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2 Corinthians Chapter 12 

 

Vs. 1-6 -  When Paul says in vs. 1 “I will come to visions and revelations of the 

Lord” - The “super apostles” among the Corinthian Christians no doubt 

claimed many spectacular spiritual experiences, such as visions and 

revelations of the Lord. Paul has “reluctantly boasted” since the last chapter, 

so now he will boast of his own visions and revelations of the Lord.  Now 

Paul’s reluctance is expressed in the opening words of this chapter: It is 

doubtless not profitable for me to boast. Paul is tired of writing about himself! 

He would rather write about Jesus, but the worldly thinking that made the 

Corinthian Christians think little of Paul also made them think little of Jesus, 

even if they couldn’t perceive it. When Paul mentions “visions and revelation” 

whether they concern angels, Jesus, heaven, or other things, these things are 

more common in the New Testament than we might think.  Matter of fact the 

closer we get to the return of Jesus for His church in the Rapture (Acts 2:17, 

Joel 2:28),  Some key instances and passages in Scripture of NT saints having 

dreams and visions are: 

• Zechariah, the father of John the Baptist, had a vision of an angel (Luke 

1:8-23) 

• Jesus’ transfiguration is described as a vision for the disciples (Matthew 

17:9) 
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• The women who came to visit Jesus’ tomb had a vision of angels (Luke 

24:22-24) 

• Stephen saw a vision of Jesus at his death (Acts 7:55-56) 

• Ananias experienced a vision telling him to go to Saul (Acts 9:10) 

• Peter had a vision of the clean and unclean animals (Acts 10:17-19 and 

11:5) 

• Peter had a vision of an angel at his release from prison (Acts 12:9) 

• John had many visions on Patmos (Revelation 1:1) 

• Paul had a revelation of Jesus on the road to Damascus (Acts 22:6-11 

and 26:12-20) 

 So we should not be surprised if God should speak to us through some type of 

visions and revelations of the Lord. But we do understand that such 

experiences are subjective and prone to misunderstanding and misapplication. 

Whatever you believe you experienced in a dream or vision test it with 

Scripture and share it with a spiritually mature person to help you analyze it.   

Vs. 2-6 – Paul now describes his vision and he does it the third person instead 

of the first person (he didn’t say, “I myself had this experience”). This makes 

some wonder if he is really speaking about himself here, or if he speaks of 

someone else. But because he transitions into the first person in vs. 7 we may 

be assured that he really writes about himself.  Then why does he use the third 

person at all? Because Paul, in describing this remarkable spiritual 

experience, is describing just the kind of thing that the “super apostles” 

among the Corinthian Christians would glory in. When he described his 

humble experiences in 2 Corinthians 11:23-30, he did not hesitate to write in 
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the first person. No one would think he was glorifying himself as the “super 

apostles” did. But here, he walks more carefully. Paul does everything he can 

to relate this experience without bringing glory to himself.  When he says 

“Fourteen years ago” - This dating by Paul does little to help us know when 

this happened, because scholars are not in agreement regarding when 2 

Corinthians was written.  Suggestions have been made that the experience he 

describes happened during Paul’s ten years in Syria and Cilicia (Galatians 

1:21-2:1), at his stoning in Lystria (Acts 14:19), or during his time in Antioch 

(Acts 13:1-3).  The most important thing to notice is that Paul kept quiet 

about this for fourteen years, and now he mentions it reluctantly.  He said 

“Whether in the body I do not know, or whether out of the body I do not know, 

God knows” Paul doesn’t really know if he was in the body or out of the body 

during this vision. It seems that in his mind, either one was possible.  Many 

might ask, what really happened to Paul? Was he carried up in the body to 

heaven, or did his spirit separate itself from his body and go there? The whole 

point of the passage is that if Paul didn’t know, we can’t know. In fact, Paul 

emphasizes the point by repeating the idea twice (in verse two and in verse 

three). Therefore, speculation at this point is useless. “As he could not decide 

himself, it would be ridiculous in us to attempt it.” He says, “Such a one was 

caught up to the third heaven” - the third heaven doesn’t suggest different 
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“levels” of heaven (although this is what some ancient Jewish Rabbis 

