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Abstract
The thesis of this dissertation is that Paul’s revelation of the weakness of the believer (human) and the strength of God (2 Cor. 12:7b-10) are not applicable only to those with a diagnosed disability.  Rather all Christian believers live with the presence of their own personal weaknesses and the availability of God’s strength. Paul, in outlining the various ways all believers are ‘in Christ’, does not exclude any person who declares Jesus Christ as their Lord.  The complete equality of Paul’s theology (Gal. 3:28) crosses all human constructed boundaries.  Whilst the fulness of this has yet to reach true fruition in all Church communities, some elements have fallen to the declaration of Paul.  We no longer see a distinction between Christians from a Jewish background, or non-Jewish. We only accept freedom as an acceptable way to live and all elements of slavery are entirely condemned. Whilst much has been done to eradicate the gender divide, this is an area in which many societies are still working.  Paul proposed these three juxtapositions, and yet more have been, and currently are, just as relevant for redress: disability, age, class, and ethnicity being just a few.
All are ‘weak’, and it is only by truly acknowledging personal weakness that believers make themselves available to the grace of Christ which is ‘sufficient’ for all manner of weaknesses and circumstances. 
In the lives of the disabled, and on behalf of those that are unable to advocate for themselves, this levels the playing field.  It does not require ‘adjustments’ to be made for those considered ‘less’, whether this this physically, intellectually or to some standard ‘norm’ of the society or culture in which it is found.  The Body of Christ is then awakened to the full truth that all are similarly in need, and therefore, adjustments are not required only for the few, but for all. Practically this will always be variable, but theologically, need is need.  There is no sliding scale for need. Thus, a more fully realised life based on the fulness of the sufficiency of grace over all weaknesses has the capacity to empower and liberate all members of the Body of Christ. 
The focus of this dissertation is on 2 Corinthians 12:7b-10, wherein Paul exposes his own weakness given to him to restrain him from being boastful and delivered at the hands of an ‘angel of Satan’ (2 Cor. 12:7b).  The uncertainty of the nature of what Paul’s ‘thorn’ is allows for a disabled reading to adopt the ‘thorn’ as any type of disability known to man.  This in turn connects many people previously marginalised by their ‘weakness’ to the apostle Paul, and from thence to the community of the Body of Christ.  That this focus on what is ‘weak’ in a person levels the access to the community for disabled believers is excellent, but it goes even further.  It demonstrates that the ‘weakness’ in any person, and that is every person, is joined with Paul and Christ Jesus, and their weaknesses are met by the sufficiency of the grace and power of God in Jesus.  
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[bookmark: _Toc178539195]Introduction 
In the same way that Jesus lived most of his life as an able-bodied man, the end of his life, like many others, is one of suffering and disablement.  Statistics show that more people will associate themselves with a disability at the end rather than at the start of their lives.[footnoteRef:2]  Reading biblical texts with a mindset for a disability hermeneutic is therefore not only valid for those who are currently disabled, as well as their family, friends, and partner members of the Church; it is also needed as an interpretative lens for exegesis to be fully applicable to all members of the Body of Christ in whatever their stage of life.  This is not a hermeneutic for the few; it incorporates all. Jana Bennett highlights the fact that a feminist biblical interpretation is also a disabled reading, or that it should be.[footnoteRef:3]  Bennett proposes that both women and disabled people have very similar experiences in battling bodies and theology that at its worst is oppressive and at best ‘poor theology’. This is all-encompassing and excludes only the stance of exclusion.  This does not mean a woman can speak ‘for’ a person living with an intellectual, or genetic disability, any more than anyone else can, rather when seeking to understand the variations of a life lived with a disability, it is possible to see some parallels between the feminist theologian’s work and the disability theologian’s, for example on the approaches to difficult bodies.[footnoteRef:4]    [2:  G. L. Albrect, Katherine D., Seelman and Michael Bury, eds, Handbook of Disability Studies (California: Sage 2001), p. 1. ]  [3:  Jana Bennett, ‘Women, Disabled’, in Brian Brock and John Swinton, eds, Disability in the Christian Tradition (Michigan: Eerdmans 2012), p. 427. ]  [4:  Bennett, ‘Women, Disabled’, p. 428-429.] 

Paul’s second letter to the church in Corinth is one of the seven letters widely recognised as having been authored by Paul himself (his use of an assistant in the physical work of writing does not negate his authorship).  2 Corinthians is the fourth letter that Paul wrote to the Corinthian congregation and to other communities located in the province of Achaia.  Paul penned this missive whilst in Macedonia around 55/56 CE, that is, before writing his letter to the church in Rome from Corinth.  
2 Corinthians expresses a continuation of the relational life between Paul and the Corinthian believers, a relationship filled with the typical ups and downs of living an open and reciprocal relationship with others.  There is some redressing of issues related to a collection for the faithful in Judea as well as other references to past disputes (2 Cor. 7:5-12) and experiences (2 Cor. 2:1-4).  
Most keenly, particularly for this study of 2 Corinthians 12: 7b-10, is Paul’s response to the accusation that he suffered too much to be a Spirit-filled apostle of Christ (2 Cor. 1:3-11).  This notion is based on the ableist ideal of ‘wellness’ equating to spirituality.  This leads Paul to address this claim by showing that weakness is to be neither avoided nor (more importantly) shunned.  Paul does this by shifting the focus from his own weakness to his Lord, who enables him to minister and serve in all circumstances despite his weakness.  Paul eliminates such claims by showing in verses 9 and 10 his reason for boasting is never about himself.  The great grace of God that is available to all followers of Christ is sufficient to all one may find themselves called to, even ministry.  Indeed, Paul begins his first (canonical) letter to the Corinthians believers reminding them that their source of power and wisdom is from Christ, and this is the only thing worth boasting of (1 Cor. 1:31).  Having the χάρις and δύναμις of God dwell within one’s being does not require one to be physically able.  This is not a message that is fully received or understood by the church to this day.  Receiving the fullness of Paul’s experience of living with his own weakness and still being made able to carry out the calling upon his life is an encouragement and Paul thus defends his place as an apostle and shows that rejecting him is the same as rejecting Christ Jesus.  
Any reading of the text of Paul, and on the discussion of disability, also requires an initial, but brief, foray into the substrata of biblical understanding/interpretation prior to Paul’s writing.  We begin by acknowledging Jesus as eternally weak.  The crucifixion is the ultimate of destruction stories.  It wipes the very name of a person from the pages of history, usually!  Jesus’ resurrection body is not healed and consequently Christians do not have a whole and fully ‘fixed’ saviour.  Jesus is the epitome of a successful person with a disability, drawing constantly on his source of life in the Father; and Christ followers, whatever level of disability, flaw or lack they have, are commanded to imitate Christ (1 Cor. 11:1, Eph. 5:1).  When Jesus sees the paralysed man lowered through the roof to him for healing (Mk. 2:1-12) Jesus does heal, but he heals that which is most pressing first: the need in the man due to sin.  The physical healing holds another purpose and is a tool to show who Jesus is to the community (Mk. 2:10).

There are few studies related to disability and the bible that ignore Moses’ conversation with YHWH at the burning bush. 

“Bus Moses said to the LORD, ‘O my Lord, I have never been eloquent, neither in the past nor even now that you have spoken to your servant; but I am slow of speech and slow of tongue.’ Then the LORD said to him, ‘Who gives speech to mortals?  Who makes them mute or deaf, seeing or blind?  Is it not I, the LORD?  Now go, and I shall be with your mouth and teach you what you are to speak.’”  Exodus 4:10-12

Moses is clear that he has limitations that he cannot overcome, even after speaking with the one God who can heal a person in an instant.  The Pentateuch, as traditionally ascribed to Moses, is therefore the product of a man with a disability.  It may seem ambiguous to those with a biased lens at work that says God cannot intend to bestow ‘physical limitations’ upon a person, yet various passages of scripture would seem to disagree, including the above from Exodus 4:10-12,[footnoteRef:5] but this does not mean one must then paint God in a malicious light.  Rather the message is that the purposes and will of God is going to be carried out, no matter the ability of the human involved.  This reassuring refrain that God’s grace is able to fill any gap that is present in our inability, is a valuable element in disability discussions.  [5:  Such as Ps. 119:67-72, Mic. 6:13, Isa. 45:7.] 

Saul Olyan’s work; Disability in the Hebrew Bible: Interpreting Mental and Physical Differences[footnoteRef:6] cites three perspectives of disability:  [6:  Sarah J. Melcher, ‘Genesis and Exodus’, in Melcher, Parsons and Yong, eds, The Bible and Disability: A Commentary (London: SCM Press 2018), p. 6.] 

1. YHWH as the source i.e. Exodus 4:11
2. Punishment for sin
3. Typical occurrence in the human experience
One of Olyan’s key insights is in defining the key and acute problem of a disability, to whit, that it is not an issue tied to the physical or mental abilities of a person, but ‘a shared threat to holiness’[footnoteRef:7]. Holiness is the aim of the Hebrew community in the Old Testament text (Lev. 19:2) and it is likewise the aim of the Jesus followers in the New Testament community, ‘Be holy as I am holy’ (1 Pet. 1:16). The thing that keeps a person from interacting with their community is not a physical, mental or emotional impairment but a lack of holiness, and most importantly this would keep the community away from God. Thus the implication that a disability of any form separates the person, and all in contact with them, from holiness is vital to the full functionality of the community.   [7:  Melcher, ‘Genesis and Exodus’, in Melcher, Parsons and Yong, eds, The Bible and Disability, p. 6.] 

Kerry H. Wynn examines the presence of disability within the books of first and second Chronicles, Ezra, Nehemiah and Esther.  Wynn sees the God made variety displayed in the writing of the books of Chrionicles; 
“Physical variation is part of the created order, God as creator creates not only normate bodies but also physical variations.  For the Chronicler, physical variation is a multipurpose tool that God deftly uses to work out His plan…”[footnoteRef:8] [8:  Kerry H. Wynn, ‘The Normate Hermeneutic and Interpretations of Disability within the Yahwistic Narratives’, in This Abled Body: Rethinking Disabilities in Biblical Studies Hector Avalos, Sarah J. Melcher, and Jeremy Schipper, eds. (Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 2007), pp. 141-142.] 

We can see from Wynn’s analysis from Chronicles that (in)ability is purposefully and carefully created and crafted by God. This halts the belief that a child born with a disability or defect, is a tragedy, or some sort of punishment to the parents. The formation of each individual within the womb is said by the Psalmist to be an individual and God specific task, ‘knit together’ (Ps. 139) by the creator and by implication, nothing is made that God is not fully responsible for making.  
This element of disability being caused by divine activity is found throughout Old Testament literature.  This does not condemn God, but rather our shallow reading of the character of God.  The prophetic books do not make explicit the place they see disability play in relation to God, it is not labelled as either part of God’s divine plan, or as a punishment for sin, but rather as Couey puts it, shows a general expression of, ‘a high view of divine causality’.[footnoteRef:9] Amos declares that no disaster falls upon a city that God doesn’t cause (Am. 3:3-8), and Isaiah, that even harm is caused by God; ‘I form light and create darkness, I make weal and create woe; I the LORD do all these things.’ (Isa. 47:7).  Lost through the progress of exegesis and theological evolution is much that seemed the norm to the writers of the Hebrew Bible.  There seems now to be much more cultural influence on, not only the interpretation of the bible, but on the character and nature of God.[footnoteRef:10]   I personally have been told; ‘God wouldn’t cause your disability’, and when one turns back to seek truth from a source higher than ‘worldly wisdom’ we see this is not a clear as it is presented in the Church today.  The book of Job demonstrates that it is the height of foolishness to view God and our circumstances only with human eyes; ‘Shall we receive the good at the hand of God, and not receive the bad?’ (Job 2:10).  [9:  J. Blake Couey, ‘Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, Daniel and the Twelve’, in Sarah J. Melcher, Mikeal C. Parsons and Amos Yong, eds, The Bible and Disability: A Commentary (London: SCM Press 2018), p. 6.]  [10:  How much cultural influence impacted the Hebrew Bible is in fact unknown to this author, and thus this is a presumptive statement.  It is based however on the great change globalisation has had on the world and the progression of the Christian faith across cultural as well as political boundaries.] 

