
Of Ministry and Ministers #2

“The Comfort Connection”

2 Corinthians 1:3-7

Ease and comfort are saleable in our culture. Make something easy or comfortable (or quick) and you have a profitable product for the marketplace. Hard, uncomfortable, and slow are not qualities that elicit customers’ interest!

We would all like an existence that is easy and comfortable. Yet rare indeed is the life that is free from all trial and hardship. Even for the carefree person a lingering illness, a persistent obstacle or a family tragedy can result in a rude awakening to life’s reality. Many get outraged when adversity strikes. The Bible teaches, however, that suffering is an inevitable part of the Christian life and an opportunity to learn how God goes about meeting our every need.
 Paul warned Timothy in 2 Timothy 3:12 that “everyone who wants to live a godly life in Christ Jesus will be persecuted.”
 Jesus said in John 16:33, “In this world you will have trouble.” Pain and suffering are unavoidable.

How different this is from what many are preaching today! So many proclaim that affliction is evidence of personal sin or deficient faith, while comfort and ease are clear evidences of divine blessing.
 If anyone assures you that you can avoid suffering like health problems, mental anguish, relational difficulties, or financial straits—provided that you have enough faith—they’re not telling you the truth. Paul was a follower of Christ who stood head and shoulders above other Christians in terms of faithfulness. And he suffered greatly—not for sin or lack of faith but because of his faith in and obedience to Christ.
 Suffering and weakness are not outside our life in Christ; they are the only pathway to experiencing God’s strength and comfort.

Paul takes this truth one step further and teaches that affliction is essential. Pain and suffering was the key to Paul’s effectiveness in ministry, and is the key to effective ministry today. Suffering is, as one author puts it, “God’s strange tutor.”

This evening we continue our study of the New Testament letter called Second Corinthians. We discover that this letter was composed by a man who was no stranger to heartache. His body bore the marks of shipwreck, stoning, and a thorn in the flesh that wouldn’t leave; his soul knew the pain of false rumors, misunderstanding, and loss. He lived with suffering, regularly facing it head on.

Yet Paul is not merely giving us a theology of suffering. He writes of suffering in the context of comfort. One might say 2 Corinthians 1:3–7 provides the Bible’s greatest text on comfort. The word “comfort” occurs no less than ten times in its noun and verb forms in this brief paragraph—essentially one-third of all thirty-one occurrences in the New Testament. Paul says more about suffering, and more about comfort, than any other writer in the Bible. And it is here that he says the most about it.

Let’s examine “The Comfort Connection” in these verses.
The Source of Comfort 

First we encounter the source of comfort in verse 3, “Praise be to the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of compassion and the God of all comfort…” We saw in our last message that Paul uses the established letter-writing format in the first two verses, identifying both the author and the audience. Verse three follows another common practice of the day, the Jewish blessing of God. Those who attended the synagogue of that time would pray, “Blessed are you, O Lord our God and God of our fathers.”
 The first word of verse three in the original Greek, translated “blessed” or “praise,” is the root of the English word “eulogy” and means, “to speak well of.”

Paul certainly could not sing about his circumstances, but he could sing about the God who is in control of all circumstances. He had learned that praise is an important factor in achieving victory over discouragement and depression.

In naming God “the Father of compassion and the God of all comfort” Paul identifies God as the Creator and source of all mercy and comfort, who is present and active in the world. Mercy and comfort have their single and final source in God.
 To the Jewish people, the phrase father of means “originator of.” Satan is the father of lies in John 8:44 because lies originated with him. According to Genesis 4:21, Jubal was the father of musical instruments because he originated the pipe and the harp. God is the Father of compassion because all compassion originates with Him and can be secured only from Him.
 It is noteworthy that the apostle uses the noun “compassion” and the verb “to have compassion” more than any other writer in the New Testament, showing how important the compassion of God was to him.
 Perhaps Paul had in mind Psalm 103:13-14, “As a father has compassion on his children, so the Lord has compassion on those who fear him; for he knows how we are formed, he remembers that we are dust.” 
 Or Isaiah 66:13, “As a mother comforts her child, so will I comfort you.”