believed). Instead, Paul is using terminology common in that day, which 

referred to the “blue sky” as the first heaven, the “starry sky” as the second 

heaven, and the place where God lived and reigned as the third heaven. So, 

Paul had a vision or an experience of the throne of God, just like Isaiah did in 

(Isaiah 6:1) and John (Revelation 4:1-2) did.  The phrase “He was caught up 

into Paradise” - Paul identifies this third heaven as Paradise. The word 

Paradise is taken from the Persian word for an enclosed, luxurious garden 

often only found among royalty in the ancient world.  Jesus told the thief on 

the right in Luke 23 “Today you shall be with me in Paradise.”   Paul goes on 

to say and “Heard inexpressible words, which it is not lawful for a man to utter” 

- In describing this heavenly vision, Paul doesn’t relate anything he saw, only 

a shadowy description of what he heard. When we think of this, we realize 

how different Paul is from most of those who describe their so-called “visions” 

of heaven today. There is nothing self-glorying, self-aggrandizing, or foolish in 

the description of his experience.  Paul waited 14 years to say anything about 

the incident, and when he finally did he said it reluctantly and he did this to 

take the focus off himself (such as writing in the third person).  He doesn’t 

bother at all with breathless descriptions of what he actually experienced. 

Instead, he says nothing of what he saw, and says only that he heard things 
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not lawful for a man to utter. So what did Paul hear? We don’t know! They 

were inexpressible words, which it is not lawful for a man to utter. God didn’t 

want us to know, so He didn’t give Paul permission to speak.  Paul says, 

“Though I might desire to boast, I will not be a fool” - Again, Paul is sharply – 

and humorously – contrasting himself with the “super apostles – eminent 

apostles” among the Corinthian Christians. They would not hesitate to boast 

about the kind of vision Paul had. In fact, they would write books, make tapes 

and videos, and go on speaking tours about such a vision! And if they did, 

each of them would be a fool. Paul will not be a fool, so he will not boast in this 

vision.  Paul never boasted as the “super apostles” did, but he certainly had 

profound experiences with God. The proof of those profound experiences was 

found in his transformed life and powerful, truthful ministry.  Therefore, Paul 

felt it was important to mention this experience but not to dwell on it in any 

way. He wasn’t trying to “sell” himself to the Corinthian Christians. Now you 

may ask then why was Paul given this vision? First, he was given it for you 

and me so that we would benefit from what the Lord showed Paul. Secondly, 

he was given it because what God told him through this vision sustained him 

through all the trials of ministry and enabled Paul to give everything God 

wanted him to give to all generations. This vision helped Paul finish his 

course. 
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Now in vs. 7-10 God uses suffering and sorrow to shape and mold our 

character…you know you can’t drink grapes they must be crushed….and 

every now and then God Almighty will pass by our house and take His Holy 

And Righteous Hand and put in on our head and crush our ego, crush our 

self-reliance, crush our self-dependence in order to release the sweet nectar of 

the vine called the Holy Spirit.   

Vs. 7 - Now I know most of us can’t grasp the concept of a thorn being a gift… 

and certainly not a blessing.  Now typically the best gifts we receive are 

usually given to us by people who we know well and those who love us.  Well, 

God made us…He makes our heart beat…allows oxygen to flow through our 

lungs…He sustains us…provides for us…has a divine tailor made plan for our 

life.  Nobody knows us or loves us more than God.  Therefore, we must 

understand that even God’s afflictions are meant to be gifts.  Matter of fact 

Paul said this in 2 Corin. 4:17 “For our light affliction which is but for a 

moment, is working for us a far more exceeding and eternal weight of glory.” 

