
Of Ministry and Ministers #3

“At the End of Our Rope”

2 Corinthians 1:8-11

One of the classic Seinfeld episodes has George (the lovable middle-aged man who has nothing going for him and still lives with his parents) realizing that his life would be far better if he just did the opposite of what he would normally do in every situation. His friend Jerry convinces him that every instinct he has naturally is wrong, so he should do the opposite. As the episode progresses, and as George takes Jerry’s advice, he lands a new job, a new girl, and an apartment of his own. (Kind of like playing a country song backwards—you get back your girl, your pickup truck, and your dog!)

Following Jesus turns out to be just like that—doing the opposite of what usually comes naturally to us. It is natural to hold a grudge; Jesus calls us to forgive. It is natural to love only those who love us; Jesus calls us to love our enemies. It is natural to look out for our own interests; Jesus calls us to love our neighbors as ourselves.

It is as if every single human value, priority, or accomplishment falls at the bottom of God’s value system and those things that human beings naturally despise and reject are highly prized in God’s sight.

The upside-down values of the kingdom of God force us to rethink almost everything. Take, for instance, our understanding of strength and weakness. What is considered strength in American culture is frequently seen in the Scriptures as weakness; and what is seen as weakness by our world is seen as strength in God’s eyes. In the Bible, weakness often looks like strength, and strength often looks like weakness.

This is especially true in Paul’s second letter to the Corinthians. Tonight we will consider 2 Corinthians 1:8-11,

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. Indeed, in our hearts we felt the sentence of death. But this happened that we might not rely on ourselves but on God, who raises the dead. He has delivered us from such a deadly peril, and he will deliver us. On him we have set our hope that he will continue to deliver us, as you help us by your prayers. Then many will give thanks on our behalf for the gracious favor granted us in answer to the prayers of many.

In this passage we will not only challenge the way our culture views strength and weakness, we will also challenge a common Christian thought that is widely accepted yet is not accurate in either Scripture or real life. God does His best work, Paul says, when we are at the end of our rope.

The Fashionable Thought 

Let’s begin with the fashionable thought. You may have heard it said that, “God never gives us more than we can handle.” Yet that’s absolutely wrong! He frequently challenges us to trust Him more by giving us far more than we can handle on our own.

So where does this thought come from? Most of the resources advocating this idea (and many Christians I have heard personally say this) base this in 1 Corinthians 10:13, “No temptation has seized you except what is common to man. And God is faithful; he will not let you be tempted beyond what you can bear. But when you are tempted, he will also provide a way out so that you can stand up under it.”
This is absolutely a promise from God. But Paul is dealing with temptation here, enticement to do wrong. His argument is that God will help his children to escape the pressure to do wrong. That is the meaning of the verse and the correct application. Yet those who take “God won’t give you more than you can handle” and apply it to the crushing reality of everyday life have missed the mark.

In fact, I think Scripture demonstrates just the opposite. God is all about giving us more than we can handle so that we’ll actually have to trust Him. God is actively, passionately, and relentlessly about the business of giving us more than we can handle so that our power, wisdom, and strength will be brought to an end. Far from keeping us from being overwhelmed, God often throws us in over our heads so that we’ll look to Him for rescue and salvation. 

While I’m letting the air out of one popular thought tonight, I’ll take on another. We are convinced God is most interested in keeping us safe, but that is not true, either. He is not after our safety; He is after our faith and our love, and to get both, He must at times expose us to risk and suffering. We’ll never see His power if we refuse to have ours limited. God’s way is not to take us out of trials, but to comfort us with His presence in the midst of them and to exchange our strength for His in the face of them. This is how God works out His purposes for the world—He puts treasure “in jars of clay to show that this all-surpassing power is from God and not from us.” By our union with Christ in and through our weakness, we display God’s glory.
This is why Paul’s teaching on weakness is so profound for the journey of faith. We think faith is supposed to protect us from being brought to a place of such desperation, but Paul suggests that faith is that point of desperation—that is the place where faith and trust in God actually begin.

But so much of American life and Christianity is designed precisely so that I never reach this point. I don’t want to be weak; I want to be heroic, powerful, and important. I am conditioned (even in church!) to overcome obstacles, not embrace my limitations. The point: God’s desire is to work through human vulnerability rather than overcome it.

The fashionable thought is that God won’t give us more than we can handle. As we will see in this text (and throughout this letter) God often does exactly that. We often find ourselves at the end of our rope.

