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Comfort in Affliction  
 

2 Corinthians 1:3-11  
The Apostle Paul wrote more about both affliction and comfort than anyone else in the Bible. His knowledge 
that followers of Jesus would be afflicted in this life is met with his unshakable confidence that their affliction 
will be redeemed by the God of all comfort.  
 
It must be pointed out that Paul is not here addressing affliction in a general sense. Certainly the Scriptures 
have much to say about afflictions of all sorts. But here the focus is on the sorts of afflictions visited upon 
the apostles and those who embrace their message and follow their example. The affliction Paul refers to 
here, then, may be called righteous affliction, or that affliction which is experienced for the sake of Christ. 
Those who suffer these types of righteous afflictions may be confident that God will comfort them no matter 
how severe that affliction may be.  
 

1. The praise to voice in righteous affliction  
Vv. 3-4a 

 The Apostle Paul begins his prologue with a benediction directed toward God. A benediction is, literally 
a “good word” or a word of blessing. “Paul begins this difficult letter to a difficult congregation at a difficult 

time in his ministry by praising God.”1 The term translated “Blessed be” () from which we get 

our word eulogy is a word which indicates a worthiness of praise.  

 The term translated affliction () thlipsis has the literal meaning of an extreme sort of “pressure.” It 

called to mind a kind of torture where heavy stones would be placed on the chest of the victim. It is meant 
to express intense distress.   

 Out of his own significant affliction Paul voices praise to God. Specifically, he praises the “God of all 
comfort who comforts us in all our afflictions.” He “blesses” God out of the deep reservoir of gratitude he 
has for yet again another experience of God’s comfort in extreme affliction. “Paul uses the benediction 
as a launching point, developing the letter by dramatizing the transformation of despair into hope, of 
sorrow into love, and of fear into joy. Thus by example he calls the Corinthians to consider their own 
response to the circumstances in which they find themselves, challenging them to bless God in the midst 
of suffering.”2 

 

2. The purpose to pursue in righteous affliction 
Vv. 4-7 

 Even a cursory reading of the prologue will prove that “comfort” is of central importance. Paul uses the 

noun translated comfort six times and the verb form four times. The word itself () paraklesis 

carries with it the idea of encouragement; “the sense of an act of emboldening another in belief or course 
of action.”3 

The comfort that Paul has in mind has nothing to do with a languorous feeling of contentment. It 
is not some tranquilizing dose of grace that only dulls pains but a stiffening agent that fortifies 
one in heart, mind, and soul. Comfort relates to encouragement, help, exhortation. God’s comfort 
strengthens weak knees and sustains sagging spirits so that one faces the troubles of life with 
unbending resolve and unending assurance.4 

 Vs. 5 – The sufferings of Christ referred to here are not meant to convey his atoning sufferings; those 
sufferings on the cross through which he carried the sins of his people. Rather the sufferings of Christ to 
which Paul refers are those sufferings which Christians are able to share with Christ; the sufferings 
experienced for righteousness sake.  
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 In chapter 11 of 2 Corinthians, Paul gives a brief rundown of the sorts of persecutions and calamities he 
had suffered as an Apostle. This was a man who bore on his body the marks of extreme affliction. And 
yet he could conclude that there was purpose – design – in all that he had suffered. Here he specifies 
that the purpose of his affliction is that he may be a source of comfort as others experience affliction. 
Paul’s spiritual calculus of affliction is that those who suffer for the sake of Christ will be comforted by 
Christ and will then be a source of that same comfort to others who are afflicted.  

 Vs. 6 – Paul presents two scenarios. Whether he and the apostles are afflicted or comforted “both result 
in your encouragement, which is at work as you endure the same kinds of suffering that we suffer.” The 
righteous affliction of the saints is a no lose situation. Whether they suffer or are comforted, either way it 
will be an occasion of comfort for others. 

 

3. The hope to hold through righteous affliction  
Vv. 8-10 

 In the second section of the prologue Paul makes reference to his own experience in “Asia.” Since Paul 
had suffered so many near-death experiences, it is not readily apparent to which event or series of events 
he is referring. Think about it. Paul had suffered so many life-threatening persecutions and calamities 
that we are not able to pinpoint the precise event to which he refers in these verses. Whatever the case, 
it is clear that the situation was so dire that Paul was convinced that he had reached the point of death. 
The trial was so great it was beyond his ability to rise above despair.  

 But even in this there was a discernable purpose – “But that was to make us rely not on ourselves but on 
God who raises the dead” (vs. 9). The hope to hold through righteous affliction is the hope of the 
resurrection. Having been through the ultimate test Paul is confident in God’s deliverance. He has seen 
the Lord deliver him and his fellow apostles repeatedly through deadly circumstances. There is not an 
affliction or peril that is beyond God’s power of deliverance (vs. 10). Even from the clutches of the final 
enemy, death, God will deliver his saints. Indeed, every time God delivers his faithful saints from earthly 
afflictions it is a sign of the ultimate deliverance which will be granted us on that day when the risen Christ 
raises us up incorruptible (1 Corinthians 15:50-58).  

Although the resurrection is a thing of the future, Paul shows that it happens every day. When a 
person is delivered from the gates of death, it is really a kind of resurrection. The same thing can 
be said of those who have been delivered out of serious illness or unbearable trials.5 

 

4. The fellowship forged in righteous affliction 
Vs. 11 

 Paul depended upon the churches throughout his ministry. He depended upon them for such things as 
encouragement (Thessalonians), financial support (Philippians), and friendships (Rome). To the 
Corinthian’s church he appeals for prayer. By praying for Paul and the apostles, the church will give them 
genuine help. Through this partnership of prayer many will be caused to give thanks to God. 

 The second clause of verse 11 translated in the ESV as “so that many,” is more literally, “out of many 

faces” ( = face). It is likely that Paul employs the clause to suggest the sight of many faces 

lifted to God in thanksgiving. Given that he is concluding the prologue begun with benediction it seems 
most appropriate to understand Paul in this way. He has in mind the faces of the saints raised in 
thanksgiving to God for the deliverance granted to the apostles accomplished in part by the prayers of 
the Corinthians.  

 In a way Paul is offering a fresh beginning for the Corinthians in terms of their relationship with the apostle. 
This church which had so savagely criticized Paul and rejected him in favor of phony apostles is now 
offered the role of partnership in the apostolic ministry. These foolish saints who had tolerated immorality 
into their midst, propped up false apostles, boasted in their freedom to sin, practiced favoritism to the rich, 
abused their gifts, and failed to understand something so essential as the resurrection were now being 
wooed back to faithfulness by the very man to who they had done such harm. Paul’s tenderness and the 
eagerness he possessed to offer redemption was no doubt due to the redemption he himself had 
experienced both in his own conversion and the many deliverances God had granted him in affliction.  

                                                           
5 John Chrysostom, quoted by Gerald Bray, 1&2 Corinthians, Ancient Christian Commentary T. Oden, ed. (Downers 
Grove: IVP, 1999) p. 198 


