SERMON NOTES

II Corinthians 1:3-11

“Where Do You Turn for Comfort?”

Intro:

· Thursday night – mowing in-laws’ lawn – mower quits

· I exhaust all the tricks I know for keeping it going (limited bag of tricks)

· Take it to K & K – and leave the lawn half-done

· Frustrated

· “I deserve a DQ chocolate chunk & strawberry blizzard”
· “I’ll run off the calories Friday morning”
· Entitlement thinking – relatively harmless in this case
· “I’m entitled to being treated in a certain way by others // I’m entitled to life being fair and meeting my expectations // I’m entitled to a certain amount of pay and respect at work // I’m entitled to a certain amount of appreciation or love or sex at home // I’m entitled to a certain amount of recognition and influence and control at church // I’m entitled to certain grades or a certain amount of playing time on the team // I’m entitled to a certain amount of leisure time or spending money after working so hard // 
· Entitlement thinking

· And what happens when your expectations are not met and your life is just not the way it’s supposed to be?

· Frustration // Anger // Anxiety // Inferiority // Shame // Disappointment // Grief // Envy // Resentment
· Powerful negative emotions

· Too painful to live with for long
· So we seek relief – something to dull the pain

· For some, it’s comfort food // for others, alcohol // for others, internet pornography // for others, a boyfriend or girlfriend – often leading to sex // for others, more work // for others, a new dress // for others, prescription drugs
· After all that we’ve been through // after all that we’ve suffered – the least that we deserve is a couple of stiff drinks – or a little porn – or a large Whitey’s double fudge brownie shake
· One of the seminars that I chose to attend at the Christian Counseling conference at Nashville last week was entitled:  Hope, Help & Healing for Eating Disorders
· I chose that workshop because some people in our church have or are struggling with eating disorders, a growing number of people in our society have eating disorders, and my niece died of an eating disorder last spring
· One of the statements that arrested my attention was this:  “Food is not the idol – comfort is”
· Some people seek comfort by overeating // some by bingeing and purging // some by binge eating // some by obsessively controlling their intake and abstaining from food

· The obsession is with food – but the idol is comfort
· In fact, this is the driving force behind most Sin habits & Addictions:  searching for comfort in all the wrong places

I. THE FALSE COMFORT CYCLE

1) PAIN 

· For many people, life just isn’t the way it’s supposed to be
· The person who is supposed to love you the most instead rejects you or betrays you or abuses you
· Your teenage children whom you love deeply think that you are the worst thing that ever happened to them

· Your marriage that was supposed to last until death ends in divorce and you end up raising your children mostly by yourself
· Or your spouse dies way before you’re ready to part

· The adults who were supposed to care for you and protect you as a child end up abusing or molesting or abandoning you instead
· The church that was supposed to nurture you and encourage you ends up ignoring you or shunning you or driving you away instead
· Friends or family members that were supposed to be there for you to comfort and encourage you in hard times instead wound you and compound your pain

· For many people, life just isn’t the way it’s supposed to be
· Life Dreams and Family Hopes and Career Goals that seemed so attainable when you were in your 20s – have now been crushed and forgotten by the time you reach 40 or 50 or 60
· Whether it is circumstances beyond your control // or whether it is your own sins and failures // or whether it is other people who let you down or betray you – you have been ambushed and assaulted by life -- life just isn’t turning out the way it was supposed to

· And you don’t know what to do with the pain
2) REACHING OUT FOR COMFORT

· You discover that when you eat certain kinds of food – you feel better
· You discover that when you have a few drinks – the pain subsides

· You discover that when your boyfriend holds you and tells you he loves you – you feel better

· You discover that when you visit certain websites and are stimulated with certain images and fantasies – that you forget some of your troubles and feel some pleasure
· You discover that when you go shopping and treat yourself to a new outfit – you feel better

· You discover that when you work all the harder and get a few “attaboys” at work – life seems more meaningful and you feel better about yourself
· You discover that when your children excel at sports or music or academics or learning Bible verses – your own self-esteem rises

· You discover that when you take certain pills – that your anxiety subsides and you sleep better and life seems more bearable
· When we are in pain – we reach out for comfort – and when we find something that works – we return to it

· Here is what worked for one at-home mom:
· After her husband went to work and her kids went to school, she would bake a pan of brownies
· When the brownies were baked – and cooled – she would sit down with a half gallon of milk  at the kitchen table and eat the whole pan of brownies
· Then she would purge herself so that she did not gain weight
· This bingeing and purging ritual 5 days a week gave her a sense of well-being so that she was now ready to face the day
· That may sound strange to some of you

