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For
my pastor son
William Carey Hughes: 
Live
the
paradox



But [the Lord] said to me, 
“My grace is sufficient for you, 
for my power is made perfect in weakness.” 
Therefore I will boast all the more gladly 
of my weaknesses, so that the 
power of Christ may rest upon me.” 
2 CORINTHIANS 12:9-10
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A Word to Those Who Preach the Word

There are times when I am preaching that I have especially sensed the pleasure of God. I usually become aware of it through the unnatural silence. The ever-present coughing ceases, and the pews stop creaking, bringing an almost physical quiet to the sanctuary — through which my words sail like arrows. I experience a heightened eloquence, so that the cadence and volume of my voice intensify the truth I am preaching.

There is nothing quite like it — the Holy Spirit filling one’s sails, the sense of his pleasure, and the awareness that something is happening among one’s hearers. This experience is, of course, not unique, for thousands of preachers have similar experiences, even greater ones.

What has happened when this takes place? How do we account for this sense of his smile? The answer for me has come from the ancient rhetorical categories of logos, ethos, and pathos.

The first reason for his smile is the logos — in terms of preaching, God’s Word. This means that as we stand before God’s people to proclaim his Word, we have done our homework. We have exegeted the passage, mined the significance of its words in their context, and applied sound hermeneutical principles in interpreting the text so that we understand what its words meant to its hearers. And it means that we have labored long until we can express in a sentence what the theme of the text is — so that our outline springs from the text. Then our preparation will be such that as we preach, we will not be preaching our own thoughts about God’s Word, but God’s actual Word, his logos. This is fundamental to pleasing him in preaching.

The second element in knowing God’s smile in preaching is ethos —what you are as a person. There is a danger endemic to preaching, which is having your hands and heart cauterized by holy things. Phillips Brooks illustrated it by the analogy of a train conductor who comes to believe that he has been to the places he announces because of his long and loud heralding of them. And that is why Brooks insisted that preaching must be “the bringing of truth through personality.” Though we can never perfectly embody the truth we preach, we must be subject to it, long for it, and make it as much a part of our ethos as possible. As the Puritan William Ames said, “Next to the Scriptures, nothing makes a sermon more to pierce, than when it comes out of the inward affection of the heart without any affectation.” When a preacher’s ethos backs up his logos, there will be the pleasure of God.

Last, there is pathos — personal passion and conviction. David Hume, the Scottish philosopher and skeptic, was once challenged as he was seen going to hear George Whitefield preach: “I thought you do not believe in the gospel.” Hume replied, “I don’t, but he does.” Just so! When a preacher believes what he preaches, there will be passion. And this belief and requisite passion will know the smile of God.

The pleasure of God is a matter of logos (the Word), ethos (what you are), and pathos (your passion). As you preach the Word may you experience his smile — the Holy Spirit in your sails!

R. Kent Hughes 

Wheaton, Illinois
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Exalted Identities

2 CORINTHIANS 1:1, 2

Americans with a sense of their own history should have no difficulty relating to the biblical city of Corinth because in many ways it parallels the bustling cities of the American West around the turn of the century — cities like Chicago, Denver, and San Francisco.

Classical Corinth had been destroyed in 146 B.C. by the Romans and had remained uninhabited for a hundred years, until 44 B.C. when Julius Caesar rebuilt it. So when Paul visited Corinth in A.D. 49-50, it was just over eighty years old with a population of some 80,000. Yet, during its short history Corinth had become the third most important city of the Roman Empire, behind Alexandria and Rome itself.1Situated on the isthmus of Greece, it was variously called the “master of harbors,” “the crossroads of Greece,” and “a passage for all mankind.”2 Corinth embodied an economic miracle and was the envy of the lesser cities of the Empire.

As with the cities of America’s so-called “Western Expansion,” the population of Corinth was largely immigrant and opportunist, filled with those seeking a better life. Corinth became the popular answer to Rome’s overpopulation — and especially its freedmen (those who had formerly been slaves), who became Corinth’s largest segment. Neo-Corinth also became a favorite venue for ex-Roman soldiers seeking a better life for their families. Corinth also attracted ethnic diversity from far and wide. Acts 18 reports of a substantial Jewish community that exercised self-governance (cf. vv. 8, 17).

In A.D. 50 Corinth was a young Roman city with shallow roots. Traditions were few, and thus society was relatively open. There was no city in the Empire more conducive to advancement.3

Because there was no landed aristocracy in Corinth, wealth became the sole factor for respect and ascendancy. New Testament scholar Scott Hafemann summarizes:

Corinth was a free-wheeling “boom town,” filled with materialism, pride, and the self-confidence that comes with having made it in a new place and with a new social identity. The “pull-yourself-up-by-your-own-boot-straps” mentality that would become so characteristic of the American frontier filled the air.4

The parallels with modern Western life continue. Corinth was a sports and entertainment culture. Caesar had reinstituted the Isthmian games in Corinth (which were second only to the Olympics). The city’s theater held up to 18,000 and the concert hall some 3,000. Travel, tourism, sex, and religious pluralism were woven together in Corinth’s new culture. Significantly, while Nero never visited Athens and Sparta, he spent considerable time in Corinth, enjoying the adulation of its voluptuous populace. 5 The similarities to modern Western culture are so striking that a California pastor, Ray Stedman, used to call Paul’s Corinthian letters “First and Second Californians”!

