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B L O C K A G E  

I’ve wrestled all week with this sermon. I wrote it and rewrote it. Then as the week was 

nearing a close, I tried again and finally I gave up.


The writing wasn’t bad. I know how to put words and phrases together to make them 

useful. But everything that I wrote just felt kind of dull. 


Why? Because as I was writing I was guarding myself— denying and minimizing what was 

going on within me as because I didn’t want to confront the very topic I was writing about.


So on Friday about 1:30 in the morning, I woke up in the middle of the night, sat up in bed, 

and I decided that I was just going to do what is often the hardest thing for people in my 

line of work to do. I was going to speak truth and not worry about people’s approval.


So I decided not to write a sermon for you. So, I decided to write a sermon for us. Because 

this topic is hard for me to look at, too.


Forgive me for the structure of this content this morning. It’s not my regular style. I don’t 

have a bunch of sugary sweet stories to tell, nor a bunch of jokes to insert into each section 

of the message so we can all come up for air for a minute after hearing something that’s 

difficult. 


That’s usually the way that I write. It’s how I was trained. And I’ll probably write that way 

next week. So if this all comes off as a little serious and a little raw, just come back next 

week anyway. I should be back to normal by then.


P L A T I T U D E S  
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I saw some things here in this passage this week that I never saw before, having read it 

literally hundreds of times over the 20 some years I’ve been pastoring, and I want to share 

with you what I think I’m seeing in the text about the troubles of life and getting honest 

with our disappointments about healing.


And to qualify, when I say, “healing” this morning, I’m using the term broadly. I’m not 

using the word to refer to sickness in the body only. It can be trouble in the mind or heart. 

It can be something or someone we’ve lost that we’ve never gotten over. It can be a thing 

that happened to us long ago that no one knows about, but it haunts us in every quiet 

moment. It could be a strained or unresolved relationship, or a regret that we carry that 

we’d give anything to be able to back and fix. 


And I know that’s heavy for church. I can feel the heaviness here, right now. I can also feel 

many of you leaning in, though — because sometimes platitudes just aren’t enough. As 

strange as it may seem to hear a pastor say, sometimes hearing the words like, “God loves 

you. It’s going to be okay.” are just impossible platitudes for us to stomach when we go 

through severe pain.


Our passage today has something to say to us in our troubles. And there are no platitudes. 

There are only truths. As you listen to these words this morning, I’d ask that you listen, not 

with your intellect only, but also in the parts of you where you know that you are guarded or 

suppressed— even if those parts in you are that way because of good intentions.


Everybody with me? We okay? 


V E R S E  B Y  V E R S E  

Expository preaching (meaning going through a passage verse by verse) is not my style 

either, but I want us to look at this passage this morning the way that one might look at a 

microbe under a microscope in a lab. I want to be meticulous this morning, because this 

topic is important enough.
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The passage begins by saying, 


We do not want you to be uninformed, brothers and sisters, about the troubles we experienced in the 

province of Asia. 


It’s interesting to me. Saint Paul doesn’t begin with the words, “I want to inform you,” but 

rather “I do not want you to be uninformed.” There’s a difference between saying, “I want 

you to heads about something.” as opposed to, “I want to make sure that you aren’t 

ignorant about this.”


There’s something here that he’s wanting to make sure that we not just have a “heads up” 

about it, but that we understand completely. 


He goes on, 


We were under great pressure, far beyond our ability to endure, so that we despaired of life itself. 

Indeed, we felt we had received the sentence of death.


Do you ever feel that way when you go through hard times? Am I’m not asking that 

question casually today. I’m really asking. Do you ever feel like that? Under so much 

pressure that you know within yourself that you don’t have what it takes to endure it? 


Do you ever get that low? 


Questions, all of the sudden that had never been there before begin to surface in your mind. 

Questions like, “What if I just decided to end it? This is that heavy. I don’t know if I want to 

wake up tomorrow morning and feel this again for 24 hours.”


That’s what he’s saying he. The trouble he experienced was so weighty that it made him 

wish that he was no longer alive.
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And then he shifts to the lesson.


But this happened so that we might not rely on ourselves but on God, who raises dead things to life. 

Praise be to the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of compassion and the God of all 

comfort, who comforts us in all our troubles, so that we can comfort those in any trouble with the 

comfort we ourselves receive from God. 


“So that,” again, and interesting choice, and the phrasing is used twice.


I mean, why not just write, 


Bad things happen. Just trust God, the God of comfort. Oh, and, uh… don’t forget to comfort others.


“So that” means something entirely different. It’s a set of words, when combined, that are 

about to tell us what we won’t be able to do and be if we are uninformed about the content 

that preceded the “so that.”


So the passage begins by talking about pressure, an inability to endure, and a despairing of 

life itself. Then, it ends by telling us that we need to acknowledge those things so that we 

might gain the skill, the ability, and the grace to experience comfort in those moments of 

trouble.


Not only that, but the passage also concludes by saying that in courageously embracing the 

reality of our pain and truly believing that we are a being worthy enough of unconditional 

love, compassion, and comfort in our troubles, that we then become equipped to give that 

same quality of comfort to others who are going through difficult times.