John’s gospel shows us the problem with blindness as a wedge between the person and the community (Jn. 9:1-41), and Jesus highlights that it is the spiritual blindness of the Jews that keeps them from truly being in community and in relationship with God, even the dutiful spice pinching tithes are insufficient without faith (Lk. 11:42).  And thus, their adherence to the law is insufficient without relational love with the Father and a full reliance on grace.


[bookmark: _Toc178539196]Rationale 
A disability hermeneutic is vital to the health, growth, and true understanding of the fullness of Church.  This is not simply a necessity for those with a particular type of diagnosis, rather it applies to every member of those united ‘in Christ’.  Ableism in the Church must be challenged, not as a sociological or politically correct adventure, but because every member of the Body of Christ is joined with Christ in his weakness as much as in his victory (1 Cor. 15:57).  A disability hermeneutic is, therefore, not a convenient addition to the wealth of material readily available for exegetical study, but rather an imperative for the whole of the Body of Christ. 
Understanding how weakness is understood biblically is highly important in gaining a foundational starting point for how Paul understood disability.  Paul’s letter to the Church in Corinth shows that a disability can be a permanent fixture in the life and experience of a believer, and that they are still able to be fully involved in the life and ministry of Jesus Christ (2 Cor. 12:10).  Even beyond this Paul is wholly invested in the life and work of the resurrected Christ, to the exclusion of all else, even his very life if needs be (Phil 1:21). The passage in 2 Corinthians 12:7b-10 Paul writes to the Corinthian Church is of immense value to all communities.  This does require these communities to be brave enough to look past the status quo of current and accepted norms, to shun the ever more lauded grandness of the popularist ‘type’ of Christian.  Then equally acknowledge and simultaneously look past obvious displays of weakness to the power that these weaknesses allow believers to embrace and work in.  

[bookmark: _Toc178539197]Methodology 
Throughout this study we focus on the foundational Pauline view of the joining of all believers to Christ.  This is based on Paul’s repeated theme that all believers are united ‘in Christ’ and form ‘new creations’ due to the resurrection life of Jesus Christ (2 Cor. 5:27).  A holistic hermeneutic is attempted here, aiming to interpret the text without the normative lens of the ‘able’ alone.  As Kerry Wynn highlights, the ‘norm’ in [American] western culture is an ‘able-bodied white Protestant male heterosexual’.[footnoteRef:11]  This is shown by Wynn to be the only position of acceptability and power,[footnoteRef:12] and that anyone classed as outside of this norm is ‘lesser’.  One must rather attempt to read the original text without this being the pre-established lens through which it is read and interpreted; this then allows the reader to truly understand the position of those ‘in Christ’.  A disability hermeneutic chooses to see the able in all people, no matter the diagnosis and ability and this will be applied here.  The terms ‘able’ and ‘ability’ are terms which can, for some, be problematic. Reading the text with a disability focus widens one’s perspective to allow a more inclusive reading overall.  Whilst this is not the purpose, or focus, of this study, it is a peripheral element which cannot be ignored; indeed it is to be embraced.  With the panoramic ability of this hermeneutic one can see that all people are not only ‘in Christ’ but are as weak as the risen Lord Jesus himself (2 Cor. 5:14).  The scurrilous indictment that belongs to Christ Jesus as one who is dishonourably sentenced to crucifixion, is applied to all who identify as his in his death and resurrection.   [11:  Wynn, ‘The Normate Hermeneutic and Interpretations of Disability within the Yahwistic Narratives’, p. 92.]  [12:  Wynn, ‘The Normate Hermeneutic and Interpretations of Disability within the Yahwistic Narratives’, p. 92.] 

Whilst this study is grounded in the biblical concept of being ‘in Christ’, it focuses on the experiences documented by Paul in 2 Corinthians 12:7b-10.  The nature of Paul’s ‘thorn’ is examined (2 Cor. 12:7b), the way this was received through a ‘messenger of Satan’ (2 Cor. 12:7b), and Paul’s response and eventual acceptance of this malady and its consequences (2 Cor 12:9-10). Through this a fuller understanding of what connotations this passage has for the disabled ‘in Christ’ is sought. 
Throughout this work common and yet debated terms such as ‘people with disabilities’, ‘disabled’ or ‘disabled people’ may be used.  For some the choice of one over the other is of the utmost import, however, in line with Amy Kenny’s arguments, this study argues that there is an element of being ‘empowered’ in taking terminology that has been used to ‘shame’ people in the past (or present) and reusing it in order to show both the physical/mental reality of a person and their ability to live well through it.[footnoteRef:13]  Terms such as ‘weakness’, ‘lack’ and ‘limit’ will also be utilised, as the ancient world made use of such terms more readily than is done in contemporary situations, and none of these terms were then used derisively or to belittle a person or their circumstances.  [13:  Amy Kenny, My Body Is Not a Prayer Request, Disability Justice in the Church (Michigan: Brazos Press 2022), p. ix.] 

Some of the issues encountered in 2 Corinthians 12:7b-10 overlap with those encountered in Paul’s other writings.  For the purpose of this study, these links to other letters have been kept to the seven authentic letters of Paul: 1 Thessalonians, Galatians, 1 and 2 Corinthians, Philemon, Philippians, and Romans. This decision is based upon the desire to examine, as far as possible, Paul’s lived experience as a man with a physical disability.  No matter how close a person is to someone who lives with a disability of some order, there is a chasm of experience between living alongside and witnessing their life and living it oneself. Thus, focusing on Paul’s own letters is the best way to remain true to Paul’s voice and experience. The fellow travellers with Paul, his closest confidents and friends may well have a plethora of knowledge to share regarding how Paul lived with his ‘thorn in the flesh’, but these can only attempt an argument from observation, limiting this study to the authentic letters of Paul allows us to examine the experience more closely as Paul himself records it.  
The question of which disabilities are being addressed in this dissertation, is rather boldly answered as ‘all of them’.  The distinction between physical, mental, intellectual, emotional, progressive, from birth and traumatic disabilities is key in many areas of disability studies.[footnoteRef:14]  However, in this instance it is not as necessary to make much of these distinctions as the implications of the ability of God to ‘fill the gap’ for all the limitations/disabilities people find themselves living with.  Within this dissertation a ‘unifying theory’ is an ideal that is aimed for.  This would allow all people to see that none of us are perfect, nor without some area of ‘lack’.  These will look very different in each person, as they do in disabled persons.  But it could be that someone acknowledges that they live with a short temper, another may have a lack of self-discipline in financial terms and even such things as a propensity for gossip.  Whatever their area of ‘weakness’ is, it is met in the complete sufficiency of grace, as Paul shows is true for his own ‘weakness’ in 2 Corinthians 12:7b-10.   [14:  There are areas of disability studies that focus fully on the outcomes of genetic variations, intellectual deficits, physical impairments etc. each area can, and does, generate explicit interest.  This is similarly the case within disability theology, although these seem to focus more on either physical or genetic limitations e.g., Swinton and Brock’s book: Theology, Disability, and the New Genetics’. ] 




[bookmark: _Toc178539198]Disability Studies and Disability Theology
Attempting to clarify what determines disability is continually and unrelentingly in flux.  Consequently, there is a necessary struggle to accurately and adequately recognise people who count disability as part of their human condition.  Albrecht, Seelman and Bury show the two sides of the coin for those living with disability; ‘Disability is both a private and a public experience’,[footnoteRef:15] this could be said of many things, parenthood, politics and religion being similar examples.  But unlike these other states of life, disability adds an ambiguity of ‘self’ that is unique to its own status.  There are two views to be considered, and not ‘chosen’, as there is often fluidity between these states.  They are that disability is a personal catastrophe, which is shameful and perhaps even to be hidden.  Or, that disability is a source of pride in which one can gain a great sense of self-identity and allows for community cohesion to be enhanced for all.[footnoteRef:16]  ‘Disability statistics encompass an enormous range of concepts, methods of definition, systems of surveillance and, indeed, humanity.’[footnoteRef:17]  Fujiura and Rutkowski-Kmitta highlight the discrepancies that arise whilst trying to pin down the exact nature and type of any disability.  As well as dealing with methodological and cultural bias, Fujiura and Rutkowski-Kmitta clearly show that ‘disability identification is a judgement on the human condition’.[footnoteRef:18] As of 23rd August 2023,[footnoteRef:19] 16 million people in the UK were categorised as having a disability in the 2021/2022 financial year.[footnoteRef:20]  This amounts to 24% of the population of the UK.  Age plays a large part in understanding the demographic of this group of people, as there are more people who live with a disability than are born with one.  11% of children have a diagnosed disability, as well as 23% of working aged adults and 45% of adults over state pension age.  In the bracket of the population aged over 80 years old, this number rises to 58% with a disability of some order.[footnoteRef:21]  This is an ever-increasing group within society. Since 2002/2003 there has been an increase of 48% of people who are living with a disability, that is, around 5.2 million people who are diagnosed with a disabling health condition.[footnoteRef:22]  The issue of disability has taken centre stage within politics in a variety of ways, from the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, which the UK ratified in 2009, to the more fully and all-encompassing Equality Act of 2010.  These documents have reflected the determination of activists and pressure groups to seek greater equality within society for all people, this allows for a diminishing of the marginalisation of those who have, historically, been ignored or endangered due to a disability.  As can be seen when examining the foundations of study on ‘ethnic, women’s and gay and lesbian studies,’ it is from this basis of needing greater freedoms, recognition, and consideration that activists first began to highlight the inequalities persons with disabilities were being forced to live with.[footnoteRef:23]  Thus ‘Disability Studies’ became a branch of the sociology school.  Prior to 1980 these academic avenues of study were confined to the medical field.  One Talcott Parsons (1951), a sociologist, focused his studies on ‘sicknesses’ and the role of the sick person in terms of their interaction with others; ‘For Parsons sickness … is a deviation from the norm.’[footnoteRef:24] There is no surprise that the consensus of study from scholars such as Parsons saw the experience of the disabled person in a negative contrast to an ‘able bodied’ or ‘normal person’.  Disability Studies therefore existed within the constraints of sociologists, many of whom saw their ailments as deviance from what should be, and how this should be managed.  It cannot be of surprise now, that this same ‘able minded’ focus continues to exist within academia, politics, and the Church. [15:  Albrecht, ‘Introduction: The Formation of Disability Studies’, p. 1. ]  [16:  Albrecht, ‘Introduction: The Formation of Disability Studies’, pp. 1-2.]  [17:  Glenn T. Fujiura, and Violet Rutkowski-Kmitta, ‘Counting Disability’, in Albrecht, G. L., Katherine D. Seelman and Michael Bury, eds, Handbook of Disability Studies (California: Sage 2001), p. 69. ]  [18:  Fujiura, ‘Counting Disability’, pp. 69-70. ]  [19:  Esme Kirk-Wade, UK disability statistics: Prevalence and life experiences (UK Parliament: House of Commons Library 2023) https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/cbp-9602/ ]  [20:  House of Commons Library document UK disability statistics: Prevalence and life experiences uses data from within a financial year to structure its analysis of the range of people with disabilities in the UK.  Whilst this is not the only structure for data in relation to people living with a disability within the UK, it is a common form within governmental documents. ]  [21:  Kirk-Wade, UK disability statistics, pp. 7-9.]  [22:  Kirk-Wade, UK disability statistics, p. 7.]  [23:  Colin Barnes, Mike Oliver and Len Barton, ‘Introduction’, in Disability Studies Today,  Barnes, Colin, Mike Oliver and Len Barton, eds. (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2002), p. 2.]  [24:  Barnes, ‘Introduction’, p. 3. ] 

With the rise in activism for the marginalised in the 1960s and 1970s, disabled people took their place in the ranks of the organised collective.  The main topic of their rebellion was to ‘stand against incarceration in institutions and the poverty and discrimination they encountered.’[footnoteRef:25]  Some significant, and ultimately powerful, groups were formed in the 1970s who shaped the course of society for the disabled; these included the Union of the Physically Impaired Against Segregation (UPIAS) in Britain.  From within this group, and others like it, the voices of those living out a disabled and marginalised life began to be heard.  This gave insight to those not personally connected to the issues of living with a disability, but it also allowed scope for much ‘self-realisation’ as the notions and implications of living with all manner of disabilities was explored and reconfigured.  An impressive volume of work was produced by the UPIAS, which has shaped academic and political thought on the subject for nearly half a century. These include UPIAS’s ‘Fundamental Principles of Disability’ (1976) and Mike Oliver’s ‘The Politics of Disablement’ (1990).[footnoteRef:26]  These decades saw gains for disabled people in various forums, but perhaps the most important being the inner understanding individuals attained through both the implicit and explicit experiences and sociological insights that arose through conventional thinking and practices on disability being challenged. Whilst the welcome shift from a medical model happened (seemingly) swiftly, the foci from the disabled community shifted from the disabilities and ailments to the various economic, political, and social barriers constructed around the individuals themselves.[footnoteRef:27]  [25:  Barnes, ‘Introduction’, pp. 4-5. ]  [26:  Barnes, ‘Introduction’, p. 5.]  [27:  Barnes, ‘Introduction’, pp. 5-6.] 

