2 Cor. 1:3-11 COMFORT ZONE 3/1/09

Introduction:

A.

B.

Illus.: Last July 14 our friend Art Kasch died suddenly. It was a terrible shock and an inexpressible loss to
Karen. Immediately, many of you came around Karen —especially the women from her Bible study.
Many of you prayed for her and sent her notes of encouragement, including verses of Scripture and
sometimes stories of how God helped you in sorrow.

Last November, Karen heard that Jim Lindberg’s brother-in-law, Bruce, had died after only a nine-
week battle with cancer. Karen didn’t know Bruce’s wife, but she got Judy’s number and even though
we think of Karen as very quiet, she took the initiative to call Judy. The first time they met, they visited
in the restaurant for over three hours. Then it was pizza one evening—five hours that just flew by.
Karen not only brought sympathy and insight, but she brought to her Christian sister a sense of the
comfort of God himself. Judy told me that they had “an instant connection.” And she told me how God
would bring people like Karen across her path “at just the right time.” She told me, “People who are
walking with the Lord and sensitive to his leading are used by God to comfort those who hurt.” She said
she often thinks of a Christian song that says, “We are his hands, we are his feet...” It is God’s way to
bring his comfort to his hurting people through other believers who themselves have experienced his
comfort.

That is the point of our text today, 2 Cor. 1:3-11. During Lent, we are going to focus on how God steps
into our painful hardships with his resurrection power. lllus.: This week on Ash Wed. for the first time
in my life, | did “the imposition of ashes.” People came up and | put a smudge of ash on their foreheads
as | whispered a biblical death sentence to them: “Remember, from dust you came and to dust you will
return.” The point of Lent is to consider our mortality and sinfulness so that we are really ready for the
good news of the resurrection. That is the message of much of 2 Corinthians. Our theme is a phrase
from ch.4: “We have this treasure [this resurrection life] in jars of clay [these earthen bodies].

Our text today begins with praise to God: v.3-4... When it comes to our troubles, there are two
reasons why we can praise “the God of all comfort.” The first is this:

I.  PRAISE GOD FOR HIS UNIQUE COMFORT IN OUR TROUBLES (1:3-5, 8-9)

A.

Our heavenly Father is more tender-hearted than we can imagine. He is “the Father of compassion.”
This Greek word is very emotional; it has a catch in its throat and a tear in its eye. It means that God
feels sympathy and is ready to do something about it. And the word is actually plural— “the Father of
compassions.” Every variety and nuance of compassion that anyone has ever felt originated with our
heavenly Father. Likewise, “the God of all comfort.” The word means encouragement, and I'll tell you
more about it in a moment. But the point is that every variety of compassion and comfort, every touch
and whisper, is ours when God is our Father!
Look at v.5... “The sufferings of Christ flow over into our lives.” Paul uses that phrase several times. |
think he means two things by it: (1) the sufferings which Christians experience that result from serving
Christ; i.e. persecution; and (2) sufferings of every kind, inherent in our humanity, which we submit to
Christ. Christ’s suffering was of both varieties. He suffered worst because of the opposition of sinful
men; but he also suffered because “he was tempted in every way that we are.” When we suffer, Jesus
says, in effect,” We | ¢ o me t owhenye facotrodbld for’any reason—persecution, loss,
depression, illness—that suffering can be redeemed. It doesn’t have to be pointless.
1. We can have a deep and sacred fellowship with Christ in suffering. We can meet him there.
2. We can submit our trouble to him as Lord and he will put it to his good use. It becomes an essential
part of how God is working in this world through his people.




C. What Paul experienced was that when the sufferings of Christ overflowed in his life, so did the comfort
of Christ. That’s a Christian exchange. Sufferings shared with Christ always come hand-in-hand with
God’s comfort.