L A N D A  P A R K  
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My family and I used to vacation in Texas when I was a kid. There was a waterpark 

somewhere outside San Antonio called “Landa Park” (I think is the name of it) and it had 

all of these different kinds of fun water environments for families. There was a giant 

olympic-sized pool for swimming laps. There were water slides and boats and lake. There 

was even a freshwater pool that had fish in it that you could swim alongside of.


It was great fun. I looked forward to it every year.


But my favorite spot was a section of river that bordered the park where you could ride 

rapids  with your body. You didn’t need a kayak or a raft because of the way this particular 

stretch of the river had been carved out over thousands of years.


It was so much fun and yet at the same utterly terrifying.


My Dad, who grew up near this park would always remind me (having ridden these rapids 

his entire life) that there was a section right near the end of the rapids that would suck you 

under, and if you fought the current, you might actually drown.


Thanks Dad. Good parenting.


But he would always tell me “Remember, Ryan. There’s no avoiding it. You will get sucked 

under at the end. You will want to fight the undertow - but don’t. Just let it take you under 

and it will spit you out down river.” 


And so I remember the first time I rode the rapids. It happened exactly like my Dad said. I 

got near the end, and it sucked me right under. It was horrifying- being overtaken by the 

current. It took all of the willpower I could find to take my Father’s advice, but I trusted him 

because he had been through this many times.


So I paused, I exhaled, and I let my body go limp, and I let the river take over- and the 

second that I did, the current shot me up out of the water down river in a matter of seconds.
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What’s more, when I got up out of the river, I ran back to the top of the rapids where people 

were getting in, and I saw some kids who were telling their parents that they were too 

scared to try it, and I walked over to them and said, “Let me tell you something that will 

make you less afraid because it really is a lot of fun. There’s just one thing you need to 

know. There’s a section right near the end that would suck you under and you’ll want to 

fight the undertow - but don’t. Just let it take you under and it will spit you out down river 

all by itself.”


And slowly, the kids began to get in line. And as they would pop up down river, they’d jump 

out on the bank and run back up the hill to go again. 


And this is what God, via Saint Paul, is trying to get across to us in this passage.


Remember. There’s no avoiding it. Life will take you under. You will want to fight the 

undertow - but you’ll lose. It’s beyond your ability to endure. You have to let the very thing 

that you’re afraid, the very thing that you’re trying to avoid and get rid of — you have to let 

it do it’s work. Because if you fight the current, you are going to drown.


But if you go through it, you’ll find yourself noticing others like you who are scared, or 

overwhelmed, or at a loss for what to do, and you will be able to comfort them— really 

comfort them, not just soothe them with platitudes. 


We do not want you to be uninformed about the troubles we experienced. We were under great 

pressure, far beyond our ability to endure, so that we despaired of life itself.


But this happened so that we might not rely on ourselves but on God, who raises dead things to life. 

Praise be to the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of compassion and the God of all 

comfort, who comforts us in all our troubles, so that we can comfort those in any trouble with the 

comfort we ourselves receive from God. 
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M A C H I N E S  

How does God heal? 


I don’t know. No one ever has. Don’t ever Google it. You’ll find so many competing 

opinions that you’ll want to just convert to another religion or give up on faith altogether. 


I don’t know how God heals. But he does.


I’ve witnessed spontaneous miracles of healing in my family and among my friends. But as 

wonderful as that was, when the time for my miracle came for the very same thing they 

went through, I had to go right through the middle of it all the way to the other side. 


They got a pass. I didn’t. 


It was taken from them, but not from me. 


Why? I don’t know. 


What’s worse is that after your live long enough, you begin see patterns of the pain in your 

life. You an even predict it at times. 


And all I can tell you is that over the years as I’ve courageously looked at those patterns and 

just said, “Yep. That’s me. That’s what going on. That’s my thing. That’s what I got.” and I 

stopped resisting, or transferring, or projecting, or numbing myself, I came out on the 

other side having gained a deeper understanding of something I was too scared to feel and 

process before that was ruining my life. And that has healed me in deeper ways than I could 

have ever imagined.


My miracles have never been visible to others. They’ve always looked like inner work going 

on behind my eyes that no one ever sees. 
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For me, that’s how God heals. Maybe that’s how it is for you, too. Or maybe it looks like 

something else. 


All I know is that God knows what we need.


C.S. Lewis once wrote, 


“But if you are a poor creature— poisoned by a wretched up-bringing in some house full of vulgar 

jealousies and senseless quarrels— saddled, by no choice of your own, with some loathsome 

perversion— nagged day in and day out by an inferiority complex that makes you snap at your best 

friends— do not despair. God knows all about it. You are one of the poor whom He blessed. He knows 

what a wretched machine you are trying to drive. Keep on. Do what you can. One day He will fling it 

on the scrap-heap and give you a new one. And then you may astonish us all - not least yourself.” 


― C.S. Lewis, “Mere Christianity”


I don’t know how to wrap this up this morning. But wherever you are in your life, just be in 

it. Feel all of the feels in it. Don’t run, don’t blame, don’t as existential questions that don’t 

do anything to really help. Just own your pain. Keep on. Do what you can. Some day, you’ll 

astonish us all. Not least, yourself. 
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