TIMELESS HYMNS OF THE FAITH

#7 It Is Well With My Soul
July 25th, 2010 – 2 Corinthians 1:3-7
An upset customer called the newspaper office demanding to know what happened to the Sunday edition. Reply: Today is Saturday. The Sunday paper is not delivered until tomorrow. After a long pause: Well, that’s why no one was at church today!  Ever have a moment like that? Life can be like that. At other times it can be more painful. Whatever life dishes out today’s timeless hymn reminds us to say: IT IS WELL WITH MY SOUL!

BACKGROUND OF THE HYMN

Written by Horatio Spafford: Spafford was born on October 20, 1828 in North Troy, New York. He was a successful lawyer and real estate investor living in Chicago. Described as a man of unusual intelligence and refinement, deeply spiritual, and a devoted student of the Scriptures.  They had 4 daughters and a son. The first tragedy to befall them was the death of their son at age 4 of Scarlet Fever (1870). A year later, in 1871, the great Chicago fire killed hundreds and left 90,000 homeless. They still focused on helping others who were hurting.
Two years later, in November of 1873, Spafford decided to put that sad chapter of his life behind him by taking his wife and daughters to Europe. Their journey was to be part family vacation and part family mission trip. After enjoying some time touring, they intended to link up with D.L. Moody who was conducting evangelistic services in England at the time. The family packed up and traveled to New York where they were to board the luxury liner, Ville du Havre. At the last minute, an urgent matter came up and rather than make the whole family wait on him, it was decided that his wife Anna and their four daughters would go on ahead. He would finish his work and then join them in a few weeks. In his book, Then Sings My Soul, Robert Morgan describes what happened next:
“During the small hours of November 22, 1873, as the Ville du Havre glided over smooth seas, the passengers were jolted from their bunks. Their ship had collided with an English iron sailing vessel, the Lochearn and water poured in like Niagara. The ship tilted dangerously. Screams, prayers, and oaths merged into a nightmare of unmeasured terror. Passengers clung to posts, tumbled through darkness, and were swept away by powerful currents of icy ocean. Loved ones fell from each other’s grasp and disappeared into foaming blackness. Within 2 hours, the ship vanished beneath the waters. There were 226 fatalities; including all four of Spafford’s daughters…Mrs. Spafford was found nearly unconscious, clinging to a piece of the wreckage. When the 47 survivors landed in Cardiff, Wales, Anna cabled her husband: Saved…alone. What shall I do?  He immediately booked passage to join his wife.
Words of Comfort: En route, on a cold December night, the captain of his ship called him aside and said he            believed they were passing over the place where the Ville Du Havre went down. He stood silently at the rails then returned to his cabin and wrote: It is well; the will of God be done.  With pen in hand he wrote: 1) When peace, like a river, attendeth my way, when sorrows like sea billows roll; whatever my lot, Thou has taught me to say, it is well, it is well, with my soul. 2) Though Satan should buffet, though trials should come, let this blest assurance control, that Christ has regarded my helpless estate, and hath shed His own blood for my soul. In ways that only the Lord can do, the Holy Spirit begin to minister comfort, peace and strength to his troubled soul. Writing to his wife’s sister while on the ship, he wrote: On Thursday last we passed over the spot where she went down, in mid ocean, the waters three miles deep. But I do not think of our dear ones there. They are safe, folded, the dear lambs.  
They had three other children, two of whom, Bertha and Grace, survived. In 1881 they moved to Jerusalem and established what became known as the American Colony a mission to the poor which did much outreach during World War I. He died of malaria in Jerusalem on Oct. 16, 1888, four days short of his 60th birthday. Before he died he wrote: I rely exclusively, on the power and grace of God in Christ. I am a miracle of grace! Blessed God, how patient thou hast been with me! Verse three directs our attention on Christ’s redemptive work on the cross:           He lives, oh, the bliss of this glorious thought! My sin, not in part but the whole, is nailed to the cross, and I bear it no more, praise the Lord, praise the Lord, O my soul! Verse four, anticipates His Second Coming: And Lord, haste the day when my faith shall be sight, the clouds be rolled back as a scroll; the trump shall resound, and the Lord shall descend, even so, it is well with my soul. Refrain: It is well, with my soul, it is well, with my soul, it is well, it is well, with my soul. He tells of the comfort that God gives, no matter the situation and does not dwell on tragedy. 
APPLICATION FOR OUR LIFE
Though the stories swirling around this hymn tell of tragedy and loss, the comfort that shines from this beloved hymn reveals that God has the ability to transform tragedy into powerful comfort and blessing. Paul tell us:              2 Corinthians 1:3-7: 3) Praise be to the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of compassion and the God of all comfort, 4) who comforts us in all our troubles, so that we can comfort those in any trouble with the comfort we ourselves have received from God. 5) For just as the sufferings of Christ flow over into our lives, so also through Christ our comfort overflows. 6)  If 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. 7) And our hope for you is firm, because we know that just as you share in our sufferings, so also you share in our comfort.  