· Yet you have a big bowl of ice cream every night while watching TV – and do not purge – and do gain weight
· Or you reward yourself after a hard day’s work on a business trip by watching a little porn on cable TV or the internet
· When we are in pain – we reach out for comfort – and when we find something that works – we return to it

· We begin to indulge in the adulteries of the heart – anything to fill the emptiness of our soul – anything to tranquilize the pain and give us some peace
3) TEMPORARY COMFORT / RELIEF / PLEASURE

· Some of us have the good sense when reaching out for comfort to ask ourselves:  Is this healthy?  Is this godly?  Is this good for me?  Is this pleasing to God?
· But for most people, the only question that counts is:  Does it work?  Does it bring me some measure of comfort?  Does it bring relief from the pain?  Does it replace some of the pain with some pleasure?

· Anything that replaces pain with pleasure becomes a very powerful force – both physiologically and psychologically -- in driving human behavior

· It does not matter that the pleasure is only temporary – it does not matter that the long-term consequences could result in even greater pain down the road
· Smoking // binge eating // drugs & alcohol // illicit sex // masturbation // overspending // overworking -- Anything that replaces pain with pleasure becomes a very powerful force 
· When we are in pain – we reach out for comfort – and when we find something that works – we return to it
· Don’t ever let anyone tell you – and please don’t ever tell your teenage children – that sin is not pleasurable
· The Bible itself teaches that sin brings pleasure for a short time
· Some of the things we reach out to for comfort are sinful in themselves

· Many of the things we reach out to for comfort are not sinful in themselves
· Food is not sinful in itself // Work is not sinful in itself // Buying clothes is not sinful in itself // Prescription drugs are not sinful in themselves // Even alcohol in moderation is not sinful in itself
· The problem is not comfort food – the problem is committing spiritual adultery by reaching out to food for comfort rather than turning to God with our pain
4) NEGATIVE CONSEQUENCES

· A teenage girl is struggling with feelings of low self-esteem or insecurity or self-hatred or rejection by others – she turns to the arms of her boyfriend for comfort – he is happy to comfort her with hugs and soothing words of affection and affirmation – with the understanding that she will return the favor with sex
· For a while it feels so good to be held and loved and affirmed and valued
· But afterward there are feelings of guilt and shame arising from the immoral sexual activity

· And there are unspoken doubts and insecurities:  If he really loves me as much as he says he does – then why can’t he love me for who I am without the sexual favors?  Why does his idea of comfort always have to lead to fondling and sex?
· Apart from all the risks of pregnancy and STDs – the emotional insecurities of giving herself to a boy whose love will most likely prove to be conditional and short-lived – produce emotional pain that she would rather not face

· Besides, with whom could she even talk about these insecurities besides other teens who don’t know any more about mature love than she does?
· Where does she go with her uneasiness and discomfort?

· Back to the arms of her boyfriend
· Things are not going well at home for a middle-aged man
· His wife is constantly nagging and criticizing him
· His kids are rebellious and disrespectful
· His home is anything but a safe haven when he comes home from work
· When he is home, he feels inadequate – not good enough as a communicator // not good enough as a spiritual leader // not good enough as a father // not good enough at understanding and supporting his wife in all of her troubles
· But he consistently receives high marks at work

· His performance reviews consistently praise him for his intelligence // creativity // problem-solving // work ethic // and productivity
· He is well-respected by his peers and supervisors alike
· And the harder he works – the more success he achieves and the more praise he receives – not to mention the salary increases
· So when he is feeling inadequate at home – and when he is struggling with feelings of low self-esteem – guess where he turns for comfort?

· And his extra work pays off – replacing the pain of inadequacy and low self-esteem with the comfort and good feelings of being appreciated and respected for his excellent work above and beyond the call of duty
· There is a pay-off for this extra work – but there is also a price to pay

· His relationship with his wife and with his children deteriorate further because of his preoccupation with work
· Of course, he tries to convince them (and himself) that he is doing it for them – to provide for them a higher standard of living – but in reality he is self-absorbed with his own pain and his own comfort-seeking

· And although his boss and co-workers may praise his commitment to his job – his wife and children respond with more nagging // more criticism // more anger // more rebellion // more disrespect 
· And he feels even more guilty and even more inadequate as a husband and father

· And where does he turn for comfort?
· Back to work

· The dynamics are the same with alcoholism and eating disorders and other addictions