Still there was (and is) greater forward movement to be actioned, and in 1975 Britain saw a leap in the stature of Disability Studies as a complete and explicit entity.  The Open University gathered an interdisciplinary team, headed by the clinician Vic Finkelstein, himself disabled, to create the first course of Disability Studies not confined to the Health and Social care school.[footnoteRef:28]  From this point forward, the face of academic and political interactions with disability drastically changed. Many countries now defend the rights of the disabled with infringements of these punishable by law.[footnoteRef:29]  Socially, there is more acceptance and accessibility, although this, for many, is still a fight being fought.  As an explicit focus of study in its own right, Disability Studies has gained position as a valuable and important discipline in various universities, from the ‘Introduction to Disability Studies’ course at the University of Edinburgh, to the ‘Disabilities Studies, Rights and Inclusion’ Masters of Science course at the University of Leeds.  Many courses exist in the UK which place disability studies within the scope of other fields, but these are equally as valued now as other elements in the field.[footnoteRef:30]   [28:  Barnes, ‘Introduction’, pp. 5-6.]  [29:  Examples of these are: The Equality Act 2010, UK. The Americans with Disabilities Act – USA.  The European Union’s Charter of Fundamental Rights.  The Disability Discrimination Act 1992, Australia.  The Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities 2010, France. South Africa’s Integrated National Disability Strategy. ]  [30:  As of August 2024, UCAS shows that there are 304 courses on offer relating to Disability Studies, from 54 institutions – most from the SEND and Nursing studies areas. https://www.ucas.com/explore/search/all?query=Disability%20Studies ] 

Disability studies within the theological sphere are well rooted and growing to ensure the full recognition of each person within the body of believers.[footnoteRef:31] Yet this remains outweighed by the ‘ableist’ view of most of society.  Identity discourses and disability theology have a wide scope in that there is much that has been said and written which has been accepted as valuable to the disabled community.  This has yet to truly winnow out the disadvantageous elements, such as the medical model (which will be returned to below) or the interpretation of biblical passages that see disability only as a punishment for sin.  It is not hard to see the hypocrisy of those that would read biblical passages such as Leviticus 21:17-23 as being a testament to the perfection of God, and that keeping any persons with a ‘blemish’ of any sort away from giving the offering before to God is about keeping such purity.  Not one (ordinary) man alive has been righteous in his own right and thus it cannot be for the purpose of ‘purity’ that people are kept from serving in such away before the altar of God (2 Cor. 5:21).  This is not a beneficial side to disability studies and some of the more separatist/unhelpful elements are being challenged with greater frequency.[footnoteRef:32]  The medical model, which sees disability as a problem to be fixed, is the most significant strand that requires a lesser seat at the table (if any seat at all).  Dewey and Miller have fought the good fight in this area and present an excellent scythe to the standpoint, by showing Paul’s assertion as being that ‘divine favour and wisdom’[footnoteRef:33] is an elemental part of a person with disability and it is, at the very least, unhelpful to suggest that this is a problem that requires ‘fixing’.   [31:  For example, literature such as: Dewey, Arthur J., and Anna C. Miller, ‘Paul’, in Sarah Melcher, Mikeal C. Parsons and Amos Yong, eds, The Bible and Disability: A Commentary; Avalos, Hector, Sarah J. Melcher and Jeremy Schipper, eds, This Abled Body, Rethinking Disabilities in biblical Studies; Eiesland, Nancy L., The Disabled God, Toward a Liberatory Theology of Disability; and Brock, Brian, and John Swinton, eds, Disability in the Christian Tradition to name but a few. ]  [32:  This is seen in the works of Arthur Dewey and Anna Miller as an example, but others such as Brian Brock, John Swinton, Frances Young and Nancy Eiesland are promoting better ways (than, for example, the Medical model) to view the situation of disability in theological terms. ]  [33:  Arthur J. Dewey, and Anna C. Miller, ‘Paul’, in Sarah Melcher, Mikeal C. Parsons and Amos Yong, eds, The Bible and Disability: A Commentary (London: SCM Press 2018), 394.] 


Issue can likewise be taken with the ‘charity model’ which flourishes under the premise that Christians work out their salvation by performing good acts on those in need within the community.  Perhaps a trickle-down effect is in place for some from this perspective, one that allows everyone to find someone in the world/community who is in a worst position than themselves.  This fails to overcome the patronising notion that in a small(ish) community there may be one person identified as a person in need, and thus they are the obvious and clear focus of charitable acts.  Once an individual, even a group all affected in the same way by a diagnosis or condition, is seen as being a recipient, all power they could have asserted to give, rather than receive, is removed and again it places these people/people groups on the side-lines of community and makes ineffectual their contributions to governance and autonomous will.  
Specifics within the scope of disability studies are more relevant to some, and less relevant to others, for example, some discussions may resound more fully for those with dementia or for those who are autistic or live with chronic pain.  This is the same when addressing all variations in society.  The aim of a caring and wise community is to treat all people the same whilst acknowledging their individual talents and needs.  Surely if physics can plumb a Grand Unifying Theory, then disability studies within a theological context can, one day, do likewise.[footnoteRef:34]  There will always be elements that challenge the veracity of such a product, just as gravity has done for physics.  This does not stop the endeavour, but rather means that there is further work to be done to challenge current understanding and practices.  [34:  There is perhaps too much focus from theologians currently to provide such a wide-angle lens as would be needed, but it is a possible hope for the future.] 

According to Martha L. Rose the ancient world was not as narrow minded towards those with physical or mental impairments as we tend to imagine.[footnoteRef:35]  The habit of classifying people as ‘able’ or ‘not’ is a modern creation, not something found in antiquity.  Cicero and Plutarch talk of Demosthenes who had a speech issue, yet this did not hinder him from becoming a great orator.[footnoteRef:36]  In fact, Rose also points out that the ultimate disability in the ancient world was being female![footnoteRef:37]  After cataloguing femininity as being the ultimate ‘lack’, Rose highlights that being a slave took second place, closely followed by those crucified.  Examining the passage in Paul’s second letter to the Corinthians 12:7b-10, there can hopefully be a clearer understanding of what Paul understood one thousand nine hundred and seventy years ago, and perhaps more importantly, what relevance this part of Paul’s letters has for Christians, disabled or not, today.  [35:  Dewey, ‘Paul’, in The Bible and Disability, citing, Rose, Martha L., The Staff of Oedipus: Transforming Disability in Ancient Greece. (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press 2003) p. 381. ]  [36:  Dewey, ‘Paul’, in The Bible and Disability, citing, Cicero, De or. 1.61.260-261; Plutarch, Dem. 11.1 p. 381. ]  [37:  Dewey, ‘Paul’, in The Bible and Disability, citing, Rose, The Staff of Oedipus, p. 381. ] 


[bookmark: _Toc178539199]A disabled reading of 2 Corinthians 12:7b-10
[bookmark: _Toc178539200]2 Corinthians 12:7b-10
The closest term to ‘disabled’ in ancient Greek is ‘weak’.[footnoteRef:38]  In this passage the term ἀσθενείᾳ or ‘weakness’ is used by Paul.  The use of this term demonstrates Paul’s view of illness, malaise, disability, each of these terms are tied together for us inside the word ‘weakness’ that Paul employs.  Paul writes in Galatians 5:16 that the followers of Christ should walk by the Spirit and not by the flesh.  This weakness that infuses the flesh is common to those who have an ailment of some order but highlights for the reader the truth that all flesh is vulnerable to sin.[footnoteRef:39]  Dunn reminds us that the flesh is not in itself sinful and that it is a perfect foil to the presence of the power of God.[footnoteRef:40] Other New Testament authors use the same term to show sickness, weakness, and infirmity of body and mind.[footnoteRef:41]  What is presented is the knowledge of a person who is in some way limited. That Paul can pursue his calling in ministry and not deviate from this purpose due to the weakness is very helpful in disability discussions as it stops the ableist argument that disability is a disqualifying characteristic to ministry, or any job.  The bare fact is that every human lacks.  This lack may come in the form of physical, mental, emotional, material, or spiritual ways, but there is definite lack.  Paul emphasises to the reader that this lack is not a shameful thing that should cause the ‘owner’ of it to be hidden away and not spoken of, as has been the practice of many cultures over time in relation to relatives living with varying, long-term disabilities. This is evident even in England in the early part of the twentieth century when the drive to purify humanity through eugenics was alarmingly popular.[footnoteRef:42] Paul gives a great gift of acceptance and contentment in this passage from 2 Corinthians 12 as it isn’t just himself as a man who accepts living with a physical disability/burden, but Christ acknowledges it as a weakness and doesn’t decry it as appalling, nor does he give healing, but rather graciously provides his own power to compensate for all of Paul’s lack.  That Paul is to minister with his weakness in all its unhealed form, is a weighty breakthrough for people living with conditions that many in the Church automatically see as a focus for healing.  These areas of ‘lack’ are not a thing that must be healed.   [38:  Martin Albl, “For When I Am Weak Then I Am Strong”, in Hector Avalos, Sarah J., Melcher, Jeremy Schipper, This Abled Body: Rethinking Disabilities in Biblical Studies, (Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 2007), p. 145. ]  [39:  Albl, “For When I Am Weak Then I Am Strong”, p. 146. ]  [40:  James D. G., Dunn, The Theology of Paul the Apostle (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans 1998), pp. 64-65. ]  [41:  For example, Mt. 8:17 and Lk. 5:15.]  [42:  Historic England, https://historicengland.org.uk/research/inclusive-heritage/disability-history/1914-1945/ ] 

Relevant to the practical health of the Church today, is the fact displayed by Paul that disability can be present unhealed and not connected to sin.  The works of Amy Kenny[footnoteRef:43] and Joni Eareckson Tada[footnoteRef:44] highlight the problematic view held by many contemporary Christians of disability.  Well-meaning and caring it may be, nonetheless it lacks grace, understanding and a knowledge of the full biblical picture and a fuller disability hermeneutic would prove to be very help for people in such situations.  Both Kenny and Eareckson Tada, living with life-changing disabilities caused by an incident or diagnosed in adulthood, have been targeted as ‘needing healing’ and hounded by members of the Church to put to rights that which is wrong in them as is seen in many of their writings, for example Amy Kenny’s book, the title of which encapsulates this issue beautifully: ‘My body is not a prayer request’.  The picture these women paint of an ableist Church, and even an ableist culture, that crosses sociological barriers, is an indictment against the biblical and theological understanding of the Church.  Should the Church of God pray for healing?  Indeed, it should.  This is not a biblical suggestion, rather a biblical command (Mk 16:18). We see this from Jesus himself, who after the resurrection, as he departs this world, having become the epitome of human weakness, yet is alive in cosmic victory, commissions his disciples with the command that they should; ‘…lay their hands on the sick, and they will recover’ (Mk 16:18b).  The term for ‘sick’ ‘ἀρρώστους’, here in the mouth of Jesus, is not the same as Paul uses in his second letter to the Corinthians, but Paul does use it elsewhere (1 Cor. 11:30) and so knows the term but is not linking his ‘weakness’ with this same type of malaise which Jesus commands the believer’s should pray about and see the ill person recover.      [43:  Kenny, My Body Is Not A Prayer Request, pp. 1-3.]  [44:  Joni Eareckson Tada, A Place of Healing: Wrestling with the Mysteries of Suffering, Pain and God’ Sovereignty (Colorado Springs: David C. Cook 2010) pp. 15-17.] 

