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"The church consists of people who sit in a pool of their
own tears." So believe a growing number of pastors,
counsellors, and lay people. There are no formal polls or
rigorous statistics to prove this assumption, but many
Christians would agree. More importantly, God's Word
agrees and goes one step further and states that "the whole
creation has been groaning as in the pains of childbirth"
(Romans 8:22). Human life entails misery and woe.
Broken relationships, agonizing illness, the prospect of
one's own death, depression, injustice and atrocity, quiet
yet paralysing fear, memories of sexual victimization, the
death of a child, and many other painful problems leave
none unscathed. It would be impossible to minimize the
breadth and depth of suffering both in the church and the
world.
But this proposition sits at a juncture where Christians are
pulled in one of two directions. Some exalt pain, others
deny pain. Some are bleeding hearts, others are stoics.
Some are "pain counsellors," others are "sin counsellors."
Pain counsellors are expert at having people feel
understood; sin counsellors are expert at understanding
the call to obedience even when there is pain. Pain
counsellors run the risk of over-emphasizing pain to
where the alleviation of suffering becomes the thing of
first importance. Sin counsellors run the risk of rendering
personal pain of little or no importance. Pain counsellors
can be slow to lead sufferers in responding to the gospel of
Christ in faith and obedience. Sin counsellors can run the
danger of breeding stoics whose response of obedience is
unaware of God's great compassion. Pain counsellors
might provide a context that enhances blame-shifting and
a counselee's sense of innocent victimization. Sin
counsellors may be so concerned about blame-shifting
that they have a poorly developed theology of suffering.
There are pitfalls to each.
Exalting pain
Those who lean toward exalting pain have said or heard,
"The Bible doesn't speak meaningfully to my suffering."
The Bible's theology of suffering doesn't seem to "work."
They tried the Bible, but it didn't have deep answers. They
have heard counsellors and friends encourage them to
have faith. They may have heard excellent preaching and
biblical teaching about suffering. But nothing has really
spoken to the depths of their pain.
This accusation seems strange considering that the Bible

is filled with penetrating teaching about suffering. Why
does God's Word seem shallow for some Christian
sufferers? Why do Christians seek out counsellors who
will understand them and enter into their pain, but who
will not lead them to the gospel of Christ and God's
purposes in suffering? Undoubtedly, one reason is that
many sufferers have been stung like Job by his comforters.
We have all encountered people in the body of Christ who
deal with suffering in a way that is academic, aloof, and
whose counsel can be summarized as "shape up." These
counsellors and friends have not really known what God
says to those in pain, so they are poor ambassadors to
others. But this is not the only reason.
We are becoming a psychologised church, where healing
from pain has become our deepest need! Consider this
preface to a popular Christian book: "We have behaved
compulsively [translation: sin] because it's a way to stop
pain." The writer then describes three different men: one
obsessed with sex and pornography, one with work, and
one with alcohol. "In each of these men the behaviour was
not the real problem. The behaviour was only a symptom
of the problem. All of them were hiding from pain. The
things they did were medicating the hurt that came from
some deep wound some-where in their lives.” 1
Here is a consequence of exalting pain beyond biblical
boundaries: our pain problem becomes deeper than our sin
problem. We revise our theology to say that pain is
actually the cause of sin. But is this what God says? Is it
true that pain precedes sin? It certainly often feels that
way. Most people who are angry in marital disagreements
would say that hurt and disappointment stand behind their
sin. But there are significant problems with granting
primary status to suffering. Biblically, sin can never be
reduced to or explained by pain. Sin is just sin. We cannot
find the culprit anywhere else but in our own lawbreaking. The cause of sin does not reside in the actions of
another person or our desire to protect ourselves from
more pain. Other people do, indeed, inflict pain on us; but
this pain can never lead us into sin or keep us from loving
others.
To believe that pain causes our sins and that the alleviation
of pain is really our deepest need has dramatic
implications. First, sin is reduced to self-protection. That
is, our greatest sin is protecting our self from further pain.
This misses the distinctly against-God, law-breaking
nature of all sin. Second, when we realize that we are not
shielded from suffering, and as we find that "healing"
never really loosens the grip of suffering, we believe that
God has reneged on His promises; and we feel justified in
our anger toward Him. We also believe God's Word has no
meaningful answers to the deepest problem in living. God,
however, never promises temporal freedom from
suffering. In fact, He speaks to us on almost every page of
Scripture in order to prepare us for suffering. As difficult
as it may sound, the gospel doesn't take away all present
pain. Instead, the gospel goes deeper. It heals our moral
problem.
It points us to realities that are more beautiful than our
suffering is hard, thus offering joy even in suffering. It
gives power for a new obedience that can endure under
suffering. The Bible doesn't provide a technology that