· The alcoholic salves his pain with alcohol – and it works – the alcohol brings temporary comfort and relief from pain
· But the continued abuse of alcohol eventually precipitates a marital crisis or a physical health crisis or problems at work or a financial crisis 

· The long-term consequences of his drinking become more and more destructive and painful
· And where does he turn for comfort to relieve the pain?
· Back to the bottle
· It starts with something we use to salve the pain or relieve anxiety or give pleasure – and it ends up with that something controlling us and dominating our lives in destructive ways
5) SHAME / GUILT / PAIN

· As the negative physical, emotional, spiritual and relational consequences of excessive drinking or overeating or overworking or overspending or bingeing and purging become more and more powerful and destructive – as our lives – or at least some compartment of our lives – starts spinning out of control -- the result is increased shame and guilt and anxiety and emotional pain
· And the cycle repeats  
· And each time the cycle repeats – it repeats less out of personal choice and more out of compulsion and habit and necessity
· There are many variations with different sins and habits and addictions – but the pattern is basically the same:  seeking comfort and relief from pain somewhere other than God – experiencing short-term relief but long-term negative consequences – resulting in feelings of shame and guilt – and then back to the comfort of choice to deal with those painful feelings

· The Good News is:  There is an alternative

II. THE TRUE COMFORT CYCLE

1) PAIN

· No matter how godly or devoted a Christian you may be, you will experience afflictions and troubles and suffering in life
· All of the sufferings that are common to humanity in this fallen world – PLUS those sufferings and persecutions that occur on account of our faith or on account of standing for truth and righteousness in a society that knows little of either
· A pain-free life is not possible
· The question is:  What will you do with your pain?
· Where do you turn for comfort?
2) BRING PAIN TO THE GOD OF ALL COMFORT

2 Corinthians 1:3 - 5 (NLT)  3All praise to the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ. He is the source of every mercy and the God who comforts us.  4He comforts us in all our troubles so that we can comfort others. When others are troubled, we will be able to give them the same comfort God has given us. 5You can be sure that the more we suffer for Christ, the more God will shower us with his comfort through Christ. 
· The word for comfort here is the same root word as the word for Paraclete used of the Holy Spirit in the Gospel of John – it is also the same word that can be translated encouragement or exhortation -- the root meaning is called alongside to help and to strengthen

· Thus the God of all comfort is the One who stands by us to help us and strengthen us and encourage us during our distress and suffering
· He has all the resources we need to see us through anything life dishes out – as long as we stay connected to Him

· There is nothing wrong with occasionally eating – and enjoying in moderation -- a Whitey’s milk shake or DQ blizzard or McDonald’s French fries or coconut cream pie or a bag of potato chips – unless you are turning to food for comfort instead of bringing your pain to the God of all comfort
· There is nothing wrong with working hard at your job – unless you are turning to work for comfort instead of facing your family troubles and enlisting God’s help and strength to restore health to your family relationships
Jeremiah 2:13 (NIV) 13    “My people have committed two sins:  They have forsaken me, the spring of living water, and have dug their own cisterns, broken cisterns that cannot hold water. 

· Committing spiritual adultery in our heart -- that is exactly what we do when we turn to other sources of comfort rather than bringing our pain to the God of all comfort
· These false comforts are broken cisterns – they give temporary relief but cause long-term problems
· But the comfort God gives is like living water from a never-ending stream
· You can’t comfort other people in their troubles with the broken cisterns of false comfort – but you can comfort other hurting people with the comfort that God gives – like living water from a never-ending stream
· The love of God is the greatest healing agent in the world
· Someone once said:  The care of God is a great thing to our soul.  If a man believes it in his heart, it will drive the burden of sorrow far from him.
Romans 5:3-5   3We can rejoice, too, when we run into problems and trials, for we know that they are good for us—they help us learn to endure.  4And endurance develops strength of character in us, and character strengthens our confident expectation of salvation. 5And this expectation will not disappoint us. For we know how dearly God loves us, because he has given us the Holy Spirit to fill our hearts with his love.
· God comforts us with the Paraclete, the Holy Spirit, by assuring us of His unconditional love for us and by filling our love tanks with His never-ending love 

· God comforts us by giving us the encouragement and strength that we need to endure life’s problems and trials

· And God’s comforting, encouraging, consoling, strengthening Presence is sufficient for us
· Whenever we turn to false comforts to salve our pain – we are in effect saying that the love of God is not sufficient to sustain us through this painful trial we are facing