Now about this word comfort. It means to come alongside to help. Its synonym is encouragement.
It’s used 10 times just in vv.3-7; 29 times in one form or another in this letter. This isn’t just sympathy
or consolation; it is more active, it brings God’s presence alongside to help. Another form of this same
word is how Jesus described the Holy Spirit—the Comforter. God comes alongside us through his Spirit.
When Christians share their troubles with Christ they also have the company of Christ by the Holy
Spirit.

People can comfort and encourage us, of course, including people that pay no attention to God.
But the encouragement of God is of a much higher quality than we ever get from anyone else. The
secret ingredient in God’s encouragement that makes it so incredibly potent is the resurrection of
Christ. In fact, God takes us into trouble so that his resurrection power can be seen in us. Look at 2 Cor.
4:10, “We always carry around in our body the death of Jesus, so that the life of Jesus may also be
revealed in our body.” That resurrection life in no-exit situations shows in different ways:

1. Look at vv.8-10... No one knows what it was that Paul went through but it was awful. That phrase
in v.8, “we despaired even of life,” uses a word that means there was no exit. But God made an exit!
Paul was miraculously delivered and he likened it to God raising the dead. Sometimes we see God’s
resurrection power in our lives through flat-out miracles of deliverance. A dramatic healing, for
example, or an anonymous gift for exactly the right amount at the 11" hour. I read about a man
imprisoned for his faith who desperately wanted Christian fellowship. One night, an angel woke
him and walked him out of the prison to a house church nearby. He had Communion and prayer
with them and then the angel took him back. That was a resurrection-type miracle.

2. More commonly, but no less miraculously, are the times when God brings his resurrection life into
situations where we are as powerless and helpless as the dead. That, too, was an experience Paul
knew. Later in this letter he will tell how God did not remove a terrible thorn from his life, but
instead assured him, “My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness.”
Illus.: Friday morning Linda Page, the wife of my dear friend and colleague, Bob, died of cancer. She
was only 60. Bob called me right away, and asked me to sing that song, “I Will Bring You Home,” at
Linda’s funeral. (I had sung it for him when we visited a few weeks ago.) When we talked |
mentioned this passage in 2 Cor. and Bob said,” Wi t h God it 1is not |just
strengthini t , wi t h Hdtaderk, HLast fal, whet | redlized what was ahead, | knew I’d
need to learn how to be a servant to my wife in ways | had never done and | wasn’t sure | could do
that. Now | look back on all that | have done for her and | think, ‘Wow! God gave me grace to do all
that.”” What a great way to describe God’s comfort— “comfort with strength in it, with teeth in it.”
Praise God for his unique comfort in our troubles.

Il. PRAISE GOD THAT WE CAN COMFORT OTHERS IN TROUBLE WITH THE COMFORT GOD HAS GIVEN US (1:4-7)

Just as the comfort we receive from God is much more potent than any other kind, so also is the comfort

we pass on to others. It’s not that we necessarily do different things. We write notes, phone, drop by, hug,

listen, bring a meal—the same things other people do. But we are passing on to someone else the comfort

we’ve received from God, even when we don’t realize we’re doing it. Vv.4-7...

A. Whether we are hurting or comforted we can serve fellow believers (vv.6-7). | think Paul meant that
when he suffered it was in the service of other believers, first, because his suffering came in the course
of bringing them the gospel, but also because Jesus was using those hardships for his purposes in their
lives. Likewise, when he was encouraged by God, that also encouraged his fellow believers. Either way,
they were encouraged and strengthened. And the end result was not just that they felt better, but that
their faith grew stronger; they were being equipped with “patient endurance” themselves. That is how
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God uses us to make other Christians stronger. He uses both the troubles and the comfort you
experience to build up the perseverance of your brothers and sisters. | could think of three ways that
works.

B. We who have suffered bring Christlike compassion to others who hurt. When we personally go
through suffering with Christ, his comforting response endows us with a tenderness, a sensitivity, a
love and wisdom which we pass on to others. F. B. Meyer called it “the art of comfort.” We have
gained through our experience a sense of how God works in these things, of what God says. Having felt
the balm of God, we know how to use it to soothe others.

