Evangelism:  A Gift that Keeps on Giving

2 Corinthians 1:3-7


We are still talking about evangelism, though when I read the passage from the Bible, you may not think it fits with the topic.  But it does. 

(Read the passage)


A grief-stricken mother sat in the hospital waiting room in stunned silence, tears streaming down her cheeks.  Mrs. Norris had just lost her only child and she was gazing blindly into space while the head nurse talked to her, trying to give her some measure of comfort.  Then, the nurse shifted the conversation to a shabbily dressed little boy who was sitting in the hall, just next to the room where Mrs. Norris’ daughter had died.  “There,” said the nurse, “there is a case.  That little boy’s mother is a young French woman who was brought in a week ago by ambulance from their one-room apartment they had rented when they came to this country barely three months ago.  They have no other family.  Just the two of them.  Every day the boy has been here, sitting, waiting in the hope that she would get better.”


As the nurse spoke, the grieving mother gradually began to be able to focus on what was being said.  “Fifteen minutes ago,” the nurse said, “that little mother died, dropped off like a pebble in the boundless ocean, and now it is my duty to go out and tell that little fellow that, at the age of seven, he is all alone in the world.”  


The nurse looked meaningfully at the grieving mother.  “I don’t suppose,” she said hesitantly, “I don’t suppose that you would go out and tell him for me?”  


What happened in the next few minutes was a miracle of grace.  Mrs. Norris stood up, wiped her eyes, went out and put her arms around the boy and led that motherless child off to her childless home, and in the darkness they both knew, they became lights to each other!  (Illustrations unlimited, 266)


When people experience a tragedy, a loss, a bitter struggle, they are first of all very intensely aware of their own need for comfort.  For help, encouragement, for a feeling of relief.  It’s natural at those times to turn inward, away from other people and to think just of one’s own hurts and one’s own needs.  But what this story illustrates, and what Paul suggests in our passage from the Bible, is that there is another possibility to consider in times of trouble. 


God “comforts us in all our affliction,” Paul says, “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.”  So, according to Paul, God comforts us, not just so that we will feel better, but so that we can enter into ministry.  


None of us wants to suffer.  Yet I think we would all acknowledge that the school of hard knocks has a great deal to teach us.  And every one of us has taken some courses in that school.  Getting knocked about by life is a part of the human condition.  And those who have experienced struggle or loss or abuse have gained by experience a lesson that books cannot teach.  Those who have “been there” can also “be there” for others in a unique way.  Way back in 430 BC the historian Thucydides wrote this after a great plague:  “It was . . . those who had recovered from the plague that the sick and the dying found most compassion[ate].”  (Illustrations Unlimited, 118)  It makes sense.  The people who lead divorce recovery groups are people who themselves have been divorced.  And those who lead grief support groups have been there.  You can’t lead an alcoholics anonymous group without being a recovering alcoholic yourself.  If you’ve been there, you understand.  And that makes a huge difference.  


The Apostle Paul had been there.  He may have had more classes in the school of hard knocks than any of us.  Every time he turned around, it seemed, he was getting beaten up or tossed into jail.  And if it wasn’t physical abuse, it was abusive criticism.  In fact, his greatest critics claimed that if Paul were truly a servant of God, he wouldn’t be having such a tough time.  But Paul clearly disagreed with that perspective.  Jesus suffered, and the followers of Jesus will suffer as well.  


Suffering is a part of life. Even for Christians.  Even for Christian leaders.  Lewis Smedes says that “Grace is not a ticket to Fantasy Island; Fantasy Island is dreamy fiction.  Grace is not a potion to charm life to our liking; charms are magic.  Grace does not cure all our cancers, transform all our kids into winners, or send us all soaring into the high skies of sex and success.  Grace is rather an amazing power to look earthy reality full in the face, see its sad and tragic edges, feel its cruel cuts, join in the primeval chorus against its outrageous unfairness, and yet feel in your deepest being that it is good and right for you to be alive on God’s good earth.  Grace is power, I say, to see life very clearly, admit it is sometimes all wrong, and still know that somehow, in the center of your life, ‘It’s all right.’ This is one reason we call it amazing grace.” (Illustrations Unlimited, 256)


Suffering is a part of life.  The thing that is unique about suffering as a Christian, is that we have the opportunity to turn that suffering into a blessing for others. God “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.”   Here’s the tie-in with evangelism.  This is not simply a matter of one human being reaching out with a kind word or a helpful act to someone else.  When you have been touched with God’s grace, then it is by God’s grace that you help someone else.  And it is God’s grace that the other person experiences.  By your actions, you are showing that other person what God is like.    