Second Californians or not, we all must understand that the self-made-man ethos, the “I-did-it-my-way” pride and individualism, the nouveauriche worship of health and wealth, the religious pluralism of Corinth —these together presented a formidable challenge to Paul’s style, method, and message of presenting the simple gospel. The composite culture of Corinth does truly invite our calling this letter “Second Californians” or “Second Texans” or “Second Minnesotans” or “Second City.”

Paul’s relationship with the Corinthian church became stormy, to say the least. It began well enough when Paul, with the help of the godly couple Aquila and Priscilla and his faithful disciples Timothy and Silas, established the church in Corinth during a one-and-a-half-year visit (cf. Acts 18:1-17). There in Corinth, despite an outcry from his Jewish country-men, Paul stood tall and preached the cross, leaving behind a remarkable church.

After Paul left Corinth, he traveled to Ephesus and from there to Jerusalem and then back to Ephesus, where he wrote 1 Corinthians — about three years after his initial founding visit. At the time of his writing that epistle, he planned to visit Corinth again to gather up a collection for the poor in Jerusalem. But in the interim he sent Timothy to visit the Corinthian believers (cf. 1 Corinthians 16:1-11). What Timothy encountered was an incipient, growing apostasy, likely the work of Paul’s enemies who had recently come from Jerusalem. In a flash Paul decided to pay the Corinthians a visit, briefly tend to matters, and be on his way.

But what a shock awaited Paul — his infamous, “painful visit” (cf. 2 Corinthians 2:1) — seismic misery. The apostle’s authority, even his apostleship, was called into question. If Paul was for real, why was there so much suffering in his life? they asked. Also, why was his ministry so lackluster when compared with the ministry of others? Why was his preaching so dull? And why did he change his travel plans if God was actually directing his life? Moreover, what lay behind his refusal to accept payment for his services, as most preachers did? Was he really collecting money for the poor? Why didn’t Paul have letters of recommendation like the others? Why didn’t he regale them with stories about God’s power in his ministry? Was it because there were none? Tragically, this attack on Paul’s ministry and per-son had led many of his Corinthian converts to reject him and his preaching for “a different gospel” (cf. 11:4).

Paul left Corinth wounded and devastated. In his own words, “I made up my mind not to make another painful visit to you” (2:1). Still stung, back in Ephesus, Paul sent Titus to Corinth with a new and “severe” letter (2:5). It was a letter of great emotion. “For I wrote to you,” says Paul, “out of much affliction and anguish of heart and with many tears, not to cause you pain but to let you know the abundant love that I have for you” (2:4). Paul called for repentance. And, all glory to God, the Corinthian church did repent! As he would observe, “For even if I made you grieve with my letter, I do not regret it — though I did regret it, for I see that that letter grieved you, though only for a while. As it is, I rejoice, not because you were grieved, but because you were grieved into repenting. For you felt a godly grief, so that you suffered no loss through us” (7:8, 9). The majority came back to Paul and his gospel, but some still rejected his authority. Thus it was that Paul wrote the magnificent letter of Second Corinthians in A.D. 55 as he began to make plans to return for a third visit (cf. 2 Corinthians 12:14; 13:1).

So today we can read and study this letter, the most emotional of all the apostle’s writings. Nowhere is Paul’s heart so torn and exposed as in this letter. Second Corinthians bears a fierce tone of injured love, of paradoxically wounded, relentless affection. Toward the letter’s end Paul will say, “And, apart from other things, there is the daily pressure on me of my anxiety for all the churches. Who is weak, and I am not weak? Who is made to fall, and I am not indignant?” (11:28, 29).

If you have ever invested your life in that of another, so that one turns to Christ (perhaps a child or a friend or a coworker or a relative) and then have had others lead that one astray, 2 Corinthians is for you. This book is about the nature of the gospel and authentic ministry. Those who really care about the gospel and the care of souls will find 2 Corinthians captivating. For those who don’t care, this is about what your heart ought to be — and about what you ought to be about!

As Paul conveys his brief two-verse greeting to the Corinthians, he leaves no uncertainty as to what he is about — namely, to preserve his apostleship and to preserve the church.

PAUL’S SALUTATION (vv. 1, 2)

We see the purpose of Paul’s writing in the two clauses of verse 1 with their distinct emphases on apostle and church: “Paul, an apostle of Christ Jesus by the will of God, and Timothy our brother, To the church of God that is at Corinth, with all the saints who are in the whole of Achaia.”

Paul’s high authority. From the distance of two millennia, it is easy to miss the uniquely high claims that Paul makes about his authority. By his dis-regarding the customary thanksgiving of a traditional greeting, Paul cut right to the quick, declaring that he was “an apostle of Christ Jesus” — thereby emphasizing that his call had come from the risen Christ on the Damascus road. Furthermore, Paul’s explicit declaration that he was “an apostle of Christ Jesus” (rather than the more customary “of Jesus Christ”) was care-fully crafted to emphasize that he was a sent one from the Messiah Jesus, who was himself the unique Apostle sent from Heaven, in whom all the hopes and promises of the Old Testament found their fulfillment. And still more, as Messiah he was “Jesus” (“Jehovah is salvation”) — God saving his people from their sins.6

The significance of Paul’s being an apostle of Messiah Jesus is that Paul bore the apostleship of the Apostle-Messiah who personally commissioned him and his message. He was an apostle “by the will of God” in that the very “will of God that sent Jesus is the same will that Christ enacts in sending Paul to represent him as his ‘Apostle’” (Hafemann).7 Therefore, to reject the authority of the one who is an apostle of “Messiah Jesus by the will of God” is to reject the authority of God himself! Further, anyone who would dare to buck Paul’s authority had, in effect, challenged God. This is awesome, terrifying authority.