We EXALT God for His Comfort:  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. Note how many times comfort is used? 9 times in 5 verses. God the Father is the source of all comfort. What does he mean by comfort? What’s your idea of comfort? We have an idea that comfort is taking away the problem or trouble that we are experiencing. For example, you have a toothache. Our idea of comfort is that we want God to take away the toothache instantly. What if God would take away the ache by taking away the tooth? This is not God’s idea of comfort. We also think of comfort in terms of sympathy. Sympathy can weaken us instead of strengthen us. God does not pat us on the head and give us a piece of candy or a toy to distract our attention from our troubles.  Listen to what comfort means in the Greek. 
The Greek word (parakaleo) means to come alongside and help.  Same word used for the Holy Spirit. Our English word comfort means with strength.  When we go through trials, God comes by our side to put strength in our hearts so we can face our trials and triumph over them. Paul was writing to the Corinthian church during a time of great distress. Whatever difficulties, problems, or trials that you are facing in life, never forget that God is on your side.  God’s comfort has the idea of conquering rather than convenience. Comfort does not remove our sufferings, our trials but rather it brings us the strength, encouragement and hope to deal with our difficulties.
A mother overheard her child praying before bed: Lord, please make Quezon City the capital of the Philippines.    Mom was surprised by this prayer: Why did you pray that Quezon City would be the capital of the Philippines?  Boy: Because that is what I put down on my exam paper today.  Sometimes that is our attitude when we pray about our problems. We are asking God to give us convenience instead of giving us comfort. If we pray for convenience, we would never experience God’s comfort. Instead of praying for God to terminate our problems, pray that God would help us thrive in spite of them. His comfort empowers us to face our problems; not eliminating them.
There will never be a time we do not experience His comfort. God comforts us personally. He may use the encouraging words of a brother or a sister, or He might use the messages of the songs or the preached word to comfort you, but actually it is Him comforting you in a personal way. God comforts us perpetually. Perpetual means continuing forever or unlimited. God would never run out of comfort. God is in the business of comforting His people. There will never be a time in your life when you will not experience God’s comfort in times of difficulty. His comfort is always available. God will never fail to comfort you. The only problem is that we sometimes don’t sense His comfort. Why? We may be so focused on the problem that we miss or are insensitive to God’s comfort. 
An elementary school boy stopped by the super market and asked the lady at the customer service department just inside the entrance where he could find a box of Duz for washing his cat. The lady was quick to tell him that he shouldn’t wash his cat with Duz, but he would not be deterred. A couple of days later, he returned to the market on another errand, and the lady at the customer service counter saw him she asked: How did the cat washing go? Boy: Oh, he died. Lady: I warned you not to wash your cat with Duz detergent. Boy: He didn’t die from the Duz; it was the spin cycle that got him. It is the spin cycle of life that leaves us utterly twisted into knots and wrung dry of our tears.  God comforts us when we have been spun dry in the spin cycle. How do we then respond to his comfort?
There is only one response - that of praise and worship – It is well with my soul. The word praise means inherently worthy of such praise. Only God is inherently worthy of our praise even in the midst of trials and tribulations. The focus is not us nor on how we have been comforted in the problem. The focus is always on God. How He has stayed by our side and how He has empowered us and helped us thrive through the problems in life. First we must look by faith to the Lord and realize that the Father of all comfort allows us to say:  It is well with my soul! The verse goes on to say how we are then able to comfort others who have been for a bad spin as well.
We Are ENCOURAGED To Be A Blessing: … so that we can comfort those in any trouble with the comfort we ourselves have received from God. Our Heavenly Father stands by us in our difficulties so that we may be qualified to stand by others in their difficulties. Someone said: God does not comfort us to make us comfortable but to make us comforters. Paul is speaking about a painful experience he’d suffered. It might be the hurt he received from some of the Corinthian believers who refused to accept his authority as an apostle. It could be the physical hardships that he had endured so often in the course of his traveling ministry as a pioneer evangelist. It could be the thorn in the flesh that he found so frustrating. He links them to the sufferings of Christ. 

