Suffering:  A Biblical Perspective
Stories and Questions
A sermon on suffering is quite possibly a preacher least favourite thing.  Much better to have a nice fluffy parable.  It was encouraging to read in the introduction to C.S. Lewis’s book “The Problem of Pain” that he had wanted to publish the book anonymously as he didn’t want people to think that he had the answers to suffering or could live up to the ideal that he found himself writing about.  And so I too find that I’m speaking uneasily on a subject about which, fortunately, I don’t have much personal experience.  The bible has much to say on the subject of suffering but much of it I would suggest take the form of Stories and Questions; little is there in the way of clear, logically laid out Answers.
I find in the bible, writings which to me suggest that the authors knew what it was to suffer.  When I read the word of David in Psalm 38;
3     Because of your wrath there is no health in my body; 

my bones have no soundness because of my sin. 

4     My guilt has overwhelmed me 

like a burden too heavy to bear. 

5     My wounds fester and are loathsome 

because of my sinful folly. 

6     I am bowed down and brought very low; 

all day long I go about mourning. 

7     My back is filled with searing pain; 

there is no health in my body. 

8     I am feeble and utterly crushed; 

I groan in anguish of heart. 
 

Or Paul in 2 Corinthians 1

8 We do not want you to be unaware, brothers and sisters,﻿a﻿ of the affliction we experienced in Asia; for we were so utterly, unbearably crushed that we despaired of life itself. 9 Indeed, we felt that we had received the sentence of death so that we would rely not on ourselves but on God who raises the dead.
 

I find people who have known suffering and wrestled with these stories and questions.

Genesis Story

The first story we must read is that of Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden.  A story to be completely unpack in a different sermon, but the short version is that they ate an apple and broke the world.  And with that suffering enters the world through personal sin but it isn’t just people that fell from grace, they take the whole of creation with them – allowing natural disaster, natural evil to occur. 
So the world which God had created good, has been broken by how we have exercised the free-will he gave us.  This can point us quickly to two of the causes of suffering put forward in the bible.  The first is that part of the gift of being human is to be able to freely choose, and some people choose to inflict suffering, or live in such a way that others suffer.  We live in a world where people starve, whilst we throw away food.  A second cause is that when Christians stand up to be counted and put Jesus first.  They can find opposition and strife from a fallen world that doesn’t want to put Jesus first.  Across the world today, Christians are experiencing suffering because of their faith.
These two reasons for suffering are relatively understandable, but once you’ve dealt with all the suffering cause by people, there still remains what appears to be the suffering of the innocent.  This is much harder to explain, but take us to our next story.

Job Story

The story of Job is an interesting one which like good stories makes you think of more questions than you can find answers.  (What do we make of the scene of the heavenly court?  Who is the Satan character?  Why did this all happen to Job?)
The bible tells us that God has made many covenants with is people throughout the ages.  The covenant revealed through Moses was a covenant of protection.  See Deuteronomy 30

15 See, I have set before you today life and prosperity, death and adversity. 16 If you obey the commandments of the Lord your God﻿b﻿ that I am commanding you today, by loving the Lord your God, walking in his ways, and observing his commandments, decrees, and ordinances, then you shall live and become numerous, and the Lord your God will bless you in the land that you are entering to possess. 17 But if your heart turns away and you do not hear, but are led astray to bow down to other gods and serve them, 18 I declare to you today that you shall perish; you shall not live long in the land that you are crossing the Jordan to enter and possess. 19 I call heaven and earth to witness against you today that I have set before you life and death, blessings and curses. Choose life so that you and your descendants may live, 20 loving the Lord your God, obeying him, and holding fast to him; for that means life to you and length of days, so that you may live in the land that the Lord swore to give to your ancestors, to Abraham, to Isaac, and to Jacob. 
 

As you read the OT, there is a pervading sense that if someone was suffering, it was as a punishment for a specific sin.  And throughout the OT, there are stories of God allowing individuals to suffer in response to a specific sin.  Think of David and his many Psalms.  But here we are very carefully told that Job is ‘Blameless’.  (That not the same as sinless – he was still part of this fallen world.)  This is a story where the suffering is not a direct consequence of sinful action.  Job’s story is one for the people to God to read and ask why then did he suffer.  There is much debate and many questions in the story: Job’s “friends” try to convince him that he must have done something wrong; but Job replies “no, not me”.  