And all of this is wrapped up in the meaning of the word comfort.  I suspect that  when most of you hear the word comfort, you think of it in emotional or perhaps physical terms.  If you am comforted or comfortable, you feel pretty good.  You’re emotionally at peace, physically without pain.  So to think about comforting someone else, you probably also think in terms of simply making them feel better.  But that is not the biblical meaning of that word.  It is far more powerful. 


To illustrate, I will share with you two verses from the Old Testament that talk about comfort.  The first is from Psalm 23, where it says, thy rod and thy staff they comfort me.  The Psalm is about the shepherd and his sheep.  And it points to the relationship between God and God’s people.  Thy rod and thy staff they comfort me.  These two shepherd’s tools are not there to make the sheep feel good.  The shepherd uses the rod and the staff to protect and to rescue the sheep.  The one is a straight stick, strong and hard.  And with it the shepherd will risk his life to fight off wild animals if necessary, to protect his sheep.  And the long shepherd’s crook is used for those times when a sheep wanders off into dangerous territory and slips and falls into a crevice in the rocky hillside.  It’s used to lift the sheep out of trouble.  Thy rod and thy staff they comfort me.  


In Isaiah 52:9, the prophet says, “Break forth together into singing, you ruins of Jerusalem; for the LORD has comforted his people, he has redeemed Jerusalem.”  In this passage, Isaiah is talking about the return of God’s people from exile.  They are finally coming home, they’ve been rescued.  The LORD has comforted his people, he has redeemed Jerusalem.  Comfort and redemption are synonyms in this verse.  


Here’s my point.  God’s not just in the business of making people feel better.  Not that there’s anything wrong with feeling better.  I’m just saying there’s more to the idea of comfort than just that.  God’s comfort is very active; like the rod and the staff of the shepherd, God rescues us, saves us.  And in that sense of the word, the ultimate exhibition of God’s comfort is shown in what Jesus did for us on the cross.  


Does is sound like I’m contradicting myself?  First I tell you that you have to suffer, and now I tell you that God is going to rescue you.  It’s no contradiction.  It’s because God has rescued us in the past and we have confidence that God will rescue us in the future, that we can live confidently in the present.  Even in the midst of suffering.  God will bring us up from the pit.  It may not be on our time schedule, or in the way that we expect it to happen.  But God will do it.  


So, have you received God’s comfort?  Is there evidence in your life that God has rescued you from addiction perhaps, or abuse or a self-destructive lifestyle or from grief or struggle?  


If the answer is yes, then you have what I call the gift that keeps on giving.  Some years ago, Kodak used that phrase at Christmas time to help sell their cameras.  And it’s a great slogan for a camera.  Even better for God’s gift of comfort.  And even more so when you come to know that the word we have translated comfort is paraklesis, the same word used in other parts of the New Testament to refer to the Holy Spirit.  The comforter.  


God’s comfort was never meant to be something that we should gobble up and let it sort of congeal into layers of spiritual fat.   God’s comfort is meant to be absorbed into our heart and soul (and let it do its healing work there) and then it’s meant to be recycled for the good of someone else.  That’s good spiritual ecology.  And when you pass on the comfort of God, people will see God in you.  You will be doing an evangelistic act.  

God “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.”


But like God’s comfort, you really need to go beyond just words to acts of love that at times may be both risky and self sacrificial:  Maybe you will become a volunteer fire fighter, or give out food in the food pantry or work in a soup kitchen; maybe you’ll lead a recovery group or help victims of domestic abuse.   Maybe you’ll do something no one else has even thought of yet.  

When Dr. Albert Schweitzer was eighty-five years old, he was visited in his jungle hospital by a seminary professor.  The professor followed Schweitzer all around the compound and had many theological conversations.  But the most memorable event, for the seminary professor at least, happened one morning at about 11:00.  The equatorial sun was beating down mercilessly, and a group of people were walking up a hill with Dr. Schweitzer.  Suddenly he left the group and strode across the slope of the hill to a place where an African woman was struggling upward with a huge armload of wood for the cookfires.  The 85-year old doctor took the entire load of wood and carried it on up the hill for the relieved woman.  When the group all reached the top of the hill, one of the members of the group asked Dr. Schweitzer why he did things like that, implying that in that heat and at his age he should not.  Albert Schweitzer, looking straight at the group and pointing toward the woman, said simply, “No one should ever have to carry a burden like that alone.”  (Illustrations unlimited, 119)
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