The church’s high position. The complement to Paul’s exalted position is the exalted position of the church that he lifts up as he addresses it as “the church of God that is at Corinth, with all the saints who are in the whole of Achaia” (v. 1b). The interchangeable designations “saints” and “church of God” states the astonishing high truth about the believers of Corinth. But the terms are freighted with irony. “The saints,” these holy ones, had sinned greatly against Paul. Clearly they were not saints because of their recent behavior, but solely because they were in Christ, the Holy One of God. Christ Jesus was their sanctification (cf. 1 Corinthians 1:30). And as to their designation as “the church of God,” how ironic that was! They had treated Paul like dirt, but he called them the church of God!

The ironies were penetrating, but sweetly so, due to the grace of God. And these exalted truths about the Corinthians formed the ground for Paul’s appeal, as we will see.

Paul’s calling the Corinthians “the church of God that is at Corinth,” or literally “the church of God that has its being in Corinth,” suggests their continuity with God’s people of the past when they assembled in God’s presence to hear his Word from leaders like Moses. And now, in holy continuity with their forefathers, they were to hear and obey God’s Word from his apostle.8

The power of Paul’s argument would penetrate their souls precisely because they were God’s church and not Paul’s church! Though I have pastored College Church in Wheaton, Illinois, for a quarter of a century, it is not my church — it is the church of God that has its being in Chicago. The church is God’s alone. And when we understand it as we should, we also understand that our mutual God-ordained function is to be an assembly of God’s people in God’s presence to hear and obey God’s Word.

In respect to our application of 2 Corinthians, we must remember that this is God’s Word for the church of God that has its being where we are planted. True, our culture is different from the first century, but it is our identity as “the church of God” that supplies the continuity and relevance of Paul’s words. We share the same Father and the same Lord — we are brothers and sisters “with all the saints who are in the whole of Achaia.”9

Second Corinthians is for us! From here on, Paul’s passionate letter rides on two elevated designations — that of himself and that of the church. “The church of God” must listen to the “apostle of Christ Jesus by the will of God.” 

Paul’s high hopes. Paul’s salutation concludes with appropriately high hopes (his prayer-wish) for the Corinthian church: “Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ” (v. 2). It is impossible for us today to hear the word play here — Paul always replaced the Greek word for “Hello” (charein) with the Christian term for “grace” (charis). So when Paul’s readers expected “Hello,” Paul wished them “Grace.”

And, of course, the greeting was “Grace . . . and peace” because peace/shalom always follows the loving favor of God.

It was a lovely wish, but as has been pointed out, “Paul’s . . . wish takes on from the beginning an added sense of poignancy, and pain. Only those who accept Paul’s greeting as an expression of his genuine apostolic authority will receive what ‘God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ’ desire for them.”10

PAUL’S LETTER: EXALTED THEMES

The letter’s character. The letter that ensues for the next 257 verses is passionate and uneven, and sometimes explosive. The most compelling defense of Paul’s apostolate and ministry in all his letters extends from the middle of Chapter 2 and continues to the beginning of Chapter 7 (2:12 — 7:1). Then chapters 7 — 9 lay out the implications for the repentant Corinthians, while chapters 10 — 13 describe the implications for the unrepentant.

The entire text of the letter is dotted with magnificent expressions, from which I have listed a select few of my favorites to raise your anticipation.

 2:15, 16: For we are the aroma of Christ to God among those who are being saved and among those who are perishing, to one a fragrance from death to death, to the other a fragrance from life to life. Who is sufficient for these things?

3:5: Not that we are sufficient in ourselves to claim anything as coming from us, but our sufficiency is from God.

4:17, 18: For this slight momentary affliction is preparing for us an eternal weight of glory beyond all comparison, as we look not to the things that are seen but to the things that are unseen. For the things that are seen are transient, but the things that are unseen are eternal.

5:10: For we must all appear before the judgment seat of Christ, so that each one may receive what is due for what he has done in the body, whether good or evil.

5:17: Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation. The old has passed away; behold, the new has come.

5:21: For our sake he made him to be sin who knew no sin, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God.

8:9: For you know the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, that though he was rich, yet for your sake he became poor, so that you by his poverty might become rich.

9:7: Each one must give as he has made up his mind, not reluctantly or under compulsion, for God loves a cheerful giver.

10:3, 4: For though we walk in the flesh, we are not waging war according to the flesh.For the weapons of our warfare are not of the flesh but have divine power to destroy strongholds.

11:28, 29: And, apart from other things, there is the daily pressure on me of my anxiety for all the churches. Who is weak, and I am not weak? Who is made to fall, and I am not indignant?

13:14: The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ and the love of God and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit be with you all.

As you can see, 2 Corinthians provides us with passionate, living theology.

 The letter’s theme. The theme or melodic line of 2 Corinthians concerns the nature of ministry under the new covenant of Christ. The new covenant must be read against the backdrop of Exodus 32 — 34 and the Old Testament promises of the new covenant in Jeremiah 31 and Ezekiel 11, 36. Paul’s use of these Scriptures and many other Old Testament texts trumpets his conviction that the new-covenant ministry has been inaugurated in Christ. Here, in no uncertain terms, is the pattern for all authentic ministry. Paul provides the litmus test for the real thing.