· And so we look for instant comfort somewhere else – something to dull the pain quickly – something to replace pain with pleasure instantly 

· The comfort of God will not necessarily take away our pain immediately

· But when we turn to God for comfort – He assures us of His love – and that His grace is sufficient
· When we turn to God for comfort – He assures us that we belong to Him – that we are accepted by Him – that we are secure in His love – that our suffering does not mean that God has forgotten us or turned away from us – that our suffering is not pointless and futile --  that our lives – and our sufferings -- have meaning and purpose because we belong to a Sovereign God – and that one day we will share in Christ’s glory
Romans 8:15 - 17 (NIV) 15For you did not receive a spirit that makes you a slave again to fear, but you received the Spirit of sonship. And by him we cry, “Abba, Father.”  16The Spirit himself testifies with our spirit that we are God’s children.  17Now if we are children, then we are heirs—heirs of God and co-heirs with Christ, if indeed we share in his sufferings in order that we may also share in his glory. 

· The deepest pain – the deepest source of anxiety that we can experience – is the fear that we are alone and wounded in an uncaring universe – that our lives do not matter – that no one understands // no one cares // no one can be trusted to be there for me // -- it is the fear of alienation
· The Holy Spirit comforts us with the assurance that we are God’s children – that we belong – that we matter – that our heavenly Father does understand and does care and can be trusted to be there for us

· In fact, He is pursuing us with His love even while we are running away from Him and committing spiritual adultery in our hearts with false comforts  
3) ENDURE SUFFERING WITH HOPE OF DELIVERANCE

· When we bring our pain to the God of all comfort – He comforts us in our afflictions and troubles – but He doesn’t necessarily take the pain away instantly
· True comfort encourages and strengthens us to endure pain and suffering so as to produce deep healing and strength of character in the long run
· False comfort gives temporary relief of pain in a way that stunts our growth into maturity and creates negative consequences down the road

2 Corinthians 1:6 - 7 (NIV) 6If we are distressed, it is for your comfort and salvation; if we are comforted, it is for your comfort, which produces in you patient endurance of the same sufferings we suffer.  7And our hope for you is firm, because we know that just as you share in our sufferings, so also you share in our comfort. 

2 Corinthians 1:10 (NIV) 10He has delivered us from such a deadly peril, and he will deliver us. On him we have set our hope that he will continue to deliver us, 
· God’s comfort produces in us patient endurance – not instant relief from all troubles and pain 

· The hope of deliverance is real – and Paul is confident in God’s power to deliver – but Paul also understands the deliverance may not be immediate
· God is committed to our growth in Christ-like character – not to our instant gratification and pain-free living

· Every time we indulge in instant gratification to give pleasure or relieve pain – we are stunting our spiritual growth and moving toward immaturity rather than maturity
· God comforts us in our afflictions and troubles in order to produce patient endurance and strength of character

· One of the most difficult parenting challenges we faced was during Emily’s senior year volleyball season
· Emily was a starter on the freshman & sophomore teams, and had a good chance to be in the playing rotation on the varsity team as a junior – but she seriously injured her ankle during early season practices and was out the whole season
· A new coach took over her senior year who decided to develop younger players rather than playing a senior who missed her junior year

· Emily is tall and was a good middle blocker and decent hitter – but sat on the bench while younger and smaller players filled that position
· Missing her whole junior year due to injury and sitting on the bench most of her senior year was extremely frustrating for Emily – and for us

· Everything within me wanted to intervene and talk with the coach to get Emily more playing time her senior year in order to alleviate that pain & frustration
· I wrote a forceful letter stating our case – but did not deliver it
· I resisted the strong impulse to interfere and bit my tongue – again and again
· We encouraged Emily to practice hard – to maintain a respectful attitude toward her coach – to cheer her teammates from the bench – and to take her concerns directly to the coach
· Emily did all of that like a real trooper

· It didn’t result in much more playing time – but it did produce strength of character in the midst of adversity
· Strength of character that would serve her well when dealing with her heart condition that kept her from a rowing scholarship in college

· God eventually healed Emily’s heart miraculously – but not until Emily suffered a lot of disappointment and it was too late for her to row on the rowing team
· Looking back, I’m glad we didn’t interfere and fight Emily’s battles for her

· I would not trade more playing team on a high school volleyball team for spiritual maturity and strength of character
· Neither would Emily