It is vital to acknowledge some of Paul’s previously acknowledged truths before all that this short passage brings out in relation to unpacking the topic of disability theology.  Most importantly in Paul’s writing is that of the believer being united ‘in Christ’ with the Risen Lord Jesus but also in community with each other.[footnoteRef:45]  Whilst there is much scholarly work available regarding the  theological implications of this ‘in Christ’-ness, works such as James D. G. Dunn’s ‘The Theology of Paul the Apostle’ and the collected essays in ‘”In Christ” in Paul’  gathered by Michael J. Thate, Kevin J. Vanhoozer and Constantine R. Campbell, such writings will only be drawn on lightly herein so as to provide a gentle foundation stone of the setting for this passage from 2 Corinthians 12.  This concept may well be best understood through the varied metaphors of Paul, Campbell demonstrates Paul’s use of metaphor and the scope of the ‘reality’ that this demonstrates. [footnoteRef:46]  Although a more practical working out of the Theosis of being ‘in Christ’ is elucidated by Gorman who states: ‘it is nearly impossible to engage Paul seriously today without recognising the centrality of participation to his lived experience (“spirituality”) and his theology.’[footnoteRef:47]  This engagement with Paul’s reality of being ‘In Christ’ and the full participation of this is of great importance in the discussion for those disabled as they are often attended to rather than joined with in participation, at least by the community, if not truly by Jesus, or Paul.  The weight of Paul’s revelation to the believers in this letter to the Corinthians cannot be overstated, it provides insight into Paul’s understanding of what it means to live an ordinary Christian life, without being some sort of super-apostle (2 Cor. 11:5).  Rather Paul is demonstrating that the followers of Christ should be boasting and confident in the very things that would lessen a person in mere human terms, their weaknesses.  Dewey and Miller have outlined the magnificence of this message to all Paul’s readers, that as the human body wastes away towards it’s inexorable and inevitable end, it remains the glory bearer of the living God and means that even the most disabled person ‘transmits the divine’.[footnoteRef:48] The following exegesis therefore has as its foundation in the fullness of being ‘in Christ’ and the barrenness of being a flawed and faulty human: [45:  The terms ‘in him’ and ‘in Christ’ are used 180 times in the New Testament, and it is in the letters of Paul (both authentic and otherwise) that these are used with most frequency, namely 143 times. ]  [46:  Constantine R. Campbell, ‘Metaphor, Reality and Union with Christ’, in Michael J. Thate, Kevin J., Vanhoozer and Constantine R., Campbell, eds, “In Christ” in Paul: Explorations in Paul’s Theology of Union and Participation (Michigan: Eerdmans 2018) pp. 61-64.]  [47:  Michael J. Gorman, ‘Paul’s Corporate, Cruciform, Missional Theosis in 2 Corinthians’, in Michael J. Thate, Kevin J., Vanhoozer and Constantine R., Campbell, eds, “In Christ’ in Paul Explorations in Paul’s Theology of Union and Participation (Michigan: Eerdmans 2018) pp. 181-182.]  [48:  Dewey, ‘Paul’, pp. 400-401.] 

‘This passage is crucial for understanding the radical humanity of Paul.  He is saying that it is precisely through his human limitations that the divine communicates with the community.’[footnoteRef:49]   [49:  Dewey, ‘Paul’, p. 400.] 



[bookmark: _Toc178539201]Paul’s ‘Thorn’ in the Flesh and the Messenger/Angel of Satan (v. 7b)

Whilst the majority of commentators agree that the search for the referent of Paul’s ‘thorn’ in the flesh is futile, this does not mean that much ink has not been spent in attempting to piece together just what this thorn might have been.  Thus, an overview of what various ailments this thorn may have been is in order, this is done with the full knowledge that almost all of the ideas that have been posed are speculative, if not pure guess work.  Some, however, especially in more modern times have decided that the nature of this thorn can be identified and whilst the futility of such an endeavour is to be kept in mind, a short discussion on the possibilities already put forward to by various scholars over the years remains an interesting endeavour.  Firstly, it is key to note that there is consensus that Paul’s ‘thorn’ is both debilitating and humiliating, and even though Paul will eventually come to terms with this ‘thorn’ it is not a source of joy or to be accepted naturally.[footnoteRef:50] [50:  R. Kent Hughes, 2 Corinthians: Power in Weakness (Illinois: Crossway 2006), pp. 212-213.] 

Paul begins this passage with the inferential conjunction ‘therefore’, demonstrating that for Paul there must be a clear connection to that which has passed before, the comments on the vision of ‘a person in Christ’ (2 Cor. 12:1-7), and what he is about to discuss. Herein, that Paul has a basis for boasting should he wish to avail himself of such.  Perhaps Paul has contemplated the idea of being boastful but the thorn that he is about to reveal has constrained him from doing so.  Paul presents the account of a person with a vision, which is so glorious and of a divine nature, that he knows it is a legitimate cause for boasting.  ‘I know a person’, Paul is only willing to claim association with the person and does not say it was himself that had experienced it (2 Cor. 12:2).  One is forgiven for questioning Paul’s willingness to claim it as his own experience here and asks why is it that Paul is besieged by the thorn in his flesh (2 Cor. 12:7b) when he is not the person who needs to be constrained from revealing the heavenly words (2 Cor. 12:4). This person had an unbelievable experience as they entered paradise itself and heard the conversation of the heavenly realm and Paul would be willing to boast about this.  The use of ‘therefore’ at the start of this passage directly links to the ‘person’ (2 Cor. 12:2) who has had such an experience that they have cause for boasting.  Why therefore, is Paul distancing himself from this seemingly marvellous experience?  Perhaps because the grounds for boasting are non-existent when compared to the new understanding Paul has reached and is about to write about in verse 9.   
As is can be seen elsewhere in scripture, there is purpose to misery, as seen in the Old Testament accounts of Noah (Gen. 5:1-10:32), David (1 Samuel 16:1-2 Samuel 7:29), Esther (Esther 1:1-10:3) or Daniel (Daniel 1:6-12:13).  Paul is given ‘the thorn’ for a purpose, which is to ‘keep me from being too elated’ (ὑπεραίρωμαι) (2 Cor. 12:7).  There are some interesting lines of symmetry in Paul’s writing and some clear causational pairs that appear often throughout his writing.[footnoteRef:51] The term ὑπεραίρωμαι is only elsewhere used by Paul in 2 Thessalonians 2:4; where he states: ‘He opposes and exalts himself above every so-called god…’.  Here it denotes the man of lawlessness that is being ὑπεραίρωμαι ‘elated’ on his own merit.  Paul, writing 2 Corinthians a short time after his ‘final’ letter to the Thessalonians, regards this ‘elating’ of a person as the act of the antichrist and Paul is clear that the lawless one is destined only for destruction (2 Thess. 2:1-12).  This thorn, sent by a satanic messenger, is fulfilling a very important role within Paul’s life.  This is to ensure that Paul doesn’t step out of the role or attitude that he is to live out in his ministry.  As that role is to be the same as his Lord, Christ Jesus, the only position open to Paul is a lowly one and even though Paul himself is not destined to be a crucified man, in his joining ‘in Christ’ he identifies himself as the same as his lowly Lord.  Paul’s symmetrical writing is read again here; ‘’, ‘to keep me’, ‘’, ‘in order that’, Paul uses the word ‘’ to book end this verse and show the causal link to something that would otherwise be unthinkable.  Paul is at no fault for gaining this thorn, it has not arrived due to any disobedience or self-will.[footnoteRef:52]  It has a purpose and thus is utilised to show the will of God.  This is not to say that Paul declares this thorn to be an active demonstration of God’s will; rather he employs a ‘divine passive’,[footnoteRef:53] to denote the one who is behind all the varied positive and negative occurrences of man.  Even if such things arrive via an ungodly hand, ‘ἄγγελος Σατανᾶ’, a ‘messenger of Satan’, nothing thwarts the will of God (cf. Job 42:2), and thus all things are employed by God for his good purpose.  Paul exemplifies this in his letter to the Romans, in which he boldly claims, ‘We know that all things work together for good for those who love God, who are called according to his purpose’ (8:28).  A person having experienced, or currently experiencing, a trial or disabling condition can speak to the hidden ‘benefits’ of such a hindrance, in ways which fully able people often feel uncomfortable addressing.  This even more clearly demonstrates the necessity of a disability hermeneutic that will present all persons as flawed and all as equally important to the correct functioning of the body of Christ (1 Cor. 12). With a good disability theology in place all members of the body of the Church will have to be included and ‘heard’ as with even one part missing, the whole cannot function well. It is in fact, disabled.  [51:  For example, Romans 8:13 – ‘live according to the flesh, you will die; but … by the Spirit … you will live.’ Galatians 6 – Works of the Flesh vs Fruit of the Spirit.  ]  [52:  Ralph P. Martin, ‘2 Corinthians’, World Biblical Commentary Volume 40 2 Corinthians (Nashville: Thomas Nelson Publishers 1986), p. 411.]  [53:  Martin, 2 Corinthians, p. 412.] 

As there are many theories of what this thorn may be, each reader will arrive at a conclusion that fits most logically to their understanding, and the result of this is that there is no consensus.  In the writings of Irenaeus of Lyon and Ambrose of Milan,[footnoteRef:54] Paul’s thorn was a physical irritant.  Didymus of Alexandria advocated for it being a chronic health issue and suggested it may have been caused by disease whilst Basil of Caesarea interprets a lingering illness as the source of his thorn and ascribes a need for Paul to be reminded of his humanity.[footnoteRef:55]  In the contemplations of Gregory of Nazianzus, Paul is said to have suffered from failing health, much in the same way as Gregory himself experienced.[footnoteRef:56]  This latter view is particularly interesting from the perspective of disability studies, as many disabled people feel that in being able to identify with a person in their own experience, they are assisted in managing their individual circumstances.  Much of what Paul reveals in this passage does bridge this gap between disability and purpose in God as Paul is placing this weakness, that Jesus refuses to remove, as the highest credential he has for ministry (2 Cor. 12:10).  Some early Christian thinkers very specifically regard the thorn as being a particular issue for Paul; Jerome, Tertullian and Pelagius all agree on there being a problem ‘with his head’ what this specifically means is not clear, yet there is a consensus for the ‘thorn’ as being connected to Paul’s head in some way.  Tertullian reports of an early oral tradition which cites a pain in Paul’s ear or head.  Jerome gives a report which is a little vaguer and simply diagnoses head pain.[footnoteRef:57]  Pelagius marches rather more closely with Jerome in likewise being aware of the report of head pain but is less inclined to see this as the full picture and does himself provide as a possibility another source: tribulations.  John Chrysostom also takes up this theme and views these tribulations as coming more predominantly from Paul’s opponents who consistently persecute him.  This is a well-supported suggestion according to Martin,[footnoteRef:58] who highlights four features in support of this proposal.  First, the term ἄγγελος Σατανᾶ does not refer to an angel but to a human person acting as an actual messenger.[footnoteRef:59]  Martin concludes that ‘angel’ was not a technical term at that point in Christian parlance.  Martin does not say when ‘angel’ became a commonplace term in the Christian lexicon, and it could be classed as a little odd by those who regard the term ἄγγελος as having been used ‘previously’, for example in the Gospel of Matthew (Mt. 1:20).[footnoteRef:60]  Secondly, Paul himself highlights his struggle with adversaries in chapters 10-13 of 2 Corinthians, whatever form this adversity has taken Paul is not explicit about it, indeed it is not any physical battles that Paul is engaged in, but a spiritual one (2 Cor. 11:13-15).  Thirdly, Martin interprets the term κολαφίζῃ as demonstrating that Paul has literally been battered as it is a term commonly used to show that a person has been battered about the head (Mt. 26:67).  This could throw support behind the view that Paul suffers a lingering pain in his head because of the beating he endured from his opponents.  The final part of Martin’s arguments for this position is that in the Septuagint the thorn to Israel is the presence of the Canaanites who are permitted to remain in the land (Num. 33:55); the enemies of the nation are a thorn to them. And thus, to Paul his enemies are a thorn that pursue him wherever he travels, including to Corinth.   [54:  Isaac T. Soon, A Disabled Apostle: Impairment and Disability in the Letters of Paul (Oxford: OUP 2023) p. 18.]  [55:  Martin, 2 Corinthians, pp. 413-416.]  [56:  Martin, 2 Corinthians, pp. 413-416.]  [57:  Martin, 2 Corinthians, pp. 413-416.]  [58:  Martin, 2 Corinthians, p. 411.]  [59:  Perhaps in a similar way to Judas Iscariot acting in order for the crucifixion of Christ to be fulfilled. This was through a very particular method according to the Gospel of Luke: ‘Then Satan entered into Judas called Iscariot, who was one of the twelve.’ Luke 22:3. ]  [60:  One simply notes here the debate about both the authorship of the Gospel of Matthew and date of its composition.  For many this gospel was written at the end of the first century and thus possibly later than Paul’s letter to the Corinthians, in which case Martin has a better argument for the term ἄγγελος not yet being used ‘technically’ as referencing angelic beings. However, other, such as N. T. Wright, take issue with such late dating of the text and thus it could be that the term was being used ‘technically’ prior to Paul’s letter being discussed here. ] 