The letter’s motif. The motif that keeps emerging throughout this epistle is that weakness is the source of strength and that suffering is the vehicle for God’s power and glory. In 4:7-12 Paul describes gospel ministry in these terms:

But we have this treasure in jars of clay, to show that the surpassing power belongs to God and not to us.We are afflicted in every way, but not crushed;perplexed, but not driven to despair; persecuted, but not forsaken; struck down, but not destroyed; always carrying in the body the death of Jesus, so that the life of Jesus may also be manifested in our bodies.For we who live are always being given over to death for Jesus’ sake, so that the life of Jesus also may be manifested in our mortal flesh. So death is at work in us, but life in you.

In 6:3-10, he again describes his ministry in terms of suffering and weakness:

We put no obstacle in anyone’s way, so that no fault may be found with our ministry, but as servants of God we commend ourselves in every way:by great endurance, in afflictions, hardships, calamities, beatings, imprisonments, riots, labors, sleepless nights, hunger; by purity, knowledge, patience, kindness, the Holy Spirit, genuine love; by truthful speech, and the power of God; with the weapons of righteousness for the right hand and for the left; through honor and dishonor, through slander and praise. We are treated as impostors, and yet are true;as unknown, and yet well known;as dying, and behold, we live; as punished, and yet not killed; as sorrowful, yet always rejoicing; as poor, yet making many rich; as having nothing, yet possessing everything.

In 11:23-30, Paul provides his ministry qualifications by “boasting” in his sufferings as he begins his famous litany:

Are they servants of Christ? I am a better one — I am talking like a madman — with far greater labors, far more imprisonments, with countless beatings, and often near death. Five times I received at the hands of the Jews the forty lashes less one. Three times I was beaten with rods.(vv. 23-25a)

And, of course, 12:9, 10 shares the famous declaration of Christ:

But he said to me, “My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness.” Therefore I will boast all the more gladly of my weaknesses, so that the power of Christ may rest upon me.For the sake of Christ, then, I am content with weaknesses, insults, hardships, persecutions, and calamities. For when I am weak, then I am strong.

This theology of weakness and suffering was foolish in new Corinth with its worship of self-made wealth and power. Only believing hearts could understand it — and they embraced it. Today it is no different in California, Illinois, or New York. Such thinking is incomprehensible — nuts!

And some (who actually claim to be in the church) likewise find it unbelievable as they preach a gospel of health and wealth. There is no room for Paul, no place for the new covenant, and no place for the surpassing power of Christ in their view.

Clearly, 2 Corinthians has a lot to teach us. And we have a lot to learn.

The point is, if Paul was who he said he was — “an apostle of Christ Jesus by the will of God” — if he is an apostle of the ultimate Apostle Messiah, Jesus — if his message then is the very Word of God — if to ignore him is to challenge God — then we had better listen if we fancy our-selves to be the church of God in continuity with the apostolic church.

We do believe it. He is the apostle. We are the church. His message is for us today, at the beginning of the third millennium.

The gospel does not ride on health and wealth but on weakness. The ministry of the Spirit is not one of splash and flash but of meekness and weakness. The gospel does not need the front pages of any paper. And when it brags, it brags of its weakness — and of God’s power.

God’s church, which listens to the word of the apostle of God, can expect two things: grace (the ongoing covenant love of God) and peace (his well-being that always accompanies his grace).

May God’s grace and peace be multiplied upon God’s people as we sit under his Holy Word as it comes from his magnificent apostle.
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The Comfort of God

2 CORINTHIANS 1:3-7

Dietrich Bonhoeffer was one of a handful of German theologians to stand up to the Nazification of the German church. He was prominent in writing the famous Barmen Declaration, which rejected the infamous Aryan clauses imposed by Nazi ideology. Bonhoeffer’s courage thrust him into the leadership of the Confessing Church along with other stalwarts like Martin Niemöller. Bonhoeffer went so far as to found an underground seminary in Finkenwald, Bavaria, which was closed by Gestapo chief Heinrich Himmler. This led to Bonhoeffer’s joining the resistance movement and his being imprisoned by the Gestapo in April 1943. Bonhoeffer’s Letters from Prison became a best seller after the war.

Among the letters is a beautiful poem written to his fiancée Maria von Wedemeyer entitled “New Year 1945.” Stanza 3 is famous:

Should it be ours to drain the cup of grieving
Even to the dregs of pain,
At thy command, we will not falter,
Thankfully receiving all that is given
By thy loving hand.1

Poignant words that became more so when, three months later, just as the war was ending, Bonhoeffer was hung in Flossenbürg prison.

Fast-forward to some eighteen years later, across the Atlantic in America, when another bride-to-be was grieving the death of her fiancé and found much comfort in Bonhoeffer’s poem. Her fiancé, who died from injuries in a sledding accident, was the son of author Joseph Bayly and his wife Mary Lou. When she mailed Bonhoeffer’s poem to them, Joe and Mary Lou also found comfort in “New Year 1945.”

Twelve years after this (thirty years after Bonhoeffer’s death), Joe Bayly received a letter from a pastor-friend in Massachusetts relating that he had visited a terminally ill woman in a Boston hospital for some period of time and had given her Joe’s book of poems, Heaven, as comfort for her soul. The pastor said that the dying woman had stayed awake late the previous night to read it and told him of the comfort and help she had received from it. A few hours later she died. The woman, the pastor revealed, was Maria von Wedemeyer-Weller, Bonhoeffer’s fiancée three decades earlier!