C. We who have suffered are examples to others of God’s comfort. I’'m sure that when you face a
hardship, you remember other believers who have suffered. You watched them find God’s help and
encouragement. That’s why we tell our stories of how God sustained us through unemployment or the
vigil for a loved one, raising a teenager or a time of depression. The psalmist said, “/ will tell of his
mighty deeds,” and some of those mighty deeds have happened to us when God met us in trouble.

D. We who have suffered are carriers of God’s comfort. Warren Wiersbe wrote, “God does not [just] pat
us on the head... No, He puts strength into our hearts...” And that strength that God puts in our hearts,
in true miracle fashion, is transferrable. When we receive God’s encouragement in our troubles it
becomes a kind of life force in us. We mediate God’s encouragement to others. We’re like priests of
comfort.

The essential work of this priestly comforting is prayer. V.11... Do you see that phrase at the
beginning of v.11, “as you help us by your prayers”? “As you help us” is from one long Greek word,
used only here in the Bible. It is a compound of three words: with+under+work—Ilaborers all together
under a burden. That’s what we do when we pray together for God to encourage someone. We all get
under the burden together and then—one, two, three, lift—we bear it up to God. Prayer for others in
trouble—no matter how far away they are—conveys God’s power. lllus.: | called Maureen Dwyer the
other night to see how she was doing in recovering from some health problems. She said, “I haven’t
been anxious at all. | can tell people are praying for me. I can feel it.” Sometimes it may seem that
when someone says, “I’m praying for you,” it is sort of like sending a spiritual Hallmark card, but there
is much more going on than that!

One way prayer works is by giving a miraculous sense of timing or insight into otherwise ordinary
expressions of encouragement. lllus.: | was talking to someone here who went through a miscarriage. |
asked her what people did that was most encouraging. She said that the most encouraging thing was
someone who had a tree planted in Israel in memory of the baby who died. That surprised me, so |
asked the person who gave the gift how she thought of that. She said simply, “/ prayed about what to
do.” A tree in Israel isn’t necessarily what you should do. It was custom-made comfort from God for
that particular woman at that particular time. The simplest forms of encourage-ment, given with God’s
timing and God’s touch, have resurrection life in them. They are potent.

Amy Carmichael was a missionary to India who suffered enormously in her life. She wrote,

I have noticed that when one who has not suffered draws near to one in pain, there is rarely much

power to help... | have wondered if it can be the same in the sphere of prayer. Does pain accepted

and endured give some quality that would otherwise be lacking in prayer?... What if every stroke of

pain, or hour of weariness or loneliness, or any other trial of flesh or spirit, could carry us a

pulsebeat nearer some other life, some life for which the ministry of prayer is needed; would it not

be worthwhile to suffer? Ten thousand times yes. And surely it must be so, for the further we are
drawn into the fellowship of Calvary with our dear Lord, the tenderer we are toward others... God

never wastes HiowDayswdhlhetnkidblcbssern s  pai n

Conclusion: So | leave you with these two admonitions:



1. When you consider the comfort of God to you and how you can pass it on to others, praise God! That’s
how this whole passage starts; that is the proper response to such a remarkable and holy comfort. Praise
God that suffering is not pointless, that you can have fellowship with Christ in it, and that God can use you
at your weakest to comfort others with his resurrection power. Praise God!

2. If you're going to be an agent of God’s comfort to others, you have to “step into the mess,” (as one of my
students put it). Don’t hide from other people’s hurt. Having experienced the comfort of God yourself, it is
as if you carry antibodies for the healing of someone else’s heart. You are God’s comforting voice and
touch in disguise. Use the encouragement that the Lord has given you. Remember what Amy Carmichael
said, “God never wastes His children’s pain.”



