STOWE PARISH CHURCH                              28 December 08 

2 Corinthians 1 v. 3-11:  Matthew 11 v.18-20. 
I do hope that every-one has had a very HAPPY CHRISTMAS, but I am aware, of course, that it is a season which can bring in sad reminders and, even as I speak, there are some amongst us here who are undergoing hard challenges which can sit ill with the season of merriment. In the big world beyond, we hear of a man consumed with rage in Los Angeles who kills a family of 8, of a British marine killed in Afghanistan, of an acute and fatal flare-up of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict and of thousands of people losing their jobs in the retail sector of our national economy. 

And this day, 28 December, is the day when the Church traditionally remembers the slaughter of ‘the Holy Innocents’ at Herod’s command, following the birth of Jesus, and comes two days after the commemoration of the martyrdom of St Stephen: sombre reminders of the spiritual conflict which darkened the world into which Jesus was born and which is no different today.  Today, the Jews are fighting the Arabs; 2000 years ago, they were fighting the Romans in the same place. It is indeed a grave contrast to what we have been celebrating so very recently and a reminder of the contrasting juxtaposition with the angels’ joyful proclamation of peace and good will at the time of the Saviour’s birth. 
Today, between Christmas and Epiphany, we are beginning a new series as we examine the 2nd Letter of St Paul to the Corinthians and the opening theme, which connects the Grace of God with the reality and inevitability of human suffering, provides an appropriate commentary to the conflicting spiritual world which I have just identified. This contrast has indeed been picked up by some of the greatest and most imaginative thinkers who have read the Epistle. George Herbert, the great C17 poet and hymn writer, wrote this:-
‘What an admirable Epistle is the second to the Corinthians! How full of affections! St Paul joys and he is sorry; he grieves and he glories; never was there such care of a flock expressed, save in the Great Shepherd of the fold, who first shed tears over Jerusalem and afterwards blood.’
And Benjamin Jowett, the eminent Victorian classicist and theologian, Master of Balliol College, Oxford, also commented on the very personal self-disclosure of the Apostle Paul, as expressed in this ‘magnifence of paradox’ as the most outstanding feature of this Letter. I quote:-
‘The Second Epistle to the Corinthians is perhaps the most characteristic of the apostle’s mind: glorying and humiliation, life and death, a vision of angels strengthening him, the ‘thorn in the flesh’ rebuking him, the greatest tenderness (not without sternness) , sorrow above measure, consolations above measure, are some of the contradictions which were reconciled in the same man.’ 
2 Corinthians is a very early piece of New Testament writing. Paul almost certainly wrote it in AD56 in Philippi: so just 20 years or so after the Crucifixion and some 4 years after the apostle’s evangelistic ministry in Corinth which resulted in the founding of the Church there. We know from the 1st Letter to the Corinthians that their spiritual state was a matter of considerable concern to Paul. The Christian church at Corinth consisted mainly of converted Gentiles of little or no education or social standing. ‘Not many wise men after the flesh’ Paul says in 1 Cor. 1 v. 26; ‘not many mighty, not many noble’ had been called at Corinth and they found it extremely difficult to keep the unity of the spirit and hold high the torch of Christian morality in a decadent and corrupt society. A Corinthian in ancient Greek drama was more often than not portrayed as a drunkard or a prostitute. It was from the lower strata of society that Paul’s Corinthian converts were for the most part drawn. Given this cultural and social context, it is not surprising that the Corinthian Christians were a source of considerable anxiety to him. Corinth was a byword for corruption and decadence even amongst the Ancient Greeks. In the 1st letter to the Corinthians, we hear that immorality had become rife in the church after Paul’s departure, that a flagrant act of incest had been committed & that the Corinthians were splitting into factions and carrying their quarrels into the pagan law-courts. In the 2nd Letter, the subject of our consideration, which may have followed a brief second visit by Paul, travelling from Macedonia, the earlier rebuke would seem to have been taken to heart by the Church at Corinth and so he pours forth his gratitude to them and to God in glowing words in the early chapters, while mentioning some remaining points of ecclesiastical, moral and spiritual misconduct later on, which he threatens to deal with on a projected third visit. Remember that this was the very early days of the Christian Church: a fledgling religion hated by the Jews who saw it as a treacherous heresy and persecuted by the mighty secular authorities represented by the Roman Empire. And Paul was given this bunch of wayward misfits to turn, through the Grace of the Holy Spirit, into one of the founding fellowships of the faith.
So let us now consider some of the opening verses of 2 Corinthians by looking at C.1 v. 3-11.  In v. 3, Paul immediately praises God and proclaims Him specifically to be ‘the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ’, just some 20 years or so after the Crucifixion. And then he focuses on one of God’s attributes, describing God as ‘the Father of compassion and the God of all comfort.’ These are primary manifestations of God’s love. Compassion is what God feels and comfort is what he is therefore moved to provide. There will not be one of us in this church, as Christian believers, who has not needed God’s compassion and comfort- and there will be people here this morning who will need it now. This is indeed why Jesus died on the Cross; He bore our afflictions; He became ‘a man of sorrows’ for us, sharing in human suffering, as a supreme manifestation of God’s compassionate love, at once sacrificial and redemptive. 
In v.4, Paul brings out the personal involvement of God in our needy lives. We are told that ‘God comforts us in all our troubles’ What a promise! Let’s hold onto it when the storms blow or the path becomes rough and steep. But God does this for a purpose beyond ourselves. He does it, we are told, ‘so that we can comfort those in any trouble with the comfort we ourselves have received from God.’ These are warm words; this is not complex, abstract theology. As we partake of the divine nature, we pass on God’s love to us to others. We know that we all need comfort from time to time and we must, in our turn, look out for those who need a kind word or gesture and express God’s love in seeking thoughtful and practical ways of providing this. We must do this for our friends and our families and for fellow members of our church here. We must be on the look-out for such opportunities amongst those with whom we work and, most importantly, we must apply this in our attitudes to those less fortunate than ourselves- to people whom we do not know and are never likely to see, who are in dire need in the developing world, and amongst the homeless and destitute, the poor and the lonely and the sick in our own country. 
Paul emphasises, as does Peter in His Epistles, the suffering of Christ: ‘the suffering servant’, prophesied 8 centuries earlier by Isaiah. In v. 5, things ascend to a plane which is probably beyond most of us, though not beyond our Christian brothers and sisters in the persecuted church in Moslem lands or India or China. Paul writes about ‘the sufferings of Christ flowing into his life’ but sees this in a positive light because the more he suffers the more he experiences Christ’s comfort. Obviously (as a caveat), Paul was not seeking to suffer so that he could have comfort; that would plainly be ridiculous. He has been reviled and flogged and imprisoned because he has declared the Gospel of Christ but, in those adverse experiences, he has known God’s comfort in the Holy Spirit. 