God’s comfort circulates among his children — and sometimes it comes full circle, as it did from Dietrich Bonhoeffer to Maria von Wedemeyer in her grief to Joseph Bayly, Jr.’s grieving fiancée to Joe and Mary Lou Bayly in their grief and then back to Bonhoeffer’s one-time fiancée as comfort in her dying hours.2 Our text alludes to this astonishing cyclical nature of comfort — its mutuality — its overflowing nature.

By any estimation 2 Corinthians 1:3-7 frames 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.3 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.

There is a reason for this, and it was to answer critics who held that the sufferings that characterized Paul’s life were evidence that he was not an apostle, because if he was the real thing he wouldn’t be experiencing so much trouble. Paul’s answer was that abundant suffering and abundant comfort are in fact signs of apostolic authenticity.

CELEBRATION OF THE GOD OF COMFORT (v. 3)

In verses 3-7 Paul carefully crafts his words as he recasts the traditional opening words of the synagogue blessing in Christian terminology so as to celebrate God as the God of all comfort: “Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of mercies and God of all comfort” (v. 3).

The first of the nineteen synagogue benedictions then in use began, “Blessed art thou, O Lord our God and God of our fathers, God of Abraham, God of Isaac, and God of Jacob. . . .”4 Paul takes it and identifies “the God of our fathers” as “the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ,” thus testifying to the dramatic revelation of Christ to him on the Damascus road and his radical conversion. This Christianized Jewish blessing is original here in 2 Corinthians and appears also verbatim in Romans, Ephesians, and 1 Peter. In restating the synagogue blessing in Christian terms, Paul was evidently having a go at his Judaizing enemies, the fallen apostles in Corinth (cf. 11:22, 31). It was of the utmost importance for the apostle to establish in no uncertain terms that the God of Israel’s patriarchs was the God and Father of the Lord Jesus Christ.

The synagogue prayer of Paul’s day described God as “The Father of Mercies,” but here Paul enlarges it to include “and God of all comfort” — the first of the ten references to comfort contained in this short paragraph. Paul’s intentionality is immense! Chapters 40 — 66 of Isaiah repeatedly speak of the comfort or consolation of the Messianic age. Isaiah 40 begins, “Comfort, comfort my people, says your God. Speak tenderly to Jerusalem,” and the final chapter, 66, says, “As one whom his mother comforts, so I will com-fort you; you shall be comforted in Jerusalem” (v. 13). So when Christ came, the devout, including Simeon and Anna, were “waiting for the consolation of Israel” (Luke 2:25) — salvation and comfort. It was and is through Christ that the comfort of God the Father comes.

Here in our passage the idea of comfort is “to strengthen much,” to encourage5 — to stand by another and encourage him as he endures testing. Paul wanted his hearers to understand that the merciful Father is the author of all possible comfort and consolation. There is no enduring comfort apart from him.

Paul’s own heartfelt celebration of God was for his deliverance from deadly peril in Asia (cf. 2 Corinthians 1:8-11), and then the gentle comfort brought to him by the return of Titus with good news about the Corinthian church (cf. 7:6, 7). For all this he passionately blessed God: “Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of mercies and God of all comfort” (1:3). How beautiful.

The explanation of God’s comfort thus began with the celebration of God’s comfort.

PAUL’S APOSTOLIC EXPERIENCE OF GOD’S COMFORT (vv. 4, 5)

As we consider what Paul says in verses 4, 5 we must understand that Paul is referring to his own experience alone — that the plural “we” and “us” is what is sometimes called the “apostolic we.”6 This is made clear when we get to verses 6, 7 where there is a contrast between “we” (the apostle) and “you” (the Corinthians).

Description of God’s comfort. So here in verse 4 Paul describes his own experience of comfort and how it graced the Corinthians: “who com-forts 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.”

Paul was certainly one of the most afflicted men ever. He suffered cold, nakedness, beating, imprisonment, criminal assault, shipwreck, betrayal, desolation, desertion, and more. His was a life of perpetual death: “For we who live are always being given over to death for Jesus’ sake” (4:11a). However, this said, he found that God comforted him in all his afflictions. Not in some but in “all” of them!

Every one of Paul’s epic miseries was attended by God’s comfort. His repeated imprisonments in Asia Minor, in Greece, and in Rome’s dank Mamartine prison were venues of God’s comfort. Through each of the forty lashes administered on five separate occasions, with the final lashes meant to bring him to the point of death, and through the torturous days of healing that followed each of the five beatings, he experienced the comfort of God. When he was stoned in Lystra with the largest stones being hurled upon his fallen body as the coup de grace, he experienced the com-fort of God. Adrift like flotsam on the high seas (for the third time!) he knew the comfort of God again. When he was in danger from rivers —God’s comfort, danger from robbers — God’s comfort, danger from his own people — God’s comfort, danger in the city — God’s comfort, danger in the wilderness — God’s comfort, danger from false brothers —God’s comfort. “In toil and hardship, through many a sleepless night, in hunger and thirst, often without food, in cold and exposure” (11:27), Paul always experienced God’s comfort. Never once was he without the com-fort of God.

The result was that Paul was able to comfort those “in any affliction” (imagine, any affliction) — and he did so with the comfort with which he himself had been comforted by God.

