
 

 “Serving the Lord in spite of Difficulties – How will we Fare in 2022?”      Brian Michell 

2 Corinthians 4:1-12, 15-18 

What does 2022 mean for you?  How will you cope with the challenges of this year – whether caused by covid 
or health or work or age or family or finance, or whatever?  We all face pressures and challenges in life, some 
more than others and some times more than others. But especially as we seek to live for God and serve him 
faithfully and share clearly with others about Jesus, Satan will be active to ensure that things crop up in our 
hearts or lives to hinder righteous living or clear witness. 

I sometimes think of the range of obstructions Nehemiah encountered as he served God. He encountered many 
challenges, from mild ridicule to extreme threats to his safety and life. Mostly, our difficulties in our Christian 
living and serving God in New Zealand are in the category of social disregard or being disadvantaged 
professionally or financially, but not physical threat or danger. Even though our fellow Christians in many 
other parts of the world do face severe opposition and danger. 

The apostle Paul encountered a wide range of pressures and difficulties, struggles and dangers as he lived for 
Christ and served him. 2 Corinthians is perhaps the most personal of Paul’s letters as he shares his heart for 
serving his Lord and the difficulties and frequently the opposition that he encountered. Chapters 4 and 5 give 
us a good snapshot of what he faced and how he felt. 

1.  The Pressures 

In these chapters Paul is honest and realistic. He faced pressures enough to make anyone feel discouraged! 

Ch 4:8-12   “We are hard pressed on every side, perplexed…, persecuted…, struck down…” 

4:16-17   “We are wasting away…” 

5:1-4   “We groan and are burdened…” 

Paul’s pressures and problems and difficulties were very real, but he saw benefits even in their presence and 
reality and their consequences: 

4:8-12   “…not crushed…, not in despair…, not abandoned…, not destroyed…, that the life of Jesus may also be 
revealed in our body” 

4:16-17   “our momentary troubles are achieving for us an eternal glory that far outweighs them all.” 

How do we view our challenges and pressures? Consider Judas and Peter. Both were deeply discouraged after 
denying Jesus. Judas gave up, and lost out totally.  Peter wanted to drop out, but talked with Jesus, listened, 
and responded positively. 

Paul sees his difficulties as “means of showing God’s power” 4: 7, 10-11. He sees his difficulties as being “for 
the sake of the church”  4:13-15. He sees his difficulties as “momentary troubles” while the coming “eternal 
glory … far outweighs them all” 4:16-17. 



Paul didn’t let the pressures fill his vision, but he saw God’s hand and purposes and perspective in and through 
them all.  As Peter also expressed this understanding, in 1 Peter 4:12-13  “Don’t be surprised at the painful trial 
you are suffering, as though something strange were happening to you. But rejoice that you participate in the 
sufferings of Christ, so that you may be overjoyed when his glory is revealed.” 

I remember the pressures we felt at one stage in Malaysia when we were under constant Malaysian security 
service observation and limitation, mail opened, phone tapped, house watched, church watched, friends and 
colleagues arrested, because of our Christian faith and activities. But also the very significant consequent 
sharpening of our focus on Christ and his calling, the strengthening of faith, and the extra edge given to our 
Christian living and witness. 

But Paul’s vision doesn’t stop at the pressures.  He can see beyond them, and this helps him get to the end of 
his journey and to accomplish his God-given tasks. 

2.  The Privilege 

For Paul there was a huge privilege involved in it all – in being Christ’s and in serving him.  He sees the 
goodness and mercy of God.  And we mustn’t talk about the cost of doing God’s will without also talking of the 
privilege and glory of it!!” 

So Paul can affirm in 4:1 that it is “…through God’s mercy we have this ministry”. He therefore remembers that 
God has put him there and he is kept from being a despondent quitter v 1, or a deceiver vv 2-4, or a self-
promoter vv5-6.  And in 4:7 he acknowledges that he has received and is entrusted with passing on the 
treasure of the gospel of Jesus Christ and recognises that he is privileged indeed. So he is uplifted and 
definitely not discouraged - verses 8-12.  In fact, in verses 13-15 he explicitly states that he believes and 
speaks precisely because he has received from God the grace of salvation and the spirit of faith in Christ.  So in 
5:1 he looks further ahead, beyond this life, to the promise of eternity in the glorious presence of God. 

3.  The Prospects 

Paul looks forward gladly, recognising the important results of his ministry: 

In 4:15, God’s grace will be extended to more and more people, with the result of more thanksgiving to God 
and more glory overflowing to God. 

In fact, in 4:17-18, he anticipates “eternal glory” which will “far outweigh” any present transient sufferings!   

And in 5:1 he looks forward to his “eternal home” with God.  Where is your ‘home’ focus? 

There is a story of an older missionary couple, retiring after a life of service overseas and heading back to their 
home country. As they sat in the plane and reflected on their long years overseas, they wondered what life 
would be like for them now on arrival and as they settled back into their home base country, they asked 
themselves what life would be like in a context that no longer felt like home and how many church friends and 
peers would even have any time for them.  

On the plane they travelled on there was also an enthusiastically noisy football team returning home after a 
successful grand final and a great victory in their championship match. There were plenty of congratulations 
from the air crew and other passengers and the team members were excitedly anticipating the welcome they 
would receive from supporters once they arrived .  Sure enough, when they arrived and were processed 
through Immigration and emerged into the arrival hall, a great shout greeted them from a large and boisterous 
crown, rejoicing in their victory and glad to congratulate them and welcome them home. 



Trailing quietly behind them, the old missionary couple came into the arrival area and looked around them. 
And Yes, there were indeed a few friends waiting to greet them and welcome them back. But not many, and 
there was not much fuss or enthusiasm or rejoicing! And the tired wife said to her husband, “Look at all the 
enthusiastic welcome the footballers received! And after a long life of service, is this all we are greeted with 
when we arrive home?”  To which her husband responded, “Ah, but we have not yet arrived home!” 