Godly thorns may be painful but they are purposeful.  God knew that Paul’s 

great experience in heaven could have ruined his ministry on earth – God 

wanted to keep Paul humble for he heard things that only could be conveyed 

by those in heaven…God is showing us in verse 7 He is more concerned with 

our humility than our comfort…more concerned with our holiness than our 
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happiness.  Now the word thorn translated from the Greek literally means “a 

sharp stake used for torturing or impaling someone.”  This is not a rose bush 

thorn…so exactly what was this thorn…There are three major theological 

views as to exactly what this thorn in the flesh may have been.  The 1st 

opinion from renounced theologians is Paul’s thorn was a Moral issue – they 

arrive at that opinion from Romans 7:19 where Paul says “for the good that I 

will to do, I do not do, but the evil I will not to do, that I practice…A 2nd 

opinion states Paul’s thorn was it was a Spiritual issue – the text refers to a 

messenger or angel from Satan – Corinth was a major center of false teaching 

so false teachers coming into the church attempting to tear up the Corinthian 

church - in the O.T. adversaries are sometimes referred to as “thorns in your 

side” – Numbers 33:55; Judges 2:3 are examples therefore this could have 

been a painful thorn for Paul.  And finally, the 3rd opinion states Paul’s thorn 

was a Physical issue – Acts 9 reflects Paul’s blinding experience of meeting 

Jesus on the Damascus Road hence, theologians say Paul’s thorn was bad 

vision, he also speaks about using large letters in Galatians.  Some think it 

could have been malaria of some other physical ailment…But the most 

important thing we need to know from the text is that the Word of God is 

really silent about what the exact cause of the thorn was…..and since God 

oversaw the writing of His word and He could have said exactly what is was 
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but He didn’t that lets us know there is room for us to insert our thorn in the 

flesh in our prayer and submit it to God whatever it may be.  Your thorn may 

be a health issue you’ve been struggling with for years…. Prolonged 

unemployment or underemployment …a state of loneliness….a troubled 

marriage…a wayward child….alcohol/ drug usage,  sexual immorality, and 

like Paul we can appeal to the same God as Paul and rest assured in knowing 

God will either remove the thorn or grant us the same sufficient grace to go 

through to deal with.  In vs. 7 Paul also says the reason the thorn was given … 

to “buffet” him… to keep him from sinning… the word buffet means to beat, 

to strike with the fist and the tense of the verb indicates it was either constant 

or recurring.  Often times God’s way of answering His people’s prayers is not 

by removing the pressure, but by increasing our strength to bear it. The 

pressure is often the fence between the Narrow Way of life and the Broad 

Road to ruin…if God always removes that “thorny fence” in answer to our 

prayers, how many of us would now be castaways!  We are blessed in that we 

have a God who is too loving to grant us what we want to the demise of His 

perfect will for our lives. 

Vs. 8 – In this verse Paul pleads 3 times for God to take away the thorn.  His 

threefold prayer parallels Jesus’ threefold prayer in the Garden of 

Gethsemane, Jesus, in his humanity, prayed three times for God to provide 
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another way instead of the cross - while Paul prayed three times for God to 

remove the thorn from his flesh - Both did not receive the answer for which 

they prayed but both received answers that were ALL Sufficient and Both 

conclude their prayer with confidence that their prayer has been answered, 

even though for Jesus the cup of suffering still existed and for Paul the thorn 

remained.  We must realize that if the answer is No, it doesn’t mean that God 

has not answered our prayers, but that He has a better plan.  You see the 

means of spiritual discipline are sometimes misunderstood…How many of you 

have ever said Lord…I want to draw closer to you….Lord, I want to get to 

know you better….Lord have your way in my life….well, if you don’t mean it 

you’d better not say it….because the answer to those request might show up 

in a package you don’t immediately recognize….God may temporarily take 

away your job… He may allow illness to strike your body….allow major 

trouble to be stirred up in your marriage….  Because for the Believer, 

Trouble…Storms…Thorns will draw us closer to God…when we’re totally 

relying on Him, He will provide ALL that is needed.  God’s ways are not our 

ways…His thoughts are not our thoughts… When you resist the thorn God 

allows in your life the result is Despair….When the pain of the thorn turns 

into complaining and resentment,  the end result is Depression….you know 

when you see Christians walking around consistently complaining with a long 
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face  – quit often they are resenting what God wants to take them through.  