The heart of the Gospel is the message of the Cross. It’s that God’s Son suffered for the sin of the world. All the accumulated evil in the universe was heaped upon our Savior and on Calvary he made atonement in laying down his life as God his Father required. It seemed a defeat, but in fact was a great victory as the Father raised Jesus from the dead. This principle still holds good. Sharing in the sufferings of Christ is one of the mysteries of our faith.
If you have ever checked into a hospital for surgery or for the treatment of an illness, among the many things they give you for your comfort is a pair of non-skid sock slippers and a hospital gown. These are neither fashionable nor custom-made for your comfort. They are your basic, “one size fits all,” solution to slippers and hospital gowns.  Whenever anyone suggests that one size fits all in any category, it just isn’t true. One size does not “fit” all. No one can give us enough one-liners, adages, or clichés that will be suitable for any and every situation. One experience and one expression of comfort does not translate into a universal ability to comfort others.

That is why God works through so many people who not only are very different but who have had many and varied kinds of experiences. Each of us in uniquely enabled to offer comfort and encouragement to others, based on our own personal experience. The person who has been wise in managing his money and never been in debt cannot understand the despair of a person facing bankruptcy, but someone who has does. Someone who has four healthy children cannot understand what it feels like to not be able to conceive… but some who cannot conceive does. Someone who is married to Mr. or Mrs. Wonderful cannot imagine what it is like to be married to an abusive spouse, but someone who has been abused by a spouse does. When others are troubled, we will be able to give them the same comfort we have received. Something powerful happens when people share experiences.
I look back on my life and see how God’s comfort helped me handle growing up with a father who was not healthy mentally. They call it bi – polar. You go up and down like a roller coaster. I lived in that environment for 18 years. I’m grateful for God’s comfort from a traumatic accident that almost took my life. I know very well what that’s like. I’m grateful for God’s comfort during a time we were expecting our second child and Connie suffered a miscarriage. I shared the experience with the congregation and many folks found comfort in talking about something that had remained hidden in their lives for many years. I’m grateful for God’s comfort during a time I had two kidney stones. Yes it’s painful. The list continues to grow. You have your own list. At times we wish our list was shorter don’t we?  God uses the wounded places of our lives to be a blessing to others. Don’t underestimate those wounded places.
Why is it important for us to realize the reason we must go through certain things? Others are watching you. Younger Christians are looking at older Christians to learn how they handle times of suffering. Allowing affliction to give way to complaints, murmuring, and complacency sends a very clear message. It tells younger believers that the correct response to discouraging situations and difficult times is to just give up, and start complaining. Paul said that we are to glory in tribulations. G-L-O-R-Y does not spell growl. Non believers are watching as well. An improper reaction to life’s trials sends the message that God is not faithful, and His word is not true. When we handle it the right way, it serves as hope to them that they can make it through as well.

A problem-plagued daughter complained to her chef father about how things were so hard for her. Her father took her to the kitchen, boiled three pots of water, and placed carrots, eggs, and coffee beans in separate pots. Twenty minutes later, he took them out and placed them in a bowl. What do you see? asked the father. Carrots, eggs, and coffee, she replied. The father asked her to feel the carrot, break the egg, and sip the coffee. The daughter felt the softness of the carrot, noted the hardness of the egg, and tasted the richness of the coffee. The father explained:   Each of them had faced the same adversity, boiling water, but each reacted differently. The carrot went in hard, and unrelenting, but softened and became weak. The egg had been fragile. Its thin outer shell had (always) protected its liquid interior but inside became hardened. The ground coffee beans were unique they had changed the water.      The father then asked her daughter: Which are you? Which are you? Soft carrot, hard-boiled egg, or rich, strong, aromatic coffee? Our Father is looking for us to be strong aromatic coffee! 

On July 23, 1992 the police chief in Beattyville, Kentucky told the Smiths that their teenage sons were killed in an auto accident. Not long after their death Rosemary Smith began a ministry called “Fellow Travelers” as a way she could reach out to comfort other parents who had lost a child. Everyday she reads the newspaper and searches the internet for child obituaries and then she either calls the family or sends them packets containing books on loss, a music CD, a three-ring notebook of inspirational messages, and more… She currently receives 50 e-mails a day from people requesting one of her packets. She and her husband have assembled and sent out 5,000 packets to grieving parents around the world. She says: We are here to help other people. It gives me great joy just to think that God is using me to help others. God comforts us so we can comfort others. Our ability to comfort another person is linked to our own experiences.  The Smiths chose to be strong aromatic coffee. Which one are you today?
Chuck Swindol shares advice that is equally as valuable. When his father died he was heavy with grief. Countless people came to him with advice about trusting God, how his father was in a better place; this was God’s will; just trust God and all the usual advice. He said: I couldn’t wait for them to leave. But then a dear friend came and sat with me without ever saying a word. I hated to see him leave. Never underestimate the power of presence.

In the midst of Horatio Spafford’s pain and loss, came the song that has comforted millions of believers over the years. How a man can write, through the tears of his own loss, It is well with my soul, is a testimony to the powerful comfort God’s Holy Spirit can bring even in the middle of a difficult moment in life. No one would wish for the tragedy Spafford suffered, but this song will remain a timeless classic for all time. Reflect on this hymn and portion of Scripture this week. Two other verses do not appear in our hymnal (#763): For me, be it Christ, be it Christ hence to live: If Jordan above me shall roll, No pang shall be mine, for in death as in life Thou wilt whisper Thy peace to my soul. But, Lord, ‘tis for Thee, for Thy coming we wait, The sky, not the grave, is our goal; Oh trump of the angel! Oh voice of the Lord! Blessed hope, blessed rest of my soul! 
If you are facing a big trial, rejoice that you can EXALT God who is our comfort. I challenge you to look for opportunities to ENCOURAGE others. After hearing this message you might start asking God to make us more sensitive to the hardships we have faced in our lives. The essence of the Christian life is that we sometimes have to leave our "comfort zone" in order to grow spiritually and to help others. But whatever comes our way we can be sure that God is with us. He’s the "God of all comfort".  Nothing equips us for serving like suffering. AMEN!
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