There is as much support, however, for the idea that the thorn in question is not at all related to any of Paul’s opponents and that he draws attention to his trials and tribulations, beatings without referring elsewhere to them as a ‘thorn’ in his flesh (2 Cor. 11:25).  In medieval times theologians such as Aquinas regarded this thorn as form of sexual temptation and the reformers viewed it as a form of spiritual temptation.[footnoteRef:61]  Neither of which would aid a specific disability discussion, apart from highlighting again the fact that all people have areas of lack that require divine intervention.   Martin further presents the reader with various physical and non-physical possibilities of Paul’s thorn proposed by various scholars over various times, all without the fullness of general acceptance. These range from Paul having problems with his eyesight, epilepsy, malaria, or agony over the Jewish rejection of the Gospel.  What seems to be most compelling is that Paul’s malady was physical.  This is supported by the fact that Paul required an amanuensis for his letters as his own writing was irregularly large (Gal 6:11).  Paul regularly seems to have symptoms that match a malarial-type fever.[footnoteRef:62]  Paul does not refer to a sickness when citing the long list of tribulations that he has experienced.  The presence of Satan in all this leads one to suppose sickness, as this is allowed by God in Job (2:5). The final argument that Paul’s thorn is physical in some form rather than an opponent or as a result of injury gained in a physical attack from his adversaries, is that Paul asks for it to be removed and the removal of people who persecute Paul seems illogical as he views them as necessary to his character and ministerial growth.[footnoteRef:63] [61:  Martin, 2 Corinthians, p. 414.]  [62:  This is often referenced in connection to Galatians 4:14 in which Paul speaks having been afflicted with a ‘condition’ and commends the Galatian Christians for not scorning or rejecting him.  The speculation that this was a fever is rather beyond what is written in the text and Paul makes zero reference to what actually ailed him at that time.  In the following verse Paul refers to his friends as wanting to tear out their eyes and thus this gives greater weight to a vision problem rather than fever. ]  [63:  Martin, 2 Corinthians, p. 415.] 

Martin ends his exploration of the possibilities of what Paul’s thorn may be by highlighting three beneficial conclusions.  Firstly, that the thorn is evil, and though it serves a purpose should not in itself be consider good at all.  Second, the thorn serves a good purpose, as a gift from God. These first two conclusions show us that God has not intervened to divert this thorn from Paul, and this passive allowance of it is not an abdication of divine purpose in Paul’s (or anyone’s) life.  Rather, it shows that God is still ‘using for good that which was meant for harm’ (cf. Gen. 50:20). Thirdly, it is an opportunity for God to show power.  Three times Paul is told, ‘…for power is made perfect in weakness’ (2 Cor. 12:9).  Thus, God desires to be evident in the weakness and lack of his people.  
Whatever form this thorn may have actually taken, it is clear that scholars regard the grace of God as sufficient no matter if this is physical, mental, emotional, psychological or intellectual.  The interpretations shown thus far demonstrate that all forms of limit have been ascribed to this thorn, and all have been supported well by scholars.  In terms of the practical and theological implications of these interpretations today it can be understood that whether a person is today thought of as living with autism, there is a case to show this could be like Paul’s thorn and thus God’s grace is sufficient.  A person may have been involved in a life-changing accident and lives with catastrophic physical injuries, and again the person can see a similarity to Paul’s thorn and thus God’s grace is sufficient.  Another member of the Christian community may have psychological battles to face, and these may manifest themselves as opposition to their life goals and seemingly hinder their God-given calling.  This last could also have been said of Paul, that his weakness was too much of a hindrance to the furtherance of the Gospel and yet Paul is the exemplar of God’s grace being sufficient.  Therefore, whilst Paul’s thorn is not known specifically, it is not necessary for any Christian to know it in order to appreciate that the conclusive thought is not focused on ‘the thorn’, but rather the grace of God.  Indeed, it is helpful for each individual to know that in their particular circumstance to know that the idea of the ‘thorn’, ‘fits’ to them.  There is hope to be drawn from Paul’s having a ‘thorn’ and knowing that it has not stood in the way of God’s grace or divine will in this apostle’s life.  
Isaac Soon presents a very interesting view of this ‘thorn’ and it is, at times, a difficult one to make peace with.  Soon acknowledges the ancient account of ‘The Acts of Paul and Thecla’ as giving an insight into Paul’s ‘thorn’ unlike any other suggested.  This work presents a physical description of Paul ascribed to Titus, which tells of Onesipohrous using this description to identify the apostle as he made his way to Iconium.  It describes Paul as ‘… a man, small in size, bald-headed, bandy-legged, of noble mien, with eyebrows meeting, rather hook-nosed, full of grace’.[footnoteRef:64] It is, on the basis of this description that Soon deduces that Paul’s thorn is multifaceted, and one aspect of this is specifically related to his stature.  Soon presents a detailed and persuasive case for the use of ‘The Acts of Paul and Thecla’ as an historical tool for recognising Paul’s appearance and draws upon much visual source material that corroborates both themselves, and ‘The Acts of Paul and Thecla’ as somewhat reliable.[footnoteRef:65] These include the description of Paul having a bald head and pointy beard.  Soon’s in-depth study of Paul as a ‘disabled’ apostle is thorough and interesting in its variation from much that is accepted as the ‘norm’.  Soon draws three conclusions about Paul and his disabilities.  This is a refreshing view as Soon does not try and limit Paul to one single ‘issue’ as Soon insightfully deduces: ‘Rarely is the experience of disability tied to a singular condition.  Often conditions overlap and compound with one another, sometimes in tandem and other times in sequence.  With Paul there may be more disabilities to discover’.[footnoteRef:66]  The three disabilities Soon sees are: 1) a demonic force, 2) circumcision and 3) being of short stature.[footnoteRef:67] The first point on demonic force will be discussed further below. The issue with circumcision is the place it held in the sights of those outside of the Jewish nation.  As such all that will be said of it here is that it was considered a great mutilation of the body and considered the practice of the ‘barbarian’.[footnoteRef:68]  The height of Paul is the final issue, and as Soon shows the account of Paul as ‘small in size’, from the Acts of Paul and Thecla, relates Paul as being less than average height. This is demonstrated in various ways through examining the baskets and measures used during Paul’s lifetime.  This is very interesting, and to some extent is compelling, but when coupling this with the request of Paul to Jesus to; ‘remove’ this from him, it seems highly suspect that such a thing could be undone in both human and divine terms. Whilst there are miracles beyond nature that occur in scripture, such as when the sun stands still (Josh. 10), it still seems to be a difficult concept to believe that a person would ask for greater height and refer to being short as a ‘thorn in the flesh’.  It does, however, lend itself to the discussion on disability as physical malformations are keenly felt by ‘sufferers’ and people do seek to have them reformed, whether through prosthetics or surgery.  Soon therefore offers us something that seems to stretch our reality, but rather appeals to those who already know the negative side of physical disabilities.  [64:  Tony Burke, ‘The Acts of Paul and Thecla’ on the hosts website:  https://www.tonyburke.ca/wp-content/uploads/Acts-Paul-Thecla.pdf verse 3.]  [65:  Soon, The Disabled Apostle, pp. 179-181.  Some of these sources are paintings that show the man Paul being lowered from a wall in a basket. An image is at the National Art Library in London (M. 312-1926) depicts the scene from 2 Corinthians 11:33. Soon provides an in-depth exploration of the sizes of basked used and the measurements related to baskets of various type.  That Paul is able to fit into one such basket is for Soon evidence enough that his height is much less than one would expect of a person of that era and correlates to his disability. ]  [66:  Soon, The Disabled Apostle, p. 215.]  [67:  Soon, The Disabled Apostle, p. 215.]  [68:  Soon, The Disabled Apostle, p. 214.] 

Soon, also looks closely at the linguistic devices employed by Paul, with particular reference to where the metaphor lies within these verses of 2 Corinthians 12:7b-10.  The question is what is metaphorical and what is reality in 2 Corinthians 12:7b-10?  Drawing on conceptual metaphor theory (CMT) and metaphor identification procedure (MIP), Soon outlines how the identification of the metaphor must be clearly and fully exposed.[footnoteRef:69]  CMT in brief is based on hundreds of years of scholarly (Friedrich Nietzsche utilised CMT) work that recognises a metaphor, not as a simple ornamental device, but rather a conceptual tool for structuring and creating reality.[footnoteRef:70]  MIP is from the Pragglejaz Group which aims to give scholars, a tool with which to identify metaphorically used words.  It is considered to be flexible and easily applicable in many research contexts.[footnoteRef:71]  Is it the ‘thorn in the flesh’ that is metaphorical, or the reference to the ‘angel of Satan’?  Through the application of CMT and MIP it becomes clear that ‘σκόλοψ’, ‘thorn’ or ‘stake’, is the focus of the metaphor, as Paul has no literal thorn or stake in his sarx. This metaphorical thorn has real-life consequences, but it does not promote it from metaphor to reality.  The reference to ἄγγελος Σατανᾶ, on the other hand, is firmly rooted in reality and is not to be read as metaphorical.  This is mainly due to the understanding gained by the use of CMT and sees that for Paul the factual elements in his writing are ἄγγελος and Σατανᾶ.  Soon argues that this would be clearly understood and read accurately to the original readers in Jewish culture.[footnoteRef:72] The fundamental understanding of the Jewish reader to the phrase ‘angel of Satan’ would have been that this was a messenger.  These celestial messengers acted as a form of intermediary between the gods and humanity.  [69:  Soon, The Disabled Apostle, pp. 23-24.]  [70:  Zoltan Kovecses, A Brief Outline of “Standard” Conceptual Metaphor Theory and Some Outstanding Issues (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press and Assessment), https://assets.cambridge.org/97811084/excerpt/97811084_excerpt.pdf p. 1. ]  [71:  Pragglejaz Group, MIP: A Method for Identifying Metaphorically Used Words in Discourse (Lancaster: Pragglejaz Group 2007), https://www.lancaster.ac.uk/staff/eiaes/Pragglejaz_Group_2007.pdf p. 1. ]  [72:  Soon, The Disabled Apostle, p. 26.] 