They are asking the wrong question of God – they are asking God why is this 

happening to me and the more why’s you ask God… the more depressed you 

will become….the question should not be WHY….but WHAT! Not WHY me 

but Lord WHAT do you want to teach me…Lord open my eyes to your plan 

for my life at this juncture (read Proverbs 12:25 regarding depression).  Now 

on the flip side of that situation when the pain of the thorn makes you 

Prayerful the result is spiritual maturity…if you want to be a mature child of 

God learn to how to rejoice in the midst of your suffering….learn how to serve 

in the midst of your suffering…learn how to give God praise no matter what 

the end result of the thorn…. You don’t have to know what the end result is 

going to be to rejoice….if you are here today and you have a God given thorn 

in your flesh you ought to shout for victory right now…You ought to say 

“He’s Healing Me Right Now I’m Gonna Worship…you ought to give God 

praise right now….because you’re don’t have to give God praise only for what 

He does…you should praise God for who He is….Because He is Able to do 

anything but fail….In Matt. Chapter 2 when the Magi or wise men from the 

east gave Jesus gifts it was not because of what Jesus had done…Jesus was but 

a toddler…He had not started His public ministry yet…Jesus had not 
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performed one miracle….they gave Jesus the best gifts they could give not for 

what Jesus had done… NO...They gave Jesus gifts for who He is. 

Vs. 9-10 – The first thing we need to notice is God did not give Paul any 

explanations; instead of an explanation God gave Paul something far 

greater…He gave Paul a Promise…God promised Paul this - “My grace is 

sufficient.” The word Grace in the Greek is Karas – it’s mentioned 155 times 

in the Bible – it refers to divine favor – God’s unmerited favor.  Paul says this 

grace is sufficient - The Greek verb translated is sufficient is of the tense that 

states it is a grace that is constantly available; it never runs out.  Lamentations 

3:19 lets us know God’s grace and mercy is fresh and new everyday - there are 

no time frames it’s not available.  So no matter what trials you may be facing 

right now, God’s grace will always be Sufficient.  The essence of sin is self-

sufficiency but the essence of Christianity is God-Sufficient.” Therefore, use 

your spiritual gifts to edify the church and glorify God while you’re going 

through.  God’s answer of NO often times mean He has a better plan.  He is 

saying I need you to SUBMIT to My perfect plan for your life.  In the vs. 9b 

and vs. 10 we see God’s Power is Perfected in Weakness.  No doubt the false 

teacher/preachers were in Corinth seeking to tear down the walls of the new 

fledgling church in Corinth God used Paul to start.  These false 

teachers/preachers were attracting great crowds; they had great rhetorical 
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skills…they were bragging about what they had done…and instead of Paul 

challenging them and sharing with the crowds from his many great 

revelations that probably would have wooed the crowds – instead Paul makes 

a profound statement of faith…the conclusion of the matter is For When I am 

Weak then I am Strong…God’s Strength is Made Perfect in Weakness.  In the 

latter part of vs. 9 we see Paul finally gets it…he moves from sadness to joy; 

he says “most gladly.” Paul boasts of his weaknesses so that people would be 

focusing on Jesus who gave him strength and not on Paul.  Paul was delighted 

in weaknesses, in insults, in hardships, in persecutions, in difficulties.  Now 

Paul was not morbid; he wasn’t saying he enjoyed hardships – he did not 

enjoy the thorn in the flesh.  But he delighted in the opportunity he had to 

allow God to shine through his weaknesses.  When God’s grace fills the holes in 

our lives others can see the light that shines in you.  Christianity is not best 

validated in claims of outward success but its best validated by how faithful 

one has served and suffered for the sake of others and for the glory of God.  

Paul said earlier in chapter 4:7-10 “But we have this treasure in earthen vessels 

that the excellence of the power may be of God and not of us. We are hard 

pressed on every side, yet not crushed; we are perplexed, but not in despair; 

persecuted, but not forsaken; struck down, but not destroyed-- always carrying 

about in the body the dying of the Lord Jesus, that the life of Jesus also may be 
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manifested in our body.  Church, God’s grace is Sufficient…When God 

chooses not to use His power to alleviate the pain, trust in God’s power to see 

you through the pain. 

