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A FLOOD OF COMFORT

2 Corinthians 1:1-7

INTRODUCTION:  For all their best intentions, people do not always succeed when they try to offer comfort.  Now don’t get me wrong, the effort may be sincere and the thought appreciated but the results end up being far less than they intended.

     The biblical example, of course, is the friends of Job.  While suffering the devastating loss of family, wealth, and even health, Job then had to contend with four friends who came to offer “comfort” but instead compounded his misery.

ILLUS.  We know what that is like.  People see your hardship and feel like they need to say something, even if it’s wrong.  So without measuring their words, they offer empty comfort instead of making a positive difference.  Here are a few examples:
   1.  I know just how you feel.  I knew someone who went through the same thing and they never did get over it!  In fact, I think they had some kind of breakdown…but I’m sure you’re different!
   2.  You know, this wouldn’t have happened if you hadn’t… (then they scold you in a backhanded way)
   3.  When I hear of someone dealing with problems like yours, I always just tell them to read Romans 8:28 and it will all get better.
   4.  I don’t care what anyone says, God told me that you are going to be just fine by Monday morning…count on it.  All you have to do is have enough faith.  If it doesn’t clear up by Monday, you probably have some sin blocking the answer!
     If it sounds like I am making fun, I probably am in a gentle way, but I have heard all of those things said to people going through a rough time…and the people who said them actually thought they were helping bring comfort!

     The truth is, the only comfort that always reaches its target is the comfort that God Himself brings to us in our afflictions, sufferings and troubles.

THESIS:   No matter how great the affliction or suffering, we know that God is faithful and will comfort us at the deepest level of our need.

      Paul lays out the process here in these verses.

I.  THE HEAVY BURDEN OF A TROUBLED HEART

--The tone of this epistle shifts back and forth:

· Grateful, encouraging, loving, tender to those who had responded well to the word of God through him

· Severe, stern, direct, scolding, firm to those who persisted in teaching and embracing falsehood and rejecting him as a fake

--In some ways, Paul was encouraged by the response of the church to his challenge, but in others he is still deeply troubled, hurt, by those who have wounded both him and the work of the Lord in that city.

II.  THE GODLY COMFORT OF A MERCIFUL FATHER

--In this introductory section to the second letter, 1:3-7, Paul uses the word “comfort” 10 times, “affliction” 3 times, and “suffering” 4 times.

--He offers in these words an outline for the balance of the letter:  suffering and weakness, not ease and power, are the marks of a life God uses best for His glory.

A.  CONFORMED TO HIS IMAGE THROUGH AFFLICTION

--God does take the afflictions we face in life and use them to shape us, to fashion hearts and lives which are conformed to the image of Jesus Christ.

Romans 8:17-18 and if children, heirs also, heirs of God and fellow heirs with Christ, if indeed we suffer with Him in order that we may also be glorified with Him. 18 For I consider that the sufferings of this present time are not worthy to be compared with the glory that is to be revealed to us.
--That is where we left off in our first study of this text, but there is more…in the midst of the affliction, there is comfort.

B.  COMFORTED BY HIS SPIRIT IN AFFLICTION

     As the God of all comfort…

1.  God Comforts Us through Christ

2 Cor 1:5 For just as the sufferings of Christ are ours in abundance, so also our comfort is abundant through Christ.
a.  A Stake in His Sufferings and Afflictions

--What does Paul mean when he speaks of “the sufferings of Christ?”

· Some have thought he meant what Christ Himself suffered.

--Although it is possible that this is what he meant, it is not likely that in this context he refers to the unique kinds of suffering that Jesus did for the sake of righteousness as an innocent on behalf of a sinful people.

· Others have understood more appropriately that he meant the sufferings that come along with following Christ.

--Peter picks up on this theme and elaborates so that we have a better idea what Paul means:

1 Peter 4:12-14, 16   Beloved, do not be surprised at the fiery ordeal among you, which comes upon you for your testing, as though some strange thing were happening to you;  13 but to the degree that you share the sufferings of Christ, keep on rejoicing; so that also at the revelation of His glory, you may rejoice with exultation.  14 If you are reviled for the name of Christ, you are blessed, because the Spirit of glory and of God rests upon you…16 but if anyone suffers as a Christian, let him not feel ashamed, but in that name let him glorify God.
--So these sufferings can indeed abound in us when we follow Christ because we have identified with Him who is hated by the world.