How did Paul comfort others with the comfort with which he had been comforted by God? Overall by his example — as they observed his attitude and deportment in and through and after his sufferings. And then there were his prayers. And of course there were his gentle words of comfort, graced with authenticity and power, so that God’s comfort was administered through him.

Affliction is essential. What we conclude here is that affliction was the key to Paul’s effectiveness in ministry, and affliction is the key to effective ministry today. How countercultural this is. It even runs counter to so much “Christian” thinking that regards affliction as evidence of personal sin or deficient faith, and sleekness and ease as palpable evidence of divine blessing.

My own pastoral experience confirms Paul’s insistence that afflictions have been good for me and for the ministry of the gospel — friends to authenticity and effectiveness.

Bishop Paul Barnett observes that God’s comfort does not terminate in the one who receives it.

 God comforted Paul by the coming of Titus to Macedonia (7:6), just as Titus had previously been comforted by the Corinthians (7:7). Paul in turn will comfort the Corinthians (verse 6 [of chapter 1]), God’s comfort thus having come full circle, from the Corinthians, through Titus to Paul, back to the Corinthians.7

This is something of what Maria von Wedemeyer-Weller experienced from Bonhoeffer to her to another grieving young woman to the Baylys and back to her. The circle all began with the experience of affliction and God’s comfort overflowing to the comforted.

Explanation of God’s comfort. Verse 5 supplies the reason why suffering equipped Paul to pass on God’s comfort: “For as we share abundantly in Christ’s sufferings, so through Christ we share abundantly in comfort too.” Here the “sufferings” of Christ does not refer to the atoning sufferings of Christ but to the sufferings that come to those involved in the service of Christ (cf. 4:11, 12). They are “Christ’s sufferings” because they come from following him and add to the fulfillment of the suffering destined for the Body of Christ (cf. Colossians 1:24). They are Christ’s sufferings because he is in his people (cf. Acts 9:4, 5). C. S. Lewis solemnized this truth in the epitaph to The Problem of Pain where he quotes George MacDonald: “The Son of God suffered unto the death, not that men might not suffer, but that their sufferings might be like His.” In this respect, Paul’s prayer in Philippians 3:10, 11 is so right: “that I may know Him and the power of His resurrection and the fellowship of His sufferings, being conformed to His death; in order that I may attain to the resurrection from the dead” (NASB).

The metaphoric expression conveyed in the original of a flood in over-flow is memorable — “For just as the sufferings of Christ overflow to us, so also through Christ, our comforting overflows.”8 The “for just as . . . so,” especially in the Greek (katho;s . . . houtos), gives the sentence a solemn ring, accentuating the idea of overflow surplus — the comforting over-flows. The emphasis of verse 5 is upon Paul’s experience of overflowing comfort — a flood of consolation.

Most recently he had experienced this overflowing comfort in Asia where, he says, “We were so utterly burdened beyond our strength that we despaired of life itself. Indeed, we felt that we had received the sentence of death” (vv. 8b, 9a). But God delivered him with resurrection power (cf. vv. 9, 10). And more, God comforted Paul with a visit from Titus who brought him good news about the Corinthian church and their love for him (cf. 7:6, 7).

Note that Christ is the center and source of all comfort. Just as Paul’s union with Christ was the source of his suffering, so also Christ was the source of his overflowing comfort.

 THE CORINTHIANS’ EXPERIENCE OF GOD’S COMFORT (vv. 6, 7)

The application of God’s comfort. The overflowing nature of God’s com-fort anticipates its abundant application. We see this in Paul’s direct statement to the Corinthians: “If we are afflicted, it is for your comfort and salvation; and if we are comforted, it is for your comfort, which you experience when you patiently endure the same sufferings that we suffer” (v. 6). Paul views both his experience of afflictions and his experience of comfort as contributing to the Corinthians’ comfort. This is a dynamic way of looking at life because it endows all Christian living with elevated importance. The hard things we undergo as well as the comforts are all graces that together authenticate and empower ministry, so that those who truly desire to minister will patiently accept their lot from God and work on.

The thrust of Paul’s apostolic ministry was not reciprocal but was a one-way street issuing in a flood of comfort to others. In this, he lived like Christ his Savior. Paul links the Corinthians’ comfort to their patient endurance of sufferings: “it is for your comfort, which you experience when you patiently endure the same sufferings that we suffer” (v. 6b). The phrase “comfort, which you experience” is translated more literally as “comfort, which is energized”:9 “it is for your comfort, which is energized by patient endurance of the same sufferings that we suffer.” Patient endurance of the same sufferings that Paul suffered will energize and activate the comfort of God.

Truly, Paul’s patient endurance through multiple afflictions had been the key to his experiencing the comfort of God. Paul did not bolt from his circumstances or curse God for them but patiently endured them and thus found God energizing his comfort. What wisdom there is in this. As Peter would say, “But if when you do good and suffer for it you endure, this is a gracious thing in the sight of God. For to this you have been called, because Christ also suffered for you, leaving you an example, so that you might fol-low in his steps” (1 Peter 2:20b, 21).

Are you suffering afflictions because of your commitment to Christ? Do not run. Do not curse your circumstances. Instead patiently endure, and your comfort will overflow.

Confidence in God’s comfort. Despite the Corinthians’ disappointing history, their shameful questioning of Paul’s apostleship, their infatuation with more attractive ministries and accommodating theologies, their temporary rejection of his authority — despite all this, Paul viewed the Corinthian church with unshakable confidence. “Our hope for you is unshaken, for we know that as you share in our sufferings, you will also share in our com-fort” (v. 7).