The purpose of this ‘messenger of Satan’ is also curious, it is to stop Paul from speaking of things that ‘no mortal is permitted to repeat’ (2 Cor. 12:4), but Paul has no desire to speak of such things.  It seems that the ‘thorn’ is to act as a warning to Paul, constantly and persistently reminding him to guard his words concerning the vision.  That a person should ‘feel’ and ‘suffer’ from a warning alone is, to Soon, a point of perplexity.  Especially as Paul doesn’t need a warning on this topic.[footnoteRef:73] Soon then wrestles with the possibility that Paul has this warning as he is oppressed by a malevolent demonic spirit and refers to ‘the thorn angel’ as Paul’s bodily impairment.[footnoteRef:74] Soon classifies three types of demonic influence possible to humans, the first and perhaps the lesser of the three being ‘oppression’, that a demon harasses the person externally and attempts to hinder their life, work etc. through various external means.  The second, and the one Soon attributes to Paul’s ‘thorn angel’ is ‘habitation’.  This is the concept that the demonic presence has its residence within the body/mind of the person and can, to a lesser extent, take some control from the human. The final and most troubling form of influence is that of ‘possession’, here the human has no control over any aspect of their lives and all function of mind and body is under the domination of the demon.[footnoteRef:75]  Soon does provide biblical precedent for this in citing both Luke 22:3, ‘Then Satan entered into Judas called Iscariot, who was one of the twelve;’ and the healing of the boy made mute by a spirit in Mark 9:17-29.  This is not an easy avenue to take, especially as Soon also acknowledges that Paul, and other believers, are inhabited by the Holy Spirit,[footnoteRef:76] and whilst this is a different order of habitation as the Holy Spirit does not remove autonomy from the person, nor does it cause negative behaviour such as self-harm, it is seen as a likely facet of Paul’s condition.  This along with Paul’s argument in 1 Corinthians 6:15-20, that the body of the Christian is a temple of the Spirit of God shows that spiritual habitation is more than possible in the body of humans, including believers, and that it is due to this that Paul is so forceful in his condemnation of the believer being joined with prostitutes.  For Paul this is a sin as it is joining the Spirit of God in the act of irregular sexual behaviour.  Paul’s thorn however, is not a sin, Paul soon shows that it is in fact a blessing in disguise, the distinction lies with the choice a person makes.  One who joins with the prostitute chooses that action and sins by making an unholy unity with another.  But Paul has not chosen the ‘thorn’ he received and thus has no basis to be classed as sinning, rather it is given by divine command.[footnoteRef:77] Soon asks, ‘Still, did Paul really think a holy spirit could dwell in the same place as an unclean spirit?’[footnoteRef:78] The answer is in the clarity of the argument that says it is by God’s hand that Paul received the ‘messenger of Satan’ and it is also by God’s hand that all believers receive the Holy Spirit.  Soon then gives us a ‘best’ reading of 2 Corinthians 12:9 to show that the power that is imparted in Paul, is not an entrance but rather a perfecting of that which God has already sent to reside there.  The weakness of Paul perfects the effectiveness of the Holy Spirit already residing within. ‘We can conclude that Paul’s angel inhabited his body with the spirit of God.’[footnoteRef:79] [73:  Soon, The Disabled Apostle, pp. 33-34.]  [74:  Soon, The Disabled Apostle, p. 43.]  [75:  Soon, The Disabled Apostle, pp. 45-46.]  [76:  Soon, The Disabled Apostle, pp. 39-40.]  [77:  Soon, The Disabled Apostle, p. 49.]  [78:  Soon, The Disabled Apostle, p. 52.]  [79:  Soon, The Disabled Apostle, p. 53.] 


[bookmark: _Toc178539202]Paul’s Appeal to the Lord (v. 8)
Paul specifically appeals to the Lord (τὸν κύριον παρεκάλεσα).  Whilst it may initially appear that this is an appeal to remove the ‘thorn’, Martin argues that Paul’s request is to remove the messenger of Satan.[footnoteRef:80]  Barrett similarly argues that this request is for the removal of ‘the angel’ and sees Paul’s fervent thrice repeated request symbolically rather than specifically ‘three times’.[footnoteRef:81]  Although the significance of ‘three’ is not lost to the Christian believer (Jesus being dead for three days prior to the resurrection) nor the Jewish believer (the sign of Jonah being three days in the belly of the big fish), and would not have been missed by Paul, this does give our focus for a disability theology an interesting addition as it seem counter-intuitive to a believer in a time of suffering.  It seems that whilst there is a clear and specific issue with which Paul has been burdened, he is not asking for it to be removed.  Why would Paul be more concerned with the source of the ‘thorn’ rather than the thorn itself?  And if a person is burdened with a disability or limit in their life, are they to learn from Paul that they likewise should not seek to have the malady disappear, but rather settle not for having an evil source to their burden?  This seems counterintuitive to all people.  Pain, whether physical, mental, emotional or even phantom, can never be considered as anything other than horrible.[footnoteRef:82]  Acknowledging the horrendous nature of the disability does not automatically imply despair and seeking for it to be completely removed do not automatically imply lack of faith.  This would lead to a cruel and tortuous type of theology that placed a suffering person forever in a quandary of in-action for fear of acting incorrectly, or even worse, that they lack the faith to see their healing happen.[footnoteRef:83]    [80:  Martin, 2 Corinthians, p. 417.]  [81:  C. K. Barrett, The Second Epistle to the Corinthians (A & C Black: London 1986), p. 316.  Barrett cites Windisch, H., Der Zweite Korintherbrief (Kritisch-exegetisher Kommentar uber das Neue Testament – Meyer), 1924. and other scholars who interpret the reference to ‘three times’ literally.  ]  [82:  J. Philip Arthur, Strength in Weakness: 2 Corinthians simply explained (Darlington: Evangelical Press 2004), p. 224.]  [83:  Arthur, Strength in Weakness, p. 225. ] 

As previously mentioned, requesting healing from God is expected in the Christian life (Mk. 16:17-18), so not something to be decried.  This should be persistently, repetitiously, and consistently sought. And yet it presents another lesson for the afflicted, that once an answer is received, and Paul’s experience tells us that an answer can be expected, then the request must cease.  There are no grounds for further supplication to be made. In fact, grammatically Paul’s appeal (παρεκάλεσα) is in the aorist tense and thus expresses a past occurrence that has reached it end.  Paul, asked in the past and received his answer, thus the asking is over, yet the answer remains viable in the present.  So there comes a point for the disabled believer where they have asked, and received an answer, whether this is in the form of healing or a rejection of one’s request, and this appeal for the burden to be removed must end. How a person determines when that point is reached is difficult to say.  If Paul were being literal and had specifically, only asked ‘three’ times for the removal of his burden then it could likewise be suggested that a modern believer should ask a matter of three times.  However, the letter of James tells the believer that they ‘do not receive’ what they ask for due to asking with the wrong motive (4:3). Thus, if Paul’s experience is taken as a model one is to follow, asking three times seems to be a preferential method, however, according to James, why one asks and what they would do were they to get the result they desire, is of greater importance.  However, in the gospels of Matthew and Luke, Jesus tells his followers that they should ‘ask and you shall receive’ (Mt. 7:7-8 and Lk. 11:9-13) this is without condition or requirement, something much more is to be expected of the omnibenevolent God that the Christian faith widely promotes.  This is not the experience of many believers, as mentioned earlier, Joni Eareckson Tada has herself asked for healing and had others persistently, perhaps mutinously, ask on her behalf: has the loving God denied this arbitrarily?  Or as with Paul are we to continue to look beyond the obvious and seek the provision of needs beyond healing?  Or perhaps, as J. P. Arthur proposes, we are driven into one of the great biblical mysteries: the sovereignty of God.  Arthur also suggests that whilst God doesn’t act as the barrier between man and their actions, he ‘foreordains’ them and responds without being the instigator of sin.[footnoteRef:84]  The lesson then becomes one of faith, as is so often seen in scripture.[footnoteRef:85]  [84:  Arthur, Strength in Weakness, p. 224. ]  [85:  Such as; Abraham and Sarah seeking a child, Genesis 15-21, Abraham being instructed to sacrifice Isaac, Genesis 22, Joseph believing his dreams held meaning and would happen, Genesis 37-47. ] 



[bookmark: _Toc178539203]The Sufficiency of God’s Grace (v. 9) 
Paul did not receive what he asked for from God ‘Three times I appealed to the Lord about this, that it would leave me.’ 2 Corinthians 12:8.  For whatever reason, believers do not always know what is good for them and do not ask for it wisely.  Like Paul many ask for health or healing and do not get the health or healing they requested, this is not an uncommon report from those with disabilities in the Church.[footnoteRef:86]  Paul may not have received what he asked for, but he received what he needed ‘but he said to me, ‘My grace is sufficient for you, for power is made perfect in weakness.’ (2 Cor. 12:9).  Wesley named this a ’tender repulse’ and illustrates a swift response from God in the presence of pain.[footnoteRef:87]   [86:  Evidence through personal conversations with Christians who are suffering from various disabling conditions.]  [87:  John Wesley, 2 Corinthians: Explanatory Notes and Commentary (GB: Hargreaves Publishing, first published 1755), p. 81. ] 

Paul again makes use of a grammatical feature here; instead of using the aorist tense, to indicate that what was said to him happened in the past, Paul uses the perfect tense (εἴρηκέν). In doing this Paul echoes the final decree that resounded with him so fully that it remains the final word on the subject, thus the grace of God is sufficient and remains so from the moment it was declared by Jesus to be thus.[footnoteRef:88]  The grace of God is not a momentary ‘blessing’ but a continual and continuous power at work in Paul (and future believers). But this is not a simple fact from which Paul then moves on.  God’s, at least thrice, repeated declaration that ‘My grace is sufficient for you, for power is made perfect in weakness.’ (2 Cor. 12:9) provides Paul, with ‘a means of strength’.[footnoteRef:89]  The ultimate assistance to a limited person is found in Paul’s response to this communique, that ‘despite’ the presence of a thorn, Paul is no less an apostle, no less a fully functioning and valuable member of the Church community, and modern readers can likewise know the same message of their own relevance and necessity to both the Church and society[footnoteRef:90].  In fact, the power and possibility that such a person can expect is divine and thus all-encompassing.  Jesus’ following explanation shows ‘how’ this is to be accomplished in the life of a person who is considered less able, and this cannot be limited to only those with disabilities as Paul is writing to the entire community in Corinth and not a select few. ‘Ἀρκεῖ σοι ἡ χάρις μου· ἡ γὰρ δύναμις ἐν ἀσθενείᾳ τελεῖται.’ ‘My grace is sufficient for you, for power is made perfect in weakness.’ Hughes called this sentence ‘the summit of the epistle.  … From this vantage-point the entire range of Paul’s apostleship is seen in focus.’[footnoteRef:91]  Indeed, this ‘summit’ is, again according to Hughes, the ‘no’ of Jesus and the explanation that is delivered with it. This comes from the claim Hughes makes that answers to Christian’s prayers are never negative, and that any negativity is in a purely superficial manner.[footnoteRef:92]  The implications here are that when living with confidence in oneself and one’s own abilities, there is no sense of weakness and thus no sense of need.  Without the realisation that all are in ‘need’, there can be no sense of not meeting the standard required of the ‘normal Christian life’. Paul is clear on this point in his letter to the Romans, in that no human being can live to the standard of God and thus requires the χάρις of God (Rom. 3:23-24).  The strength, acceptance and liberty this gives to a person of disability is liberating indeed, but it is false to limit this to those who openly acknowledge that they have a ‘weakness’ or disability.  This experience of Paul where he clearly and openly acknowledges his weakness and that he is in need, allows all believers to do as Paul tells them: ‘Be imitators of me, as I am of Christ’ (1 Cor. 11:1) this encourages the disabled reader greatly, because if weakened Paul can imitate Christ, then other weak Christians can do likewise. Paul has not allowed his personal limitation to halt his mission and calling, be this oppression, physical illness, or other form of disability, it makes no difference to the situation Paul finds himself in.  Paul boldly argues that, in imitating him, one can be the best version of the self who is imago dei (cf. Gen. 1:27).  This grace, which is sufficient for Paul and subsequently all believers, is the source of the power that is ‘made perfect in weakness’ (2 Cor. 12:9). This grace of God is the height of love and devotion, and this is demonstrated most keenly in the image of the crucified Lord, the ultimate depiction of a disabled person.  Jesus’ willingness to submit to the cross, becoming one who is nameless and without standing in his culture and time, and through all time is the ultimate demonstration of grace on display.  This χάρις is powerful and effective, if submitted to, and Paul is letting the words of Jesus speak to the unlimited effects this will have for the one who will choose to let those words and the truth of them, be the final word and guide for their lives.  Why is it so powerful? Paul tells us at the end of this passage this χάρις is the δύναμις power of God.  Both the χάρις and δύναμις are found fully in Christ and Paul in 1 Corinthians shows that Christ is the δύναμις of God (1 Cor. 1:24), and this power is therefore present with every believer who is ‘in Christ’, which is all believers, whether they perceive themselves to be in lack or not.  The pinnacle of Paul’s teaching was ‘Christ crucified’, (1 Cor. 2:1-2) and as the ultimate symbol of one who is disabled, Paul requires us to make a radical shift of thought in relation to all those disabled ‘in Christ’.  ‘For it is precisely through this ultimate symbol of weakness and disability that divine power, strength and “ability” is revealed.’[footnoteRef:93]  This reformation of thinking is still required in the Church, and wider afield, but has begun and should be pursued so that all people know that there is no disability a person could experience and not be surprised by what the divine presence in the person can produce.   [88:  Martin, 2 Corinthians, p. 418.]  [89:  Martin, 2 Corinthians, pp. 418-419.]  [90:  Martin, 2 Corinthians, p. 418.]  [91:  Martin, 2 Corinthians, p. 419.]  [92:  Hughes, 2 Corinthians, p. 213. ]  [93:  Albl, Martin, ‘For Whenever I am Weak, Then I am Strong’, p. 158.] 