The Factual Truth

Paul shares the factual truth in these verses. In verse 8 he writes, “We do not want you to be uninformed, brothers, about the hardships we suffered in the province of Asia.” We do not know what the specific hardships were, but it was great enough to make Paul think he was going to die.
 In verse 9 he writes, “we felt the sentence of death.” The verb felt translates the Greek perfect tense, suggesting that the death sentence had already been passed but was not yet executed. Various “death sentences” have been suggested; serious illness, an Ephesian imprisonment, and the riot in Ephesus in Acts 19:23-34.
 We can’t say for sure if it was any of these or something else entirely.
The severity of the experience is evident from the fact that Paul strains the language to the limit in an effort to express himself. We were under great pressure (literally, “weighed down”) far beyond our ability to endure (literally, “utterly beyond our strength”).
 The situation was so serious that Paul “despaired even of life.” The Greek translated “despaired” literally means “no passage,” “no way out,” or “no exit.”

I know this flies in the face of what we usually hear about “the victorious Christian life.” Some would have us think that the Christian floats from one cloud nine experience to the next, without ever experiencing adversity. Actually, this was what Paul’s opponents were saying in Corinth, discrediting him because of his tough times.

The factual truth is that any assignment that comes from God will be more than you can handle. It will always have a God-sized dimension to it.
 If God always used the smartest, the strongest, or the most talented, observers would say that the person pulled it off. But when God uses those who don’t measure up to the world’s standards, those who see the results have to look elsewhere to explain it.
That’s why I don’t think Samson looked like Arnold Schwarzenegger. If he did, the people of his day would have credited his muscles for the amazing accomplishments he performed. I believe he looked like a normal guy…or maybe a pencil-neck geek. When he did something superhuman, it had to come from outside of himself.

Sometimes God puts us into situations outside our comfort zone or where we feel adept. If I may share a personal testimony, this happened to me when we renovated the sanctuary. Five years before, when we built the fellowship hall, I appointed three men as the building committee and one of them as the chairman. The project went well, but a number of issues arose for those in leadership. When this new challenge emerged I chose not to put anyone else in that situation, so I oversaw the project myself. Mind you, I have absolutely zero knowledge or skill or experience when it comes to construction! And we certainly encountered some adversity along the way of that two-and-a-half year project! Yet through it all I can testify that my faith in the Lord grew stronger as I had to rely on Him for wisdom and direction, since I didn’t have any of my own!

It is to God’s greatness that He uses people like us; it is a testimony to His glory that He can take anything or anyone to be used for His purpose in the world. He shows His wisdom by using foolishness; He shows His strength by using weakness. God shows His true greatness by using the lowly and despised things of the world to bring out His purposes in human history. In His hands, our brokenness can be made beautiful.
He does this so that none of us live under the illusion that we ourselves are up for the task and boast before Him. He designs circumstances so that we are in over our heads and chooses unlikely people so that He gets the credit and glory. He brings us to the end of our sufficiency so that we’ll rest in His. Now, let's be honest: We hate this. We don’t want to learn this lesson personally. Perhaps that is why the church is so infatuated with tools, techniques, and marketing. When the pastor needs to be seen as an expert preacher, theologian, visionary, manager, administrator, recruiter, CEO, leader, coach, mentor, counselor, and spiritual director…it’s easy to understand why there is so much burnout among ministers. If our churches don’t embrace and visibly express weakness, what hope can there be for the rest of us? That is why it is completely wrong to rank churches based on how fast they are growing or how big they are. All this does is glorify and promote what our culture deems as strength, even though ranking, comparison, and pride are clearly weakness from God’s point of view.
The American church has bought wholesale into the cultural assumptions of glory, power, and strength. One of the reasons our churches and ministries are so ineffective is because we don’t make room for God’s power, since we are so enamored with our own. We don’t make room for weakness—everything in our churches has to be excellent and well-produced. I remember falling into that trap early in my ministry. So we schedule things by the minute, rehearse our transitions and prayers, seek out the next killer series or curriculum or program; and all the while Jesus has moved on to people who have nothing other than Him.

We may not feel, as Paul did, that he was under a death sentence, but we do face adversities that are more than we can handle. That is when we turn to the Lord for help, because He is on our side and helps us with these challenges.

The Faithful Trend 

Though I’ve alluded to this already, we see the faithful trend in the last part of verse 9, “But this happened that we might not rely on ourselves but on God, who raises the dead.” Why does God give us more than we can handle? So that we quit trying to handle it! 

