipline—seen here through Paul’s correction of the 
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Corinthians—demonstrated God’s power and love for his people, 
clarifying their relationship to Himself, and calling them to greater 
holiness as a people who bear His name and represent His gospel.

How is discipline an act of love? If God failed to discipline His followers, 
would He be viewed as weak or strong? Explain. 

OUR CHOICE (2 COR. 13:5-8)
5 Examine yourselves, to see whether you are in the faith. Test 
yourselves. Or do you not realize this about yourselves, that Jesus 
Christ is in you? — unless indeed you fail to meet the test! 6 I hope you 
will find out that we have not failed the test. 7 But we pray to God that 
you may not do wrong—not that we may appear to have met the test, 
but that you may do what is right, though we may seem to have failed. 
8 For we cannot do anything against the truth, but only for the truth. 

VERSES 5-6

Paul exhorted the Corinthians to examine themselves to see whether 
they were in the faith. If they had trusted Christ, it would be evident in 
their lives and in their obedience to God’s messenger seeking to bring 
them to maturity in the gospel. 

Hopefully, after examining themselves spiritually, they would 
recognize that Christ was in them. Unless, of course, they failed the 
test. The Corinthians wanted proof about Paul, and now he turned 
their demand back on them to supply proof of their own spiritual 
status. Test yourselves, Paul said. He trusted that their response would 
be affirmative as those who were new creations in Christ (2 Cor. 5:17). 

KEY DOCTRINE:  Salvation

Sanctification is the experience, beginning in regeneration, by which the 
believer is set apart to God’s purposes, and is enabled to progress toward 
moral and spiritual maturity through the presence and power of the Holy 
Spirit dwelling in him.
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How might a person test his or her faith? Why might it be important for 
them to do so?

 

Paul was confident that he passed the test and hoped the 
Corinthians would recognize that he indeed did pass the test. He 
wanted them to perceive the truth that Christ was in Paul, regardless of 
what the false apostles said to the contrary. If Paul failed the test, then 
everything he had written to them was invalid, or at least, deceptive. 
But he passed, as one who had Christ in him. He told the Galatians, 
“I have been crucified with Christ. It is no longer I who live, but Christ 
who lives in me. And the life I now live in the flesh I live by faith in the 
Son of God, who loved me and  gave himself for me” (Gal. 2:20).

VERSES 7-8

Paul prayed that they make the right choice—that they may not do 
wrong and do what is right. It’s not about whether Paul appeared to 
pass the test or whether he appeared to fail. What was important 
was whether or not the Corinthians themselves demonstrated Christ 
in them, proving that they passed the test. The Corinthians’ passing 
the test did reflect on Paul’s ministry among them, however. Their 
authenticity in the faith was one of the strongest commendations of 
Paul’s apostolic fruitfulness (2 Cor. 3:1-3).

As God’s messenger and ambassador for Christ, Paul sought only the 
truth. He could not do anything against the truth of Jesus Christ and 
His gospel. Paul declared earlier, “the truth of Christ is in me” (2 Cor. 
11:10), and his ministry among them was an open display of the truth. 
The bottom line was this: Paul and his ministry among the Corinthians 
existed only for the truth. Perhaps the only appropriate response from 
the Corinthians was whether they would pursue and choose the same.
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maturity for the approaching person?  

Corinthians—demonstrated God’s power and love for his people, 
clarifying their relationship to Himself, and calling them to greater 
holiness as a people who bear His name and represent His gospel.

How is discipline an act of love? If God failed to discipline His followers, 
would He be viewed as weak or strong? Explain. 

OUR CHOICE (2 COR. 13:5-8)
5 Examine yourselves, to see whether you are in the faith. Test 
yourselves. Or do you not realize this about yourselves, that Jesus 
Christ is in you? — unless indeed you fail to meet the test! 6 I hope you 
will find out that we have not failed the test. 7 But we pray to God that 
you may not do wrong—not that we may appear to have met the test, 
but that you may do what is right, though we may seem to have failed. 
8 For we cannot do anything against the truth, but only for the truth. 

VERSES 5-6

Paul exhorted the Corinthians to examine themselves to see whether 
they were in the faith. If they had trusted Christ, it would be evident in 
their lives and in their obedience to God’s messenger seeking to bring 
them to maturity in the gospel. 

Hopefully, after examining themselves spiritually, they would 
recognize that Christ was in them. Unless, of course, they failed the 
test. The Corinthians wanted proof about Paul, and now he turned 
their demand back on them to supply proof of their own spiritual 
status. Test yourselves, Paul said. He trusted that their response would 
be affirmative as those who were new creations in Christ (2 Cor. 5:17). 

KEY DOCTRINE:  Salvation

Sanctification is the experience, beginning in regeneration, by which the 
believer is set apart to God’s purposes, and is enabled to progress toward 
moral and spiritual maturity through the presence and power of the Holy 
Spirit dwelling in him.

© 2018 LifeWay 



126 E x pl or e t h e Bi bl e |  P er son a l St u dy Gu i de

IN MY CONTEXT
• Believers can find comfort and security in the grace God provides 

through His Son. 
• Believers need to be aware that the power of the gospel is seen in 

God’s discipline of His people.
• All people must carefully examine their lives, looking for evidence 

of their salvation.

Share with the group ways God is using a “thorn” to shape and mold you 
for His honor. Record insights gained from others as they share. How can 
you learn from them?

What things is God using to shape you into a maturing follower of His? 
In what areas does He seem to be shaping you the most? Thank Him for 
working in your life, and commit afresh to allowing Him to shape you.  

Examine your spiritual life looking for areas where you may have grown 
cold, or where obedience is a low priority. What actions do you need to 
take in light of your evaluation? 

Prayer Needs
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