In understanding disabilities as they are known in modernity, and the ‘weakness’ that Paul speaks of in the ancient world as being the same Martin Albl demonstrates the connection of the term ‘weak’ (ἀσθενείᾳ) and disability.[footnoteRef:94]  Albl clearly outlines the New Testament norm of grouping what we would refer to as physical disabilities or illness as ‘weak’ and that this is true of Paul also.  Paul uses this term ἀσθενείᾳ ‘weakness’ in 2 Corinthians 12:9 and puts in parallel with the term , more commonly used for those who are physically ill.[footnoteRef:95]  Martin highlights the completion of what it means to be weak in Paul’s world; [footnoteRef:96] this ἀσθενείᾳ is dealt with and thus all disabilities are dealt with, even if not eradicated.  Paul does not provide proof of healing to demonstrate his authority, but rather it is ‘in earthly weakness’[footnoteRef:97] that Paul shows a demonstration of Godly power.  And in this Paul boasts; many others will boast in their great oratorial ability and comprehensively abuse Paul for his lack in such areas (2 Cor. 10:10).  Yet all that the worldly wisdom, philosophical scholars or Jewish and Christian teachers of his day would have boasted of, pales for Paul. Paul is only to be pleased to boast, in fact he ἥδιστα ‘gladly’ boasts of the weaknesses that grant him access to this powerful grace of God.  Paul’s position that he is in because of the weakness and the promise of the grace of God to him means he knows the ‘dwelling’ ἐπισκηνώσῃ of Christ in him.  This power dwells within him in the same manner that the shekinah of God dwelt within the tent of meeting (cf. Exod. 25:8).   [94:  Albl, ‘For Whenever I am Weak, Then I am Strong’, p. 146. and Amos Yong, The Bible, Disability and the Church, (Michigan: Eerdmans 2011), p. 84.]  [95:  Albl, ‘For Whenever I am Weak, Then I am Strong’, pp. 146-147.]  [96:  Martin, 2 Corinthians, p. 420.]  [97:  Martin, 2 Corinthians, p. 420.] 

Bultmann regards 2 Corinthians 12:9 as showing the purpose and value of weakness, through fully accepting one’s weakness a person can then fully discover one’s own sinfulness and the divine power within.[footnoteRef:98] Plummer agrees and explains that this revelation is more evident within the believer and not more real; [footnoteRef:99]  reality is reality, which does not require further empirical evidence to make it so, and thus the reality here is ratified and not optimistically wished for.   [98:  Martin, 2 Corinthians, p. 422.]  [99:  Martin, 2 Corinthians, p. 422.] 

2 Corinthians 12:9 therefore presents us with the fact that the messenger of Satan can provide disabling interference in a Christians life, and yet it neither disqualifies a person from service or an efficacious life.  The disability provides fertile ground through which the power of the grace of God can fully work within the person and make them even more effective in their ministry. Paul has already declared the truth that the cross itself is foolish in the sight of unbelievers, and yet is in fact the power of God (1 Cor. 1:18).  Within the disability minded and aware congregations of Christian believers the truth of this foolishness remains and in such places, the L’Arche communities being an excellent example, the experience of seeing the Pauline principles of the power of Christ through the weakness of the believer is in evidence.[footnoteRef:100]  [100:  Yong, ‘The Bible, Disability, and the Church’, p. 116. ] 



[bookmark: _Toc178539204]Contentment in Suffering (v. 10)
The weakness of the thorn that Paul constantly lives with does not hinder his purpose in declaring the Gospel and thus is not cause for alarm.  No matter how grave or significant these troubles may be, Paul would rather have multiple hindrances that allow him to act within the power and grace of Christ than to have these removed as he is now; διὸ εὐδοκῶ ἐν ἀσθενείαις, ἐν ὕβρεσιν, ἐν ἀνάγκαις, ἐνδιωγμοῖς καὶ στενοχωρίαις, ὑπὲρ 
Χριστοῦ· ὅταν γὰρἀσθενῶ, τότε δυνατός εἰμι. ‘Therefore I am content with weaknesses, insults, hardships, persecutions, and calamities for the sake of Christ: for whenever I am weak, then I am strong.’ 2 Corinthians 12:10.  Paul submits himself to the new reality he has discovered under the power of the grace of God. That there is no longer any need for the appeal to remove the ‘thorn’ he is beset with, yet it has transformed it seems, in Paul’s consciousness, from a thing to abhor, (2 Cor. 12:8), to a thing in which to glory (2 Cor. 12:9).  This seems to be a shift within Paul’s attitude towards the ‘thorn’ rather than an alteration of Paul’s view of its origins.  This disability was in verse 8 a thing to be rid of, whilst by the end of verse 9 Paul boasts of the weakness/disability and all it brings to him.  Furthermore, by the end of verse 10 Paul is happy to live with the disability, even if it is demonic in its delivery or essence. Paul’s shift is due to the fullness of the divine purpose he sees through the disabling ‘thorn’.[footnoteRef:101]  Through this alteration of perspective, modern believers reading the letter to the Corinthians can likewise rely on and accept the same power and grace God has made available ‘through’ the presence of weaknesses, whatever their origin.   [101:  Albl, ‘For Whenever I am Weak, Then I am Strong’, p. 157.] 

Paul did not reach contentment with his frailty of body easily, or just because Jesus told him that the grace of God was sufficient.  Three times Paul asks for the removal of what beset him.  Following the first time of being told ‘My grace is sufficient for you, for power is made perfect in weakness’ (2 Cor. 12:9), Paul may have accepted what Jesus told him, but he was not content with it. Were he content at this point he would not have asked a second time for it to be removed.  Paul perseveres with Jesus and asks again to be given the same response: ‘My grace is sufficient for you, for power is made perfect in weakness’. (2 Cor. 12:9) Paul may not be grasping something of the fullness of what Jesus is telling him in this, but asks once again whether this hindrance can be removed?  Paul persists in trying to have this weakness removed miraculously.  In what became Paul’s final request for freedom from this problem, he asks again and receives the same message for a third time.  ‘My grace is sufficient for you, for power is made perfect in weakness.’ (2 Cor. 12:9).  There is another work produced within Paul that is now evident, the production of contentment.  Paul writes to the Christians in Philippi (Phil. 4:11) that he has learnt to be content in all circumstances.  So, this gaining of contentment was a process which Paul gained and did not miraculously receive.  This can be observed through Paul’s lack of contentment regarding the disabling ‘thorn’, swiftly followed by his opposing peace with it. 
Why is this an important element for the lived experience of all people with disabilities?  It is common for humans is to ask for our disabilities or ailments to be removed.  Of the many Christian people spoken to in relation to disability and the writing of this dissertation, not  one who has experienced an unpleasant diagnosis, or crisis, has not asked for it to be miraculously removed from them, or themselves from it.  In the world of modern medicine people do not complacently accept a headache, nor are we encouraged to.  Pain is and should be eradicated, and if eradication is proving to be impossible, pain management is not.  When one’s lived experience encompasses a diagnosed disability, it is even more common for members of the Church community to hope and pray for it to be removed.  This experience of Paul shows the one who is living in vastly ‘difficult’ ways, that it is not only acceptable to persistently ask for a physical/mental/material change to take place, but also to expect to see the power and grace of God within their context and circumstances.  As Nancy Eiesland has demonstrated, God is to be seen where there is life lived in ‘alternative’ ways, where many would question the ‘quality of life’ or the ‘usefulness’ of the person, God is.[footnoteRef:102]   Whilst it is not necessary for a person to have to change their physical, mental self, or their situation, to be accepted in the body of believers; it is understandable to them to want the removal of barriers that hinder the ‘normal’ Christian life to be lived out.  But this is not the end goal.  Whether each person has their ‘thorn’/ ‘messenger of Satan’ removed or remain, in the will and purpose of God there is a contentment that can be achieved. Before Paul asked for his burden to be removed by Jesus, he knew that within the Person of Christ he was made fully righteous and lived a life of fullness through Grace (Gal. 2:20).[footnoteRef:103]  Thus contentment may be hard won, but it is present in the believer who is brave enough to accept the ‘No’ of Jesus Christ and be open to receiving the manifest presence of the grace that is sufficient.  It is indeed miraculous for a person to remain in their place of suffering and be content with it.   [102:  Nancy, L. Eiesland, The Disabled God (Nashville: Abingdon Press 1994), p. 89.]  [103:  Galatians 2:20 demonstrates that Paul accepted that his position in the world was now a newly lived experience.  Paul lives a life not through his own endeavours alone, but through the life of Christ within him.  This ‘In Christ’ life is intrinsic to Paul and is not something to be attained by his own striving.  ] 