Paul refers to “the God of all comfort.” Do not think of comfort in terms of “sympathy,” because sympathy can weaken us instead of strengthen us. God does not pat us on the head and give us a piece of candy or a toy to distract our attention from our troubles. No, He puts strength into our hearts so we can face our trials and triumph over them. Our English word comfort comes from two Latin words meaning “with strength.”
 

Paul employs the term here in its basic (Greek) sense of standing beside a person to encourage him when he is undergoing severe testing.
 To comfort was to be with someone to strengthen him. Real comfort doesn’t merely soothe your sorrows, it arms you with strength and makes you ready for the battle of life.
 Like a nurse called to a patient’s bedside or a companion who puts an arm around a friend to provide strength in weakness, “comfort,” is given by those who care enough to reach out and help in times of need. It is one of the words Jesus uses for the Holy Spirit in John 14:16, “I will ask the Father, and He will give you another Comforter, that He may be with you forever.”

The Supply of Comfort

Next we see the supply of comfort in the beginning of verse 4, “…who comforts us in all our troubles…” Notice in this phrase the little word “in,” for it is very important. God comforts us “in” all our troubles; He does not promise escape “from” all our pain. The implication is that if we are serving Christ, we will encounter hardships. This is a given of the Christian life, as it was a given in Christ’s life. As Paul puts it in verse 5, “the sufferings of Christ flow over into our lives.” This does not mean that we somehow complete what Christ failed to finish on the cross. The idea is, rather, that to identify with Christ is to identify with the suffering that was an essential part of His earthly ministry.

The present tense of the verb shows that this God of ours comforts us constantly and unfailingly, not occasionally and intermittently; and He does so in all our affliction, not just in certain kinds of affliction.
 The word all in the Greek is a strong word. It means “every kind, every variety, the whole of, or the totality of the thing referred to.”
 No matter how great the sufferings a Christian is called upon to endure, they are more than matched, by the comfort God gives. The comfort is never outweighed by the pain.

Paul could talk about suffering because he had lived through it. He could tell you about the valley of the shadow because he had been there—many times. Later in this same letter, in 2 Corinthians 11:24-27, he talks about some of his trials: 

Five times I received from the Jews the forty lashes minus one. Three times I was beaten with rods, once I was stoned, three times I was shipwrecked, I spent a night and a day in the open sea, I have been constantly on the move. I have been in danger from rivers, in danger from bandits, in danger from my own countrymen, in danger from Gentiles; in danger in the city, in danger in the country, in danger at sea; and in danger from false brothers. I have labored and toiled and have often gone without sleep; I have known hunger and thirst and have often gone without food; I have been cold and naked.” 

He sounds like something of a veteran, doesn’t he? If anyone ever had a Master’s degree in the school of suffering, it was Paul. Before he wrote this letter, he had really suffered, as he describes it in 2 Corinthians 1:8, “We do not want you to be uninformed, brothers, about the hardships we suffered in the province of Asia. We were under great pressure, far beyond our ability to endure, so that we despaired even of life.” 
 Yet Paul is not complaining or whining; he is strengthened by the comfort of God in his life.
The Spread of Comfort

The conclusion of verse 4 reveals the spread of comfort: “…so that we can comfort those in any trouble with the comfort we ourselves have received from God.” Paul viewed God’s comforting of him not only as an end in itself but also as the means to an end. Suffering believers receive God’s comfort so that they will be able to comfort those who are in any affliction. Believers receive comfort as a trust or stewardship to be passed on to others. This purpose of comfort is to equip the comforted to be comforters.
 This is one of the principles of Christian service: the Christian receives in order that he may pass on that which he has received; he is blessed so that he may be a blessing to others.
 We are not to be like the Dead Sea; God’s blessings flow through us to others.

Suffering, then, is a training ground for service to the body of Christ. It equips us so that we can better minister to those who, for the sake of the gospel, are going through trials and hardships.
 When we offer comfort to a fellow believer, we serve as a conduit for the comfort of God, and we open ourselves up to experience a deeper level of His reality at work in our life.