Signs of an Apostle (vs. 11-13) 

Vs. 11 – Since he began this section in 2 Corinthians 10:1, Paul was forced to 

boast more than he wanted to before the Corinthian Christians. Paul is almost 

apologizing for writing so much about himself, because he would much rather 

write about Jesus.  Only because the eminent apostles’ false teaching was Paul 

“compelled” to boast in Christ.  It wasn’t so much that the presence of the 

most eminent apostles bothered Paul. It was their influence among the 

Corinthian Christians that bothered the true apostle. 

Vs. 12 - Paul could also point to the signs and wonders and mighty deeds that 

were accomplished among the Corinthian Christians. Each of these was 

evidence of Paul’s apostolic standing.   

Vs. 13 - If Paul is inferior in any way, it is only in that he refused to take 

money from the Corinthian Christians. So, he sarcastically asks their 

forgiveness: Forgive me this wrong!  It was a pleasant irony. It is the privilege 

of the Churches of Christ to support the ministry of his Gospel among them. 
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Those who do not contribute their part to the support of the gospel ministry 

either care nothing for it, or derive no good from it.” 

Love for the Church (vs. 14-21) 

Vs. 14 – On his first visit to Corinth, Paul founded the church and stayed a 

year and six months (Acts 18:11). His second visit was a brief, painful visit in 

between the writing of 1 Corinthians and 2 Corinthians. Now he is preparing 

for a third visit.  The statement “And I will not be burdensome to you” - Paul 

lets the Corinthian Christians know that when he comes, though he will 

receive a collection for the saints in Judea (2 Corinthians 8), he will not receive 

money from them for his personal support. He will continue his previous 

practice among the Corinthian Christians of supporting himself and he will 

not be burdensome to the Corinthian Christians; he only wanted the believers 

to be nourished with the spiritual food he would feed them.  This is how Paul 

dealt with support here in Corinth due to the false apostles this was not Paul’s 

general teaching on taking care of the man of God for Paul said in 1 Timothy 

5:17-18 - Let the elders who rule well be counted worthy of double honor, 

especially those who labor in the word and doctrine. For the Scripture says, 

“You shall not muzzle an ox while it treads out the grain,” and, “The laborer is 

worthy of his wages.”For the Scripture says, “You shall not muzzle an ox while 

it treads out the grain,” and, “The laborer is worthy of his wages.” And in 
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Galatians 6:10 - Therefore, as we have opportunity, let us do good to all, 

especially to those who are of the household of faith.  Regarding the phrase 

“For the children ought not to lay up for the parents, but the parents for the 

children” - Since Paul was the Corinthians spiritual “father” and they were 

his spiritual “children,” it made sense that they should not feel “burdened” to 

support him.  At the same time, this is not a compliment towards the Corinthian 

Christians. Since Paul did gratefully receive support from other churches 

(Philippians 4:10-19), we know this was not his policy towards all churches. 

Instead, it is as if Paul is saying, “You Corinthian Christians are not mature 

enough to support me yet. You are still spiritual children. When you grow up 

some, you can be partners with me in the work and support me. But until then 

I am glad to support myself.” 

Vs. 15 – The phrase “I will very gladly spend and be spent for your souls” - Paul 

did not resent the lack of support from the Corinthian Christians. Certainly, 

he would have appreciated it, but more for what it said about them than for 

what it did for him.  Paul had this heart, even though the Corinthian 

Christians were unappreciative. In fact, Paul puts it painfully: the more 

abundantly I love you, the less I am loved. There is hurt in those words! Yet, 

Paul did not allow that hurt to cripple him or even to rob his joy in serving 

and living. He would still very gladly spend and be spent for the Corinthian 
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Christians.  One of the most difficult lesson a pastor has to learn is that you 

have to love people who may not love you back…you have to minister even when 

you are being rejected; talked about; even when people are saying one thing to 

your face but another thing behind your back.   