John 15:19 “If you were of the world, the world would love its own; but because you are not of the world, but I chose you out of the world, therefore the world hates you.
--So the fallen world produces a flood of suffering in our lives, both at the hands of unrighteous people and through the curse of a fallen creation.

b.  A Flood of His Consolation and Encouragement

--But the Lord offers us great consolation in the way He has prepared a way for the afflictions to be negated by the comfort…an abundance of suffering has been offset by an abundance of comfort!

--In other words, the comfort of the Lord overflows toward us, washing over us in the midst of our suffering, consoling, encouraging, comforting in a way that only the Lord can.

2.  God Himself Comforts Us

2 Cor 1:3-4 …the Father of mercies and God of all comfort a;  4 who comforts us in all our affliction so that we may be able to comfortb those who are in any affliction with the comfort with which we ourselves are comforted by God.
a. Meaning of aparaklhsiß, bparakalei√n
· The Comfort – Three basic meanings in the NT:  
1. Encouragement/Exhortation; 2. Appeal/Request; 3. Comfort/Consolation
·  The Comforter – Once He departs from the disciples, Jesus promises to send the “Comforter,” the way He refers to the Holy Spirit in John 14, 16.

John 14:16 “And I will ask the Father, and He will give you another Helper (paraklhton), that He may be with you forever;
--Through Jesus Christ, God brings comfort in a way no one else possibly can, the comfort brought by the powerful presence of the Holy Spirit.

 b. How God comforts us
--If we do not know what to look for and what the Lord is doing, we may not even recognize some of the moments of grace He brings to us during our afflictions.

1)  Opens our Eyes

--One of the biggest problems we face during times of affliction is that we miss the big picture, we fail to lift our eyes to see what is happening from the perspective of the sovereign Lord.

--We get too close to a situation and need to step back, look up and see that God is still on the throne.

--I love the picture of this in the case of Elisha and his servant when they were surrounded by the Aramean army…the servant was distraught while Elisha found his comfort in the Lord.

2 Kings 6:16-17 So he answered, “Do not fear, for those who are with us are more than those who are with them.”  17Then Elisha prayed and said, “O LORD, I pray, open his eyes that he may see.” And the LORD opened the servant’s eyes, and he saw; and behold, the mountain was full of horses and chariots of fire all around Elisha.
--When we are suffering and the affliction is great, sometimes God simply invites us to reconsider the relative size of the problem when viewed from the perspective of the greatness of our God!

2)  Renews our Hope

--Once we have seen that the Lord is still in control, our hope no longer rests in the absence of the trouble we face, but in the presence of our Savior and Strong Deliverer.

Psalms 130:5 I wait for the LORD, my soul does wait, And in His word do I hope. 

Lamentations 3:19-24   Remember my affliction and my wandering, the wormwood and bitterness.  20 Surely my soul remembers And is bowed down within me.  21 This I recall to my mind, Therefore I have hope.  22 The LORD’s lovingkindnesses indeed never cease, For His compassions never fail.  23 They are new every morning; Great is Thy faithfulness.  24 “The LORD is my portion,” says my soul, “Therefore I have hope in Him.”
--Our hope is renewed even while the battle still rages around us when we realize that God is faithful and remember that His lovingkindness and compassion are available to us in full measure.

3)  Calms our Fears

--Arising from our afflictions, we find ourselves face to face with fears—for our safety, or our ability to handle the suffering, or our very lives.

Psalms 118:5-6   From my distress I called upon the LORD; The LORD answered me and set me in a large place.  6 The LORD is for me; I will not fear; What can man do to me?
--When  our fears take over, desperation clouds our judgment and we forget that our way out may in fact be a way through the distress.

--Therefore, we do not need to become anxious, looking every direction for relief, but with great comfort to our souls, simply look to the One is already with us.

Isaiah 41:10 ‘Do not fear, for I am with you; Do not anxiously look about you, for I am your God. I will strengthen you, surely I will help you, Surely I will uphold you with My righteous right hand.’

4)  Treasures our Tears

--But what about the grief inflicted and the pain endured with tears that flow from our times of suffering?  Why does the Lord not take away the trouble before the tears?

--As a God of mercy and compassion, He does take note of our tears and counts them as investments made in the shaping of our character in Christ-likeness.

Psalms 56:8   Thou hast taken account of my wanderings; Put my tears in Thy bottle; Are they not in Thy book?