Our attitude toward suffering should not be “grit your teeth and bear it,” hoping it will pass as quickly as possible. We should learn all we can from our personal problems so that we can comfort others, just as Jesus did. Hebrews 2:18 tells us, “Because he himself suffered when he was tempted, he is able to help those who are being tempted.” God does not comfort us to make us comfortable but to make us comforters.

“So that we can comfort” points to the fact that the means God uses to provide encouragement is other people.
 Many of us imagine that God comforts us mystically, immediately, and directly—and occasionally this happens. More frequently, however, the Holy Spirit works through Spirit-indwelled believers and the Spirit-filled community to comfort those who suffer. Through an encouraging word, a heart-felt embrace, a kind note, a loving presence, a side-by-side walk through death’s valley—God comforts.

How are we to comfort others? Clearly we need to care about others and to be sensitive to their feelings and emotions, to “rejoice with those who rejoice; mourn with those who mourn” as Romans 12:15 instructs. If we would be used by God to comfort and encourage, we must be prepared to listen without interruption so as to allow others to express to us their deepest feelings. Do not judge or show disapproval; just listen. While all Christian ministry must be directed ultimately to the mind and the will, it will frequently begin with the emotions.

Paul goes on to write in verses 5-7,

For just as the sufferings of Christ flow over into our lives, so also through Christ our comfort overflows. If we are distressed, it is for your comfort and salvation; if we are comforted, it is for your comfort, which produces in you patient endurance of the same sufferings we suffer. And our hope for you is firm, because we know that just as you share in our sufferings, so also you share in our comfort.
Suffering is inevitable for the Christian, but so is God’s comforting grace. As the sufferings increase, so does the supply of God’s grace. The word “overflows” suggests the picture of a river overflowing. James 4:6 promises, “He gives us more grace.” This is an important principle to grasp: God has ample grace for our every need, but He will not give it in advance. We come by faith to the throne of grace, Hebrews 4:16 tells us, “so that we may receive mercy and find grace to help us in our time of need.” The Greek word means “help when you need it, timely help.” 

I read about a devoted believer who was arrested for his faith and condemned to be burned at the stake. The night before the execution, he wondered if he would have enough grace to become a human torch; so he tested his courage by putting his hand over the flame of the candle in his jail cell. Of course, it burned him and he pulled his hand back in pain. He was certain that he would never be able to face martyrdom without failing. But the next day, God gave him the grace he needed, and he had a joyful and triumphant witness before his enemies, singing praises as the flames rose until he could do so no more.

If we could store up God’s grace for emergency use, we would be prone to trust ourselves and not “the God of all grace.” All the resources God gives us may be kept for future use—money, food, knowledge, etc.—but the grace of God cannot be stored away.

God has to work in us before He can work through us. It is much easier to grow in knowledge than to grow in grace. Learning God’s truth and getting it into our heads is one thing, but living God’s truth and getting it into our character is another. God always prepares us for what He is preparing for us, and a part of that preparation is suffering.

Christians follow in their Master’s footsteps, sharing in the sufferings of Christ that flow over into our lives. Our trials and tribulations don’t catch God off guard. Nothing happens to us that hasn’t first passed through His fingers. When Jesus promised His disciples in John 16:33 that they would undergo suffering, He also told them, “But take heart! I have overcome the world.” Don’t run from the Lord when suffering strikes. Run to Him and let Him work in you so that you may be comforted.

The important thing is to fix your attention on God and not on yourself. Remember what God is to you—“the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of mercies, and the God of all comfort.” Remember what God does for you—that He is able to handle your trials and make them work out for your good and His glory. Finally, remember what God does through you—and let Him use you to be an encouragement to others.

Life is not always easy and comfortable, and that should not be our goal. Remember, it’s not about you! Our lives should be about glorifying God and serving others along the way. The comfort connection Paul illustrates in these verses shows that God comforts us so that we can comfort others. No adversity in our lives needs to be wasted when we allow God to work in us so that He can work through us and help others.
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