[bookmark: _Toc178539205]Theological Implications of a disabled reading of 2 Corinthians 12:7b-10
[bookmark: _Toc178539206]The weakness of Christ
‘For he was crucified in weakness, but lives by the power of God. For we are weak in him,’ 2 Corinthians 13:4. The crucifixion was the worst punishment for the worst criminals. And yet now the entire hope of civilisations for over two millennia hinges on the life, crucifixion, and resurrection of an apparent criminal. The defeat, shame and disability in the cross is not the end of the story. This is the essence of Paul’s message in 2 Corinthians 12:7b-10; it is in the lows that the power of God comes into fullness.  
Paul centres his life and worldview around the one person who holds the most highly marginalised place within his society: Jesus crucified in weakness (2 Cor. 13:4).  Romans reserved crucifixion for slaves, Christians, foreigners, and disgraced soldiers, very rarely did they crucify their own citizens;[footnoteRef:104] it was the ultimate of shameful punishments, kept for those beneath notice. Their names do not even seem to have been recorded for posterity or municipal reasons; they are humans forgotten as if they never were.[footnoteRef:105]  The crucifixion of Jesus is not purposeless, nor consigned to be forgotten in history.  Paul teaches that the result of Jesus’ crucifixion is earth changing for some of those most marginalised in his time and circumstances: ‘There is no longer Jew or Greek, there is no longer slave or free, there is no longer male and female; for all of you are one in Christ Jesus.’ Galatians 3:28. Paul proclaims a new world order.[footnoteRef:106]  As we have previously seen, Paul is here openly identifying the three most marginalised people groups to belong to in the ancient world: Jew, slave, and female.  Yet for Paul a community is being built of the isolated and disregarded, formed by one who gained the heights of glory via a path designed in human minds to further disregard and isolate. Paul revels in the community that is ‘gathered around the crucified Anointed One’.[footnoteRef:107] Paul’s entire view is based around the One who in his own cultural setting was considered as close to disabled as can be, not simply as Jesus suffered physically in being crucified, but in terms of being ostracised socially and seen as ‘lacking’ for any good purpose, except as a cautionary tale, Jesus was thus the ultimate and perpetual disabled victim.[footnoteRef:108]  Not only this, but it was in the moment of Jesus’ utter devaluing that the tetelestai moment occurred (Jn. 19:30).  The ancient world, where great oratory became a highly valued ability, would still have embraced fully the conciseness of this one-word Gospel message.  In the perfect tense this term tetelestai, ‘it is finished’ (Jn. 19:30) is not showing us that this salvific act was finished then, but that its everlasting effects are still finished.  For all people that follow (able and disabled and all the other factions within society) that which needed to be accomplished has happened.  For Paul the crucifixion and resurrection of Jesus was not only a matter of dealing with physical healing, but it was also against the flesh.  Against all that the world sees and reveres, God used the weak and unwise, more than that, God used the ultimate dishonour to show honour.  The cross, Paul tells the Corinthian believers, is ‘a stumbling-block to Jews and foolishness to Gentiles’ (1 Cor. 1:23). But this is because one should not be seeking physical fulfilment over salvation.  Paul, accepted by the Galatian community, commends them for their acceptance of him, in spite of his physical limitations (Gal. 4:12-14).  This Paul highlights by showing that the spirit () is to be ranked above the flesh () as the spirit builds the community and the flesh destroys it (Gal. 5:16-26).  So full focus on physical elements of a person, even within the Body of Christ, is faulty.  It is not how God has acted throughout human history.  God calls out the weak, and uses them greatly, as outlined above Moses is the perfect example prior to Jesus. God sets the foolish to become victors, as seen when Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego would rather face the furnace of the king than partake in an act of pagan worship (Daniel 3:16-18).  God is modelling what he requires of his Church, to choose to find divine wisdom through the crucified and in their own lowly, and weak positions.[footnoteRef:109]  The consequences for such a true abiding in this would be world-altering for the entirety of the Body of Christ, not just those with disabilities. One member of the Body of Christ may not have the intellectual ability to craft a sermon or learn to lead the congregation in prayer, but to not have any thought that they still have great value to the Body is to dismiss Paul’s teaching of 1 Corinthians 12.  The modern Church has just not learned, as yet, how to fully understand the contribution that many members bring.  The answer that 2 Corinthians 12:7b-10 gives, is that if the congregation wants the power and presence of the grace of God, then look to the weak members of the congregation, which means all members.  Paul, acknowledging his weakness (2 Cor. 12:7) it is a perfect example of what God can do through a submitted person, accepting what God ‘sends’ to them, rather than ‘kick against the goads’ (Acts 26:14) of their diagnosis or circumstance.  [104:  Retief, F. P., L., Cilliers, The history and pathology of crucifixion. S Afr Med J. 2003 Dec; 93(12): 938-41. PMID: 1475095. https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/14750495/ ]  [105:  During the preparation for this dissertation it has become apparent that this is still an experience some disabled people have lived through in recent times. ]  [106:  Karl Barth, The Word of God and The Word of Man (New York: Harper Torchbooks 1957), pp.28-50.  
Barth outlines in this chapter the ‘world’ beyond the words of the bible; ‘The reality which lies behind Abraham and Moses behind Christ and his apostles, is the world of the Father, in which morality is dispensed with because it is taken for granted.  And the blood of the New Testament which seeks inflow into our veins is the will of the Father which would be done on earth as it is in heaven.’ page 40. ]  [107:  Dewey, ‘Paul’, p. 381.]  [108:  Dewey, ‘Paul’, p. 382.]  [109:  Dewey, ‘Paul’, p. 393.] 

During a conference at the Nazarene Theological College in Manchester, author Brian Brock related a story of how his son, Adam, who has complex disabilities and needs, and is also non-verbal interacted surprisingly in a very uncertain, and potentially dangerous situation.[footnoteRef:110]  Brock told the account of walking along an ordinary street in their home city.  A place with many people and the norm of city life bustling around.  Amid all this was a man having a difficult time who was raging, shouting, and generally showing a huge amount of distress at his situation in that moment.  People were giving him a wide berth.  Many tried, unsuccessfully, to bring the man to a point of calm.  Nothing that was tried worked.  Then Adam, who struggles to communicate with those who do not know him very well, stepped into the scene.  Most would fear that this young man who may not even understand what was happening in calm and happy circumstances was in danger, physically and emotionally.  Yet Adam intervened, silently placing his hand on the angry man’s mouth, and brought a peace to him that the words of the well-meaning, thoughtful interventions of the other people could not.  What is the Church missing in persisting in the belief that only certain able and well equipped members of the Body can adequately serve both God and man?  What is being lost that is so deeply needed because the Church fails to implement Paul’s full truth that one member cannot say to another; ‘I have no need of you’ (1 Corinthians 12:21). Does our discussion find relevance to all?  Jesus centres all, the most intelligent individual still has a need of Jesus and the grace of God.  And we don’t know how that grace is to be brought to the person, thus it may be by the hand of an Adam Brock.  In accounts such as these it is difficult to fully understand what is being imparted and received.  What may be seen, is that which Nancy Eiesland saw in the person utilising a sip-puff wheelchair; ‘Here was God for me.’[footnoteRef:111] The incarnate Christ Jesus is seen when weakness is profoundly at work, as the power of the grace of God is promised (2 Cor. 12:9) in and through the very weakness most would shun or shy away from.  [110:  Brian Brock, ‘Theology, Disability and the Body of Christ’ Theology, Disability and the Body of Christ.  Nazarene Theological College and The University of Manchester, Didsbury Manchester.  (31st January – 1st February) 2020.  https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PLO5YpWalMevRuGXEsrR1i7Bz4bi3wY2Dq]  [111:  Eiesland, The Disabled God, p. 89. ] 



[bookmark: _Toc178539207]A Future Church Without barriers
Paul presents Jesus as the most marginalised of people, ultimately disabled and ‘lost’ in history.  This Jesus has zero voice, in sociological terms, and yet is anything but forgotten to history, his greatest ‘defeat’ is the victory that fuels lives, organisations, and ministries across the world, and has done for millennia.  
Saul lived and thrived in an ultra-competitive world.  The vying of those within the Jewish ranks to be the ‘most’ learned, pure, diligent to tithe etc. was a serious endeavour.  Saul fully and proudly took his place as one striving for first place in the ranks of ‘best Jewish male’ (Acts 22:3-5).  That is until Paul encountered Jesus on the road to Damascus.  From this point on we have Paul, the one who aims to know nothing, but Christ crucified. Paul’s devotion to declaring this form of Christ, not Christ risen, or Christ enthroned on high, although Paul never loses sight of these truths, but Christ crucified is inexhaustible.  Paul’s sight is firmly fixed on the ‘lack’ that declares the fullness of the completion of God’s divine plan.  It is in the finished work of Jesus that will not stop for Paul or any believer no matter their apparent ability in life. It could indeed be considered a hindrance to be more able, as this seems to prevent a person from acknowledging any need in their lives and living entirely to the flesh and conforming to the societal norms of their culture.  For Paul, God is the practical and reliable source for all needs, whether that is spiritual or physical. Those living with a disability are encouraged by Paul’s message to see themselves, not through comparison to an able-bodied person, and able-bodied people are encouraged not to see those living with a disability as deficient or needing supplementary assistance before they see and acknowledge a person as a ‘complete whole’[footnoteRef:112].   Dewey and Miller open our eyes to a Pauline view of community that is oft overlooked; [112:  Dewey, ‘Paul’, p. 390.] 

‘Paul would advise us to look first to our experience and to find that the presence of God already is there, precisely where there is a disabling condition.  One can live in confidence in the very midst of disability. In fact, by taking seriously their experience, the people with disabilities enter into the theological conversation.  Their contribution promises a more inclusive discussion about genuine human community.’[footnoteRef:113]  [113:  Dewey, ‘Paul’, p. 390.] 

The Church community is compelled to see very differently those with whom they stand shoulder to shoulder. The picture that Paul further paints in 1 Corinthians 12:12-27 is seen in new lights when we grasp that within their very limitations those ‘lesser’ parts of the body are still as vital and necessary to the healthy functioning of the whole.  That is if this is taken to its full potential.  A concern with Dewey and Miller’s position above is that there could be a tendency to reach inclusivity as a ‘tick box’ type of platitude as with all things if the Church plays lip service to the disabled members of the Body of Christ, nothing will change.  Those being ‘included’ may be receiving ‘permission’ to be present rather than it being fully acknowledged that all people rightfully belong.  Perhaps the term ‘inclusivity’ has become something that has lost what it truly means and has been diluted through being utilised too freely without accomplishing that which it is supposed to do.  The problem is that inclusivity seems to boil down to bringing the less able into the room with the able, without having a long-term view of the value of each to the other. How can this be seen to be so?  In the number of disabled persons taking up positions that have traditionally been denied them.  When statistics begin to show, and experience can likewise testify that people with disabilities are openly and freely ministering in the Church (as Paul did) and their ‘weakness’ is not seen as their defining characteristic, inclusivity may then be complete.  Inclusivism and exclusivism are both equally misaligned when one fails to see that there should be no barrier to begin with, just an open society that is already the remit of all.  If one group within society, citizens, taxpayers, and voters all, are discovered to not be receiving their fair due, the answer is not a new policy to correct this and make them fit into the broken and failing system.  Rather it is to say the system has been operating under error and this needs correcting.  Disabled persons do not need to find their place in an able Church or society, rather the Church and society need to correct the failure of acknowledging the full value of each member regardless of ability and allow all people to take their functional place on merit alone.  
[bookmark: _Toc178539208]Conclusion
It is striking that when looked at in the starkest manner, it is the perfect man Adam, who, made in the image of his creator (cf. Gen. 1:27) was able through his action, whilst perfectly able as a male, to bring about the fall of humanity and ultimately sin and death.  Whilst in comparison, the second Adam, Jesus, the triune God in perfect human form, brought resolution to the issue through a broken and disabled body.  The able brought separation and death, whilst the disabled brought reconciliation and life.[footnoteRef:114] [114:  Romans 5:12-21 and 1 Corinthians 15:45-49. ] 

Keeping with the idea that the able is the best, what then becomes of the clay jars? (2 Cor. 4:7-12) Cracked and thinner in some parts than others, they allow the important light within to shine forth and bring the needed glow to the room.  The less able one is, the more opportunity for the work and grace of God to shine forth and communicate more of God’s image and work to those around.  
‘This means for us that being disabled is not a condition to be wished away but instead can be seen as a revelation of our true relation to the living God.’[footnoteRef:115]  Paul is the great leveller of peoples, no one is ‘great’ and no one is ‘less’, all are in Christ, and that is everything.  For the disabled person to see that the great letter writer of the New Testament was weakened to the extent that he knew the disablement as an angel/messenger of Satan is almost comforting.  This should not cause the community of believers to look for those with disabilities to draw them into the fellowship and gain from them, but to reckon themselves as them.  Not one person can claim perfection, a disabled reading of 2 Corinthians 12:7b-10 shows how one lives fully in the grace and power of God, through the acceptance of the weaknesses bestowed by divine providence; no matter how they are gained.  To live an ordinary Christian life every believer must know the sufficiency of God (2 Cor. 12:9).  Every member of the Body of Christ (1 Cor. 12) must then examine themselves clearly and see where their disability lays, from this self-awareness acceptance can be achieved, and the fruits of the power of God can begin to be seen at work in their lives.  Without a disabled reading of 2 Corinthians 12:7b-10, some people will continue to see themselves as able, and with this ableness would come a resistance to receiving all that is present and available from God, through the crucified and resurrected Jesus Christ.  Thus, all are disabled in Christ, to the joy and benefit of every member part of the Body of Christ. 
 [115:  Dewey, ‘Paul’, p. 401.] 
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