In v. 6, Paul writes about his ‘distress’ over the failure of the Corinthian Church to uphold Christ’s Gospel and standards. He was ‘distressed’ because he cared for their spiritual welfare. If Paul had not cared for the Corinthian Christians, he would not have been ‘distressed’.  He would have shrugged his shoulders, declared that it was their problem and moved selfishly on. But, on the contrary, he was ‘distressed’ because, unselfishly- and, indeed, with great yearning- he wanted them to enjoy the full comfort of Christ’s salvation. He writes about an understanding of God’s comfort when we are suffering as a process which ‘produces patient endurance.’  Perhaps some people lack ‘patient endurance’, and are angered too easily by trivial matters, because they have not been confronted by real suffering. 
Having rebuked the Corinthians in his earlier letter, in this letter Paul thanks them in v. 7 for ‘sharing in his suffering’ and that is what we need to do when we are aware of the suffering of others. If they are people we know, we should seek to help them. If they are people we don’t know, suffering in this or in foreign lands, we should pray and give in support. Jesus wept over Jerusalem; He didn’t shrug his shoulders and bring forward the date of the Ascension. The Corinthians, however, are not just ‘sharing in Paul’s sufferings’; they also ‘share in his comfort’. And this is what we need to do for each other. Paul is referring to spiritual matters here, and that is primary, but we should also share in people’s gladness, in their triumphs, in their joys. Apart from anything else, this is what makes us more human; this is how relationships and friendships are secured and deepened. 
The maturity of the relationship between Paul and the Corinthian Christians by this stage is shown in v.8 where he feels able to share the details of his hardships with them. We all know people- perhaps even family members- who will just switch off the moment we might try to share any personal difficulty with them. The glazed look comes on, the silence, the change of subject, the excuse to attend to some pressing matter. But a real friendship allows- encourages even- this sharing. It is very important that we should each have people with whom we can share difficulties. Paul is of course referring primarily to spiritual concerns but he was living in a world of persecution, shipwrecks and even being let down by his fellow servants in Christ. In our case, living in the world, we should be able to share our problems with each other and that most certainly includes worries about issues in this life. Paul therefore feels able to share with his Corinthian Christians the extreme difficulties with which he was confronted in the Roman province of Asia, possibly referring to the violence which he had experienced in Ephesus. He admits that he ‘was under great pressure’, ‘beyond his ability to endure’. It was so bad, he confides in his Christian friends, that he ‘despaired of life.’ There must be occasions when Christians can be confronted with such wickedly intense persecution that they do indeed ‘despair of life’. And, of course, there can be other situations, nearer home for us, which, ultimately, can again drive one to ‘despair of life’: terminal illness, constant pain, bereavement, injustice, acute financial anxiety, a broken relationship: the list can be extended. Paul gives a stark but extremely important message about this in v.9. What happened to him in Asia, he says, ‘happened that we might not rely on ourselves but on God.’ Adverse circumstance is always a test of faith. It is easy to have faith when nothing is going wrong! We cannot ultimately control our lives, and, struggle as hard as we might to do so, we will come to a point where we are indeed forced to rely upon God- or else discover that our faith was a sham, a mere chimera. We are none of us going to get through our lives without being thrown back at desperate moments upon our faith in God. And Paul significantly slips in in v.9 the important fact that ‘God raises the dead.’ God , through His love, is in the business of coming to rescue us; He is the saviour God. Paul talks about being delivered (or rescued) by God and, learning from this past experience, he tells us all that God’s character can be counted upon to deliver us in the future and this justifies an attitude not of despair but of hope. 
Finally, the whole thing is pinned by prayer. It is essential that we speak to God, recognising His presence in our lives, thanking Him for our salvation through Christ and bringing our routine concerns to Him all the time. Paul talks about being helped by the prayers of the Corinthian Christians. It is absolutely essential that, in this Christian community, we should pray for each other. This is why different sections of the parish are mentioned in intercessions and why we have the scheme of prayer cells, which, taken together, pray for every member of our congregation. We all, individually, need to have a list of people who are contingent to our lives for whom we regularly and specifically pray. If you haven’t already done so, I suggest that you make a list of such people later today. If your list is long, divide it up across the week so that the people whose concerns are important to you can benefit from sustained and specific prayer. Paul also believes in answered prayer and the need to thank God when that comes. 
Jesus makes the point in today’s Gospel reading in Matthew 11 v.28:-

‘Come unto me all you who are weary and burdened and I will give you rest’. ‘The God of all comfort’ promises that we will ‘find rest for our souls’.  May this be true, both in our own lives and as we support each other. 
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