Similarly, as God’s servants, we look beyond the here and now, and recognise that our true and ultimate home 
is in heaven and with our heavenly Father and the Lord  Jesus. 

With this perspective, Paul rises above the tyranny and limitations of his physical situation, as in 4:16 “we do 
not lose heart… being renewed day by day”, since (5:5) “it is God who has made us for this very purpose, … 
guaranteeing what is to come”.  Paul views his situation “by faith, and not by sight” (5:7).  May we likewise 
view the situations of our daily lives through God’s eyes, and evaluate them in terms of God’s purposes and 
Christ’s kingdom! 

4.   Because the key factor is  The Purpose in Paul’s life and ministry, and in our lives, whether we encounter 
encouragements or challenges and pressures.   

So Paul can say in 5:9 “we make it our goal to please him”, whether living or dying, whatever the 
circumstances. Paul summarises his goal and focus (in 4:5) as to preach “Jesus Christ as Lord, and ourselves as 
your servants for Jesus’ sake.”  In other words, to use his opportunities to share the good news of salvation and 
hope in Jesus as Saviour and Lord. So he wants to “persuade” people” (5:11).  It’s a great study to look at the 
different verbs used in the NT letters and Acts to describe Paul’s communication of the gospel, and to compare 
them with what we do and how we communicate our witness and encouragement and how we use our 
opportunities. As we are reminded in Hebrews 10:24 “Consider/take thought how we may spur one another on 
toward love and good deeds”. 

A few years ago when we were leading the Bible College branch in the Manawatu, I was supervising an exam 
one morning.  We ran a Ministry Internship training programme at that stage and the exam that morning was 
for a group of our ministry interns.  One of our students, Chris, was on his way to the college to sit his exam. As 
he drove towards the college, he saw on the footpath a friend with whom he had been sharing the gospel and 
for whom he had been praying particularly that the Lord would give a further suitable opportunity to talk with 
him. He was torn between getting to his exam  on time and stopping to talk with his friend. The importance of 
witnessing to his friend won out, and he stopped the car, jumped out, and talked on the footpath with him. In 
the goodness of God, his friend understood and responded and accepted Jesus as his Saviour. Chris prayed with 
him, arranged to meet and talk again, and then jumped back in the cvar and came on to College. Fortunately 
the exam was still in process, so he could slide in and get on with his exam and I gladly gave him the full time 
allocated for that exam – which he duly passed!  How are we in using our opportunities?  How will we be this 
week?! 

Similarly, Paul writes that he determined to “regard no-one from a worldly point of view” (5:16) but to allow 
God’s scale of values to determine his values and behaviour.   

So, Paul’s summary is that we been commissioned with: 

a) the ministry of reconciliation with God, reaching out to the people around us (5:18), 
b) the message of reconciliation, communicating the good news of the forgiveness of sins through Jesus 

Christ (5:19), and 
c) the mandate to live and serve as Christ’s ambassadors, appealing and imploring people “Be reconciled 

to God”. (5:20) 



What a privilege, what a challenge, what a responsibility!  How do you measure up, as a child of Almighty God 
and a servant of our Lord Jesus Christ? 

And so, the message of these two chapters rolls over into the beginning of chapter 6, with ch 6:1 where Paul’s 
burden is “We urge you not to receive God’s grace in vain… I tell you, now is the time of God’s favour, now is 
the day of salvation!” 

Like Paul, we have strong grounds for encouragement, not discouragement, whatever our situation, Pressures, 
Privileges, Prospects and personal Purpose. We too have Paul’s 4 times repeated affirmation in 4:1, 4:16, 5:6, 
5:8 – “We do not lose heart… we are always confident”. The same words and attitude are used in Galatians 6:9 
“At the proper time, we will reap a harvest if we do not give up!” 

May we as individuals and as a church so live and serve that in due course we may all receive Christ’s 
wonderful commendation: “Well done, good and faithful servant!”  

We may feel our lives are full of small things, few opportunities, limited abilities. But the key test is how we 
use whatever we have. 

Amy Carmichael of Dohnavur told the story of travelling in India at one stage and seeing a man working on a 
road construction site, tapping away at a large rock with a small hammer. She thought the effort was futile, but 
decided to wait and watch. Tap, tap, tap, and then a final; tap and the whole rock fell apart. She asked the 
man, “Which tap caused the rock to break? He thought, and then replied, “The first, the last, and every blow in 
between!”   

And likewise, for us, the importance this year of every action and word that we take for Jesus! 

J O Sanders told us once of a visit to Japan he made on one occasion as General Director of the OMF mission. 
One of the missionaries, Steve Metcalfe, took him around and they were passing through the city of 
Goshogawara, and Steve told JO of his burden for the people of that city, where as far as he knew the gospel of 
Jesus Christ had never been preached. JO told Steve, “You go over there on that corner and preach the gospel, 
and I will stand here and pray.”  They did, and a few passers-by stopped and listened. 

Ten years later, JO was invited to visit Japan again and attend the opening of the first Christian church in 
Goshogawara – which he did, and saw with tears about 20 believers gathered in worship and rejoicing. 

Fifteen years later still JO met a Japanese Bible College student and asked him where he was from. He was told 
“Goshogawara”, and the young man was training in preparation to return home to serve as a pastor/evangelist 
in Goshogawara! 

Which was the crucial tap on the spiritual rock for Christ’s church in Goshogawara? ALL of them! 

May we be faithful as individuals and as a church in all of our opportunities for spiritual tapping this week, this 
month, and this year! 