· There is some spiritual growth that can take place only in the midst of adversity and testing and trials
· When we shelter our kids and rescue our kids from pain and frustration and disappointment and life’s unfairness – we stunt their growth

· God comforts us in all our troubles and afflictions – not by taking away our pain immediately – but rather by assuring us of His love and strengthening our inner character in order to produce perseverance and godliness
4) WALK WITH CHRIST THROUGH DEATH

· How does it feel to go through hardships being comforted with the comfort of God?
2 Corinthians 1:8 - 9 (NIV) 8We do not want you to be uninformed, brothers, about the hardships we suffered in the province of Asia. We were under great pressure, far beyond our ability to endure, so that we despaired even of life.  9Indeed, in our hearts we felt the sentence of death. But this happened that we might not rely on ourselves but on God, who raises the dead.  

· It feels like you’re going to die 
· “We were under great pressure – far beyond our ability to endure – so that we despaired even of life.  Indeed, in our hearts we felt the sentence of death.”
· That’s what the comfort of God feels like in the midst of suffering and persecution

· Is it any wonder that so many people turn to false comforts instead?
· False comforts often are more effective in giving instant gratification and immediate relief from pain

· But the end thereof is slavery and bondage and death
· God’s way is take our pain to the Cross – to walk with Christ through the valley of the shadow of death – so that by means of sharing in his sufferings we can come to know the power of his resurrection

Philippians 3:10 (NIV) 10I want to know Christ and the power of his resurrection and the fellowship of sharing in his sufferings, becoming like him in his death,  

· After great pain and brokenness – a new life emerges
· That is God’s way of comforting us
· Not taking away the pain – but rather leading us through death unto resurrection

· This is what I experienced in 1994 – a series of deaths leading to a new life

· Many of you have experienced similar deaths and resurrections
· But many of you have robbed yourself of resurrection experiences by turning to false comforts – you ran away from pain – you ran away from the Cross – you sought instant gratification and relief from pain in sources other than the God of all comfort – and as a result – you have missed out on resurrection experiences – for you can only experience the resurrection life and power of Jesus Christ after going to the Cross and walking with Christ through death and pain and brokenness until a new life emerges – a life of wholeness and holiness and freedom
5) ENTER INTO RESURRECTION LIFE

· How can you enter into resurrection life?

· It all begins with what you choose to do with your pain
· You can choose the path of instant gratification and immediate relief from pain by turning to false comforts 

· This path begins with temporary relief and ends with slavery, bondage and death
· Or you can bring your pain to the God of all comfort – and let God love you – trusting the sufficiency of God’s grace to sustain you through suffering 

· You can take your pain to the Cross and walk with Christ through brokenness and death until a new life of healing and freedom and holiness emerges
· Some of you are afraid to face the pain – it seems unbearable – you are afraid that the pain will kill you – or that you in your pain will harm someone else

· And so you turn to your familiar sources of comfort to find temporary relief from the pain
· But the guilt and shame and fears and anxieties and insecurities keep coming back – stronger and stronger 

· You run away from the pain right into the arms of an addiction or sin habit
· You need to believe the Good News:  God loves you – and His grace is sufficient for you

· You can face your pain – it will not kill you – and even if it does – God will raise you from the dead
· Stand in the rain // Stand your ground // Stand up when it’s all crashing down // You stand through the pain // You won’t drown // And one day what’s lost can be found // You stand in the rain
· When you turn away from the adulteries of the heart – from the false comforts – and turn to the God of all comfort and the Cross of Jesus Christ instead – you may feel in your heart the sentence of death – you may feel like you’re going to die
· And indeed, you do need to die before you can experience resurrection
· Your self-reliant life // your self-centered life // your angry or anxious or fearful life // your drug or alcohol – dependent life // your food-obsessed life or work-obsessed life or sex-obsessed life or money-obsessed life or success-obsessed life or physical appearance – obsessed life – that life does need to die – and that death will be painful
· But after great pain – a new life emerges
· Vs. 9 (paraphrase) – this suffering happened that we might not rely on ourselves – or false comforts – but on the God of all comfort who raises the dead  
· Some of you are in pain right now – what will you do with your pain?

· Will you keep going back to the familiar sources of false comfort and instant relief from pain?
· Or will you bring your pain to the God of all comfort – will you open your heart to His love – will you trust the sufficiency of His grace – will you come to the Cross and walk with Christ through brokenness and death until a new and resurrected life emerges?
Prayer

Altar Call – Hymn # 356  “Under His Wings”