--But on other occasions, He actually intervenes before the tears come and rescues us just before the grief overcomes us.

Psalms 116:8 For Thou hast rescued my soul from death, My eyes from tears, My feet from stumbling.

--In either case, God is not ignorant or indifferent to the consequences of our afflictions, but sees our hearts in their troubles and rescues us…and always on time for His purposes.

5)  Touches our Hearts

--Through it all, Jesus Christ commends His love to us and assures us that our affliction has not come because of His lack of love for us.

--His love remains constant all the way through the times of affliction and suffering we endure as we find Him always with us touching our hearts with promises of His steadfast affection.

Romans 8:35, 37 Who shall separate us from the love of Christ? Shall tribulation, or distress, or persecution, or famine, or nakedness, or peril, or sword? … 37 But in all these things we overwhelmingly conquer through Him who loved us
--In the middle of great turmoil and pain, the love of Christ reaches the inner recesses of our hearts and reminds us that we belong to Him, that we are loved by Him.

--Therefore, when in the deepest affliction, the love of Christ can comfort us with gentle reminders that our lives are held in the hands of one whose love never fails assuring us that we will overcome all things through him who loved us.

6)  Heals our Past

--Much of our affliction hits us long after the initial pain has come because our memories dredge up what it was like and generate fear that it will happen again.

Philippians 3:13-14 Brethren, I do not regard myself as having laid hold of it yet; but one thing I do: forgetting what lies behind and reaching forward to what lies ahead,  14 I press on toward the goal for the prize of the upward call of God in Christ Jesus.
--In Christ, we can lay aside what is behind us and leave it in His hands knowing that in Him all things are made new and the old things do actually get left behind with Him blocking the way to the past.

--If our grief and sorrow are born out of our own failures and guilt, He again reaches out to us with mercy and grace and forgives us…He wipes away the cause of our disgrace and remembers our sins no more!

Isaiah 43:25   “I, even I, am the one who wipes out your transgressions for My own sake; And I will not remember your sins.
7)  Restores our Strength

--Last of all, His comfort brings us strength to endure, power to prevail, and the ability to stand firm no matter what comes our way.

Psalms 73:26 My flesh and my heart may fail, But God is the strength of my heart and my portion forever.

ILLUS.  A friend spoke to a little boy on his father’s shoulders and said, “Look how tall you are!”  The little boy replied, “Oh, this is not all me!”
     God is our strength and when we are weak, what you see is not all you…in fact, not much of your strength is you.  It is the Lord your God who is your strength and portion forever!

Philippians 4:13 I can do all things through Him who strengthens me. 

--There is comfort in knowing that no circumstance and no affliction are greater than His power at work within me to enable me to come through victoriously in Christ.

2 Corinthians 12:10 Therefore I am well content with weaknesses, with insults, with distresses, with persecutions, with difficulties, for Christ’s sake; for when I am weak, then I am strong.
--In all these ways, God Himself comforts us in the name of Jesus Christ and the abiding presence and power of the Holy Spirit.

2.  God Comforts Others through Us 

2 Cor 1:3-4 …the Father of mercies and God of all comfort;  4 who comforts us in all our affliction so that we may be able to comfort those who are in any affliction with the comfort with which we ourselves are comforted by God.
--In an interesting way of expressing this, Paul includes the comfort of others as an integral part of the comfort we receive from the Lord.

--In other words, our comfort is never intended to end with us but always is designed to extend through us to others.

CONCLUSION:  God’s comfort is perfect to heal and restore and makes the most of our afflictions.  The paralysis of pain goes away even if the pain itself remains.  The weakness of affliction gives way to the power of Christ to prevail over the suffering.  The endurance of the troubles in a godly manner produces the character of Christ in us.

     Therefore, when the tough times come, God Himself comes first with His comfort.  Accept His comfort, don’t run away from Him!  Receive His consolation, don’t isolate yourself from Him!  Welcome His encouragement instead of resenting Him for not keeping the trouble away in the first place.

     The Father of mercies and God of all comfort wants to intervene in the midst of your afflictions and console you in your grief.  You don’t have to carry that load alone.  He always “in all our affliction” comforts us in a way that no one else can.

     Jesus summarize the invitation this way:

Matthew 11:28 “Come to Me, all who are weary and heavy-laden, and I will give you rest.

Will you do it?
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