Paul’s confidence was embedded in the Corinthians’ sharing in fellowship with him in both his sufferings and his comfort — because all believers have fellowship with Christ. As he wrote initially to the Corinthians, “God is faithful, by whom you were called into the fellowship of his Son, Jesus Christ our Lord” (1 Corinthians 1:9). Also, believers have fellowship in the Holy Spirit. As Paul’s famous benediction has it, “The grace of our Lord Jesus Christ and the love of God and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit be with you all” (2 Corinthians 13:14). Indeed all believers have fellowship in the Holy Trinity, as John exclaimed: “indeed our fellowship is with the Father and with his Son Jesus Christ” (1 John 1:3b). This fellowship with the Father, Son, and Holy Sprit generates a fellowship in Christ’s sufferings and thus leads to Paul’s unshakable hope — “we know that as you share in our sufferings, you will also share in our comfort” (2 Corinthians 1:7b).

Despite the Corinthians’ checkered past, Paul was sure they would rise to their divine fellowship, ultimately experiencing the full comfort of God. As Philip Hughes writes: “In the service of Christ . . . there may be disapointments, but there cannot be despair; there may be conflicts, but never doubt; there may be afflictions, but never without comfort.”10

How Paul’s exultant blessing resonates in our souls: “Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of mercies and God of all comfort” (v. 3). God our Father is the “God of all comfort.” As “the Father of mercies,” the most merciful Father, he is the author of all possible consolation.

I see this again and again as the people I shepherd testify to his comfort in the most disappointing and desperate times of life — even death. The Holy Spirit is near to them and speaks to their afflicted souls, and they breathe comfort.

For those who are afflicted and suffer for following Christ, this passage promises surpassing comfort. The truth is that God’s comfort always exceeds our afflictions. “For as we share abundantly in Christ’s sufferings, so through Christ we share abundantly in comfort too” (v. 5). Those who follow Christ know the greatest affliction — and the greatest comfort, a flood of comfort. “Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of mercies and God of all comfort” (v. 3).
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Affliction and Resurrection

2 CORINTHIANS 1:8-11

We come to this section of 2 Corinthians with God’s comfort ringing in our thoughts because Paul used the word ten times in the brief preceding paragraph — ten out of its 107 words in the Greek. This great paragraph is meant to echo in our hearts and to effect in us much comfort.

However, this said, we err if we do not carefully think through our application of what Paul says about comfort. God’s comfort has primary and secondary levels of application. The primary application is to the Apostle Paul himself. As an apostle, Paul had been allotted an extraordinary amount of suffering, as God had commanded his messenger Ananias to tell Paul after Paul’s conversion on the Damascus road. “Go, for he is a chosen instrument of mine to carry my name before the Gentiles and kings and the children of Israel. For I will show him how much he must suffer for the sake of my name” (Acts 9:15, 16). The apostles were foundational to the church, and their sufferings were essential to that foundation. There are no parallels to the founding apostles today. The application of apostle to church-founding missionaries (as is sometimes done) is a misuse of the term. We must also bear in mind that the preceding paragraph in 2 Corinthians 1 is largely a biographical defense of Paul’s apostleship as he explains the outworkings of the comfort of God through his apostolate.

But there is also a second level of application to those who are doing apostle-like work — pioneer missionaries who are taking the gospel to hos-tile peoples, doing groundbreaking work in the inner cities of the world, ministering the gospel in dangerous places. This also includes those who shoulder leadership for the gospel and the church as they preach and challenge culture and convention regarding universalism and inclusivism and gnosticism and materialism, those who address the neglect of the poor and disabled, those who hold the church’s feet to the fiery demands of the Scriptures. For such servants of Christ, the comforts here described have a deep relevance and application.

There are also Christians who serve God faithfully in their callings, though they are not pioneering the gospel or leading the church. All such Christians will find these words of comfort speaking to their condition. But to the noncommitted believer, who goes with the flow of culture, who risks nothing for Christ (and therefore does not share in Christ’s sufferings) there is no application and no comfort offered here.

If you are the type of Christian who seeks your own comfort and tranquillity first so that on the one hand you resist the excesses of sin, but on the other you will not discomfort yourself for the gospel and the Body of Christ, if you seek only an untroubled life, this text is not for you. Paul has already been so clear: “For as we share abundantly in Christ’s sufferings, so through Christ we share abundantly in comfort too” (v. 5). The comforts of this passage are for the committed. We must not make the mistake of applying Paul’s words across the board to all Christians.

There are also other mistakes or misconceptions we must avoid. One is that if you follow hard after Christ you will encounter immense afflictions, and if you’re not afflicted, it’s because you’re not following as you ought. Not so! We must remember that our individual afflictions are sovereignly bestowed by God’s loving hand, as were Paul’s. Some committed Christians lead far more tranquil and healthy lives than other believers with like commitments. We must also never make the foolish mistake of imagining that those who suffer more than others are more spiritual. Paul never glorified suffering as such. The Bible nowhere encourages people to seek suffering.

Along with this, if we live committed Christian lives, we must not do so waiting for the other shoe to drop, perpetually wincing and ducking at any hint of trouble. We all live under the good providence of God, and his unstinted goodness toward us never diminishes regardless of what comes our way. Here is what we must lay to heart: “For Paul, suffering is not intrinsically good, nor is it a Christian virtue. Rather, suffering is a page in the textbook used in God’s school of faith.”1

A DESCRIPTION OF AFFLICTION (vv. 8, 9a)

With the resounding comfort of God still sounding, Paul now relates a dramatic personal example of God’s care for which he continues to bless God. “For we do not want you to be unaware, brothers, of the affliction we experienced in Asia. For we were so utterly burdened beyond our strength that we despaired of life itself. Indeed, we felt that we had received the sentence of death” (vv. 8, 9a).