Vs. 16-18 – in the closing phrase of vs. 16 “Nevertheless, being crafty, I caught 

you by cunning” here is Paul being sarcastic again. Some among the 

Corinthian Christians accused Paul of being crafty. Some of Paul’s critics 

were accusing him of being tricky by getting the money through Titus who 

had come to collect for the Jerusalem fund.  They were evidently telling 

everyone that the Jerusalem fund was just a tricky way of diverting the funds 

into Paul’s pocket (when one lives a lifestyle of sin; that one will think and act 

like an unrepentant sinner).  Not only had Paul not been a burden in the past; 

he is saying he will not be a burden to them in the future.  Paul sought to gain 

the Corinthians’ trust by communicating his positive motive and reminding 

them that he was not seeking personal financial gain.   

In the closing verses – 19-21 Paul is telling the Corinthians that his goal for 

them was build them up and strengthen them in Christ.  He was afraid, 

however, that they had not changed and that they were still living in sin.  

  

Vs. 19 – Regarding the phrase “Again, do you think that we excuse ourselves to 

you? We speak before God in Christ.” Paul is concerned that his defense before 
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the Corinthians Christians may be taken as just excuse making. But Paul is 

not making excuses; he has nothing to excuse. Instead he boldly says, “We 

speak before God in Christ.” Paul proclaimed the truth before God, not 

excusing himself before the Corinthian Christians. The phrase “We do all 

things, beloved, for your edification”- everything Paul did for the Corinthian 

Christians he did to build them up in the Lord. Every letter he wrote, every 

visit he made, every prayer he prayed was with one goal: to build up the 

Corinthian Christians in Jesus Christ. His heart was for them, not for himself.  

Paul’s opponents – the most eminent apostles mentioned in 2 Corinthians 11:5 

and 12:11 – if they were to speak honestly, they would say: “We do all things, 

beloved, for our edification.” But Paul was a different kind of man.  

Additionally, Paul is saying if people are going to change, it is important to 

communicate how change will be beneficial.  They must be able to see the final 

goal of the change they are making.  Paul sought to help them see that the goal 

was not to benefit him but to help them be stronger in the faith. 

Vs. 20 – Regarding the phrase - “For I fear lest, when I come, I shall not find 

you such as I wish” - Paul is worried that he will find the same old problems 

among the Corinthian Christians when he visits a third time and that they 

would still be unrepentant.  Just so they know exactly what Paul is writing 

about, he makes it clear: lest there be contentions, jealousies, outbursts of 
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wrath, selfish ambitions, backbitings, whisperings, conceits, tumults. All these 

were the fruit of the worldly thinking the Corinthian Christians bought into, 

and these must change before Paul comes for his third visit to Corinth.  Look 

at how Peter refers to the same thing in his inspired letter (1 Peter 4:3). “I 

shall be found by you such as you do not wish” - looking forward to his next 

visit, Paul warns the Corinthian Christians. If they are not in a state pleasing 

to Paul (before the Lord), then they will find him to be in a state not pleasing 

to them.   

Vs. 21 – Regarding the phrase “Lest, when I come again, my God will humble 

me among you” - If the Corinthian Christians were still stuck in their worldly 

thinking, Paul would be humbled among them.  He would have reason to 

think, “I must not be a very good apostle or leader because these Corinthian 

Christians will not respond to me.” That was not the whole truth, but it would 

still humble Paul.  Regarding the phrase, “And I shall mourn for many” - if the 

Corinthian Christians were mired in their worldliness when Paul came the 

third time, he would be angry, and he would be firm. But he would also be 

humbled, and he would also mourn.  As much as anything, the worldliness of 

the Corinthian Christians grieved Paul and made him mourn for many. Paul 

was concerned about their salvation – look at how the prophet Joel 

encourages the spiritual leaders to stand in the gap for those perishing in Joel 
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2:17 (get a reader to read it). Paul reveals to us the mind of a true and sincere 

pastor when he says that he will look on the sins of others with grief – he says 

he will “mourn over them.”  The phrase “who have sinned before and have not 

repented of the uncleanness, fornication, and lewdness which they have 

practiced” - Paul’s anger and mourning would not be directed to those who 

had sinned. More specifically, it would be directed to those who have sinned 

before and have not repented. Paul did not ask for perfection; he only asked 

for repentance. 