One of the important truths of Scripture is that God must remove our attitude of self-sufficiency. When we encounter a seemingly hopeless situation, it opens our eyes to the reality that we cannot depend on and deliver ourselves. We must allow personal brokenness that strips us of our self-sufficiency to move us to a deeper level of trust in and dependency on our all-sufficient God. The One who is able to raise the dead can surely breathe life into our seemingly impossible circumstances.

Paul was a gifted and experienced servant of God, who had been through many different kinds of trials. Surely all of this experience would be sufficient for him to face these new difficulties and overcome them. But God wants us to trust Him—not our gifts or abilities, our experience, or our “spiritual reserves.” Just about the time we feel self-confident and able to meet the enemy, we fail miserably.
 

Suffering keeps us from trusting ourselves. Intense suffering reminds us of our utter helplessness—something we often forget when everything seems to be going well. Proverbs 3:5-6 expresses this truth beautifully: “Trust in the Lord with all your heart and do not lean on your own understanding. In all your ways acknowledge Him, and He will make your paths straight.”
The world’s wisdom challenges this biblical truth. Secular psychologists, self-help gurus, and feel-good life coaches urge us to follow our hearts, trust in ourselves, and find our own inner strength. When the dire circumstances of life push us to the very edge of ourselves, however, we realize that we simply lack the knowledge, strength, and even the desire to go on. When worldly wisdom deceives us and personal resources run dry, God’s strength and wisdom provide us with everything we need in our suffering.

It is not that God comes and makes us strong and then uses us; rather, it is that God brings us to the end of our strength, our wisdom, our trust in self so that we actually have to trust Him and not something (or someone) else. This is the paradox of strength and weakness: that I am strongest when I am weakest; I am most usable when I am in over my head; Jesus is most present when I am at the end of my rope.

Suffering goes one step further. It not only casts the believer into the arms of the Lord. It gives him a deep confidence that the God who has delivered him out of that terrible predicament is well able to control and look after all the circumstances of the rest of his life.
 We see this in Paul’s words in verses 10-11,

He has delivered us from such a deadly peril, and he will deliver us. On him we have set our hope that he will continue to deliver us, as you help us by your prayers. Then many will give thanks on our behalf for the gracious favor granted us in answer to the prayers of many.

Notice the verb tenses in verse 10: “He has delivered us…”—past tense, “and he will deliver us…”—future tense. God’s faithfulness in the past helps our faith to grow in the present and our hope to grow regarding the future. 

Then Paul writes, “as you help us by your prayers.” The Greek word sunupourgeo translated “helping together” is used only here in the New Testament and is composed of three words: “with,” “under,” and “work.” It is a picture of laborers under the burden, working together to get the job accomplished.
 “You also burrow underneath by prayer for us,” writes Paul in the Greek of verse 11. The thought is of undermining the fortifications of a castle by tunneling.
 We undermine Satan’s efforts through prayer.
I’m certain all of us have heard at one time or another, “God never gives us more than we can handle.” As nice as that sounds, and as logical as it may seem, tonight we have seen that it just doesn’t hold true either in Scripture or in real life. Maybe you’ve held on to that thought and found great comfort in it, and now you feel a bit uneasy… maybe anxious or scared.

There’s no need for that. For while it is not true that “God never gives us more than we can handle,” it is abundantly true that “God never gives us more than He can handle.” Nothing in your life or mine takes God by surprise. He never shakes His head and says, “Wow, I never saw that coming!” Or, “Gabriel, come quick! Look at this mess! What should I do?”

No, God has it all under control. He can handle it. And, for the Christian, He lives inside you in the person of the Holy Spirit. This is why Paul could declare in Philippians 4:13, “I can do all things through Christ who gives me strength.” The same Spirit of God who raised Jesus from the dead lives in the body of every follower of Jesus Christ. No exceptions!
Yet it is equally true that, in the words of Jesus recorded in John 15:5, “Without me you can do nothing.” That’s right—nothing. As invincible as we are in Christ, we are helpless without Him. And it is only when we realize our helplessness on our own and rely on Christ (which is a definition of “faith”) that we can endure the adversities of life. And that realization seldom happens when things are going well. 

Maybe you are facing adversity that seems to be more than you can bear. It very well may be more than you can bear. But it’s never more than He can bear. Rely on Him. You will find God at the end of your rope.
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