The exact nature of what befell Paul in Asia remains a mystery. Some believe that it happened during the famous riots in Ephesus during the intense confrontation between Paul and a lynch mob under the sway of Demetrius the silversmith (cf. Acts 19:23ff.). Certainly the potential for violence was there, but Ephesus is unlikely. If it was in Ephesus, Paul would have said so, as that was the capital city of Asia. Also, the account in Acts 19 mentions no physical violence coming to Paul.

Some of the early church fathers thought this referred to Paul’s fighting hand-to-hand with wild beasts in Ephesus, because they (wrongly) interpreted 1 Corinthians 15:32 literally instead of figuratively. Others imagine the affliction in Asia to be a life-threatening illness or an attack from his “thorn,” his unknown ailment. But the language suggests a life-threatening event. Paul’s graphic repetitions suggest a recent explosive instance of such intensity that it had death written all over it.2

Deathly despair. His despair is framed in memorable terms because the Greek words translated “For we were so utterly burdened beyond our strength” were also used to describe an overloaded ship riding low in the water3 or a pack animal that pitifully falls in despair under its load4 so that it cannot rise. Paul was so “utterly, unbearably crushed” (RSV) that he couldn’t get up, as if he wore a leaden cape. Inertia gripped his being so much that he “despaired of life itself.” His despair was so deep that he was literally “without a way” of escape.5 There was no exit. “Indeed,” he says of him-self, “we felt that we had received the sentence of death” (v. 9a) — an official sentence of death6— which could have been handed down as an official verdict or as a divine reply to Paul’s prayer for deliverance.7 Either way, Paul conceded that he was done for, that it was over — he was being utterly crushed under an unbearable weight, helplessly awaiting death.

Perhaps you have experienced this from sudden trauma or disease, and you were utterly helpless. The sentence of death was written over you, and there was nothing you could do. My wife experienced this as she lay help-less, bleeding, feeling her life drain away, immobilized, speechless, unable to communicate with those who hovered over her, in a dark free fall. Paul sensed that despite all his remarkable earlier deliverances, his time had come. Think of it! Paul had had multiple life-threatening experiences — the stoning, five beatings that each took him to within an inch of his life, multiplied dangers and shipwrecks. But this affliction in Asia was the most damaging and debilitating. An inexorable, paralyzing weight had fallen on him in Asia, and there was no exit.

THE PURPOSE OF AFFLICTION (v. 9b)

But there was a purpose in all of this, to which Paul gives a simple explanation: “But that was to make us rely not on ourselves but on God who raises the dead” (v. 9b). Suddenly the power of Christ’s resurrection was brought to bear on Paul’s deathly despair. There in Asia Paul’s affliction (tantamount to death) was followed by a wondrous experience (tantamount to resurrection). 8 Notice that God’s resurrection power is not described in the past tense (“God who raised the dead”) but in the present (“God who raises the dead”) because God continues to display that resurrection power in his delivering his children from impossible circumstances.

One of the older commentators remarks that “raises” is a “timeless present participle expressing a permanent attribute” of God.9 God’s nature is to raise the dead. In regard to this timeless truth St. Chrysostom wrote: “Notwithstanding that the resurrection is a future event, he shows that it hap-pens every day; for when God raises up again a man whose life is despaired of, and who has been brought to the very gates of hell, He shows nothing other than a resurrection, snatching from the very jaws of death the one who had fallen into them.”10 So when we find ourselves in impossible circumstances as we follow Christ, remember that God, by nature, is a raiser of the dead. This truth is as old as Genesis, as old as Abraham’s God, “who gives life to the dead and calls into existence the things that do not exist” (Romans 4:17).

Here the cycle of Christ’s experience becomes the pattern for Paul and all serious Christians: affliction — death — resurrection. As a pastor I found this cycle to be true in my earliest experience in ministry when planting a church. It all began so well, and in the initial years it appeared that a solid work was in progress. But to my surprise and despair, it began to unravel. In retrospect some of the reasons are clear. Arespected church leader was carrying on a secret life of sexual perversion. A church officer, responsible for financial affairs, was addicted to alcohol and drugs. Exotic legalism gripped others and set them at odds with healthy Christians. Converts, people we discipled, rejected sound doctrine and fell to asceticism. I was witnessing the death of a dream.

One dark summer night I bared all my death-like disappointments and afflictions to my wife, who responded unforgettably, “Hang on to my faith; I have enough for both of us.” That dark night marked the beginning of a spiritual resurrection in my soul as we began to search the Scriptures as to the true meaning of ministry and success.11

Affliction — death — resurrection is the central law of life and ministry as afflictions draw you down to the end of yourself (“death”) and then you look to Christ, finding yourself thrust upward in resurrection for further ministry. Paul will say in 2 Corinthians 4, “For we who live are always being given over to death for Jesus’ sake, so that the life of Jesus also may be manifested in our mortal flesh” (v. 11). Christ’s call to take up the cross and follow him is nothing less than a call to embrace this cycle. As C. S. Lewis said, “Nothing that has not died will be resurrected.”12
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