Despite all the questions raised in the story, Job never gets an answer to the question as to why he has suffered.  The story forces us think through how we deal with suffering which just happens for no discernable reason.  As Christians, we do need to step up and acknowledge that there will be some suffering which just happens.  Our secular society has taken many influences from Eastern religious traditions, and one of the most pronounced is an idea of Karma; that people get what they deserve.  There are some Christians (largely American) who will see every natural disaster as a punishment from God for something.  This though isn’t the case, and isn’t what the bible teaches.  When it can’t otherwise be explained, we should not see suffering as a punishment from God.  Jesus himself made this point.  
John 9

As he (Jesus) walked along, he saw a man blind from birth. 2 His disciples asked him, “Rabbi, who sinned, this man or his parents, that he was born blind?” 3 Jesus answered, “Neither this man nor his parents sinned;”
 

In the midst of the book of Job, in the midst of his suffering, he is recorded as saying the most remarkable thing.  Job 19.
23     “Oh, that my words were recorded, 

that they were written on a scroll, 

24     that they were inscribed with an iron tool on﻿b﻿ lead, 

or engraved in rock forever! 

25     I know that my Redeemer﻿c﻿ lives, 

and that in the end he will stand upon the earth.﻿d﻿

26     And after my skin has been destroyed, 

yet﻿e﻿ in﻿f﻿ my flesh I will see God; 

27     I myself will see him 

with my own eyes—I, and not another. 

How my heart yearns within me! 
 

At the heart of Job’s story, I find this a remarkable expression of hope and this takes us to our next story.

Easter Story
We are in the season of Lent and approaching Easter.  We will think about the story of Jesus, of God becoming incarnate and sharing our suffering to be our saviour.  Let us for a moment think more deeply on what is suffering. 
I would suggest that not all disease is suffering; not all pain is suffering; not all hardship is suffering.  I would dare to suggest that only when hope is lost, do we find suffering which utterly crushes.  I may have a Cold or a Cough but I’m not really suffering because I know in a week, it will have passed and I will be well again.  I may take advantage of the Spring weather and work hard in the garden, ending the day with a sore back but I’m not really suffering because I know can have hot bath and the pain will ease to become just a reminder of the good days work that I’ve done.  Suffering is when hope is lost.
When we have no hope of the pain ending.

When we have no hope of the disease being cured.

When we have no hope of the loss being returned.
When we have no hope, we become utterly, unbearably crushed.

There are many testimonies from Christians who have suffered and found that God has restored to them their hope.  These are personal stories which can encourage each one of us.  I don’t include any of those testimonies here today because they are not mine and I would find it hard to give a true sense of what they say.  But also, because I want to give as much emphasis to those who are still struggling to hold on to hope or to find hope.  To those who don’t yet have a testimony to give.
On Good Friday, we shall remember Jesus on the cross, and the words that he cried out, “My God, My God, why have you forsaken me?”  Do we have a Saviour that knew lost hope?  Is the truth of the incarnation that we have a Saviour who knows what it is like to feel that the Heavenly Father is so very far away?  Can we have a Saviour that can be with us, even in those times when we’ve lost the hope of feeling his presence?
Revelation Story

Our final story to consider is contained in the picture language of the book of Revelation.  A story which few people read because it is weird.  Most people only read the last couple of chapters with the vision of the new heaven and the new earth, the tree of life and leaves which are for the healing of the nations.  Fortunately, it is this bit of the story that we need to consider.  This part of the story helps us to look forward to the broken world of the Genesis story being repaired.
Where Genesis has a story to help us think through how suffering enters the world, Revelation has the story where suffering leaves the world.  The God who asks us to love him with heart, mind, soul and body – will save us heart, mind, soul and body.  The promise is there that what ever we have suffered, we will be made whole.

As we work towards the day when the kingdom pictured in Revelation is fully revealed.  We are encouraged in the bible to:
Take as much comfort from God as we can

Give to others as much comfort as we have available

And pray for ourselves and for others

Be prepared because suffering can happen for no apparent reason.  But know that to ask the question “why?”, does not indicate doubt but speaks of our faith.  To ask “why?” is a question that presumes that God exists and loves us enough to want things to be different.
Some further reading.

5 Things I Wish They’d Told Me When I Became a Christian By Rob Frost

The Problem of Pain by C.S Lewis

A Grief Observed by C.S Lewis

Some questions to think about.

1. When thinking about a difficult subject like suffering, do stories help you work through it?

2. Which is the more useful question to ask: ‘Why is this happening?’ or ‘How can I get through it?’
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