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Charlene and I are great with vegetables, but we kill off a lot of flowers. And so it was with considerable surprise that we noticed a climbing rose bush, planted last year, had survived the winter and apparently intends to make the effort to produce a blossom! In amazement and appreciation, I grabbed the tender green shoot only to be repulsed by a thorn-- it is obvious this rose bush knows a threat when it sees one, and so I will keep my distance.

Paul says, “there was given me a thorn in the flesh, a messenger of Satan to keep me from exalting myself”  Satan was literally ‘hitting’ him in such a way as to affect his body.  Perhaps, as some say, it was his weak eyes, or perhaps it is a reference to the severe persecutions and torments his body experienced.  The Lord has not seen fit to give us a definite understanding; this vagueness allows us all to identify with Paul in the physical and mental challenges, which come our way.

Paul didn’t relish his thorn- it cut deep and so he passionately petitioned God to remove it three times. Sometimes God will do just that and remove it, for He delights to heal--  but this particular thorn was to stay imbedded in Paul’s flesh. God sought to teach Paul:  "My grace is sufficient for you, for power is perfected in weakness."  Paul came to understand this. Instead of continuing to pray, Paul made peace with his thorn,  knowing it was necessary in his life. Though Satan embedded it to cause suffering and affliction, God will work it out for Good, for Paul loved him— the thorn will produce a Rose in Paul’s life- beautiful, lovely, giving Glory to God!  And so Paul says, “most gladly, therefore, I will rather boast about my weaknesses, that the power of Christ may dwell in me. Therefore I am well content with weaknesses, with insults, with distresses, with persecutions, with difficulties, for Christ's sake; for when I am weak, then I am strong.”  
There are many reasons for suffering and the Scriptures give us much to ponder. Truly, suffering is never pleasant. But the suffering of God’s people always brings truth to light, glory to God, and change- change of character, change of view, change of behaviour as he conforms us to the image of His Son. 

As most of you know, since the age of nine I have had a thorn in my flesh. It has wormed its way through me and caused great affliction. I have prayed for its removal in time past, but for many years I have not. Like Paul I have made peace with my thorn and though Satan meant it for evil, God meant it for good. Looking back over 29 years of fellowship with my thorn, I would not, could not, have done with out it. God has used it to shape my character, to teach me and mold me—if  I were nine years old again and a pair of tweezers were placed in my hand and I were given the opportunity to pluck this torment from my flesh, I would not do it. To be less than God intended would be a misery and torment worse than any thorn. 
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Many of you have thorns as well. I know this to be true. You have learned to smile though the sharp prick stabs. You have learned to care and pray for others though your wound festers deep. You see to the welfare of many though embedded in your flesh or mind is a thorn.  You carry on, you do your best, in your weakness. Your thorn has brought you into a great fellowship of pain where change is affected, character is molded, and Glory given to the Only Wise God! We say then to God, “Thank you for this thorn, embedded in my flesh, teaching me to know you more, never to complain. Thank you for this love, planted in my side.”

If God chooses to take it, we will praise Him. But if it must remain, He is sovereign still, and forever wise. We will thank Him and embrace our thorn, no matter that it pierce and perforate. It penetrates and hurts and pains,  but ever, little bud remains and grows, and grows, and grows until a rose bursts forth to show-- the greatness of God!
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