removes suffering but teaches us how to live in the midst
of it. To teach anything different would be to compromise
the gospel itself.

meant sitting with the person in church. If our chief goal is
to fix suffering, to make pain go away, we will probably
make it worse.

Ignoring Pain

Another common pitfall of stoics occurs when a
counsellor has an internal alarm clock that goes off,
announcing that it is time for the suffering to be over.
There are different reasons for this. Perhaps the counsellor
is compassionate and wants the pain to be alleviated.
Perhaps the suffering is an inconvenience to the
counsellor. Or perhaps the counsellor thinks there is a
biblically imposed one-month or one-year limit on grief,
and then it is time to get on with life. Biblically, however,
there is no timetable; there are no predetermined stages of
grief and suffering. There are sorrows that will not be
erased until the last day (Revelation 21:4). Counsellors are
to be patient with everyone, to mourn with those who
mourn, and to maintain the goal of assisting people to love
others and love God in the midst of suffering.

Those who lean in the direction of minimizing pain, or
calling for a stoic acceptance of it are often more precise in
their theological formulation. But they may be guilty of
ignoring important biblical themes and thus do not offer
the full counsel of God to those who suffer. For example, if
suffering is a result of being sinned against by another,
those who minimize suffering might immediately think
about the call to forgive the perpetrator. This theme is
critical, so it certainly is no mistake to make forgiveness
part of the counselling agenda. Yet it is a problem when
forgiveness is made a theory-counselling agenda. Too
often, the first and last advice given to a severely
victimized woman is to forgive the perpetrator.
To compound this problem some counsellors might attach
a rider to forgiveness. That is, forgiveness must be
accompanied by forget-ting. This is sound counsel if
forgetting is understood as not allowing your view of the
perpetrator to be controlled by the sin. However,
counselees typically hear this counsel to mean that they
are sinful if they even think about the victimization. The
result: the victim now becomes the perpetrator, and
victims feel guilty if they ever again mention that being
sinned against still hurts.
Those who minimize personal suffering can also err by
attempting to rapidly fix the sufferer. Men, in particular,
seem to drift in this direction. The intent might be praiseworthy. Most of us want people in pain to feel better. But
the way it is carried out can be hurtful. Counsellors might
barely hear the outline of the suffering before they race in
with answers. Counselees often respond by feeling like
the counsellor does not want to hear of the pain, and
counselees then feel that the pain is in some way wrong.
At other times, the "fix it" intent might not be so laudable.
Some people simply don't want to hear about another's
suffering. Tears are too messy to their otherwise
comfortable lives. "Just get on with it" is their counsel. A
brief study of the compassion of Jesus is a profound
rebuke to this selfishness. The incarnation itself was the
dramatic example of God entering into the lives of His
people. Jesus was characteristically moved with
compassion for those who were leaderless, oppressed,
destitute, or bereaved. As Jesus counsels us to mourn with
those who mourn. He points us to His own life as the
example. The stoic avoids or ignores these clear themes in
Scripture.
Ask people who have gone through difficult suffering
what most helped them. Many will say something like,
"She was there with me." A friend or counsellor was able
to be physically present during times of suffering. This
friend might not have offered lots of counsel or advice.
Rather, he or she was available so the grieving person did
not feel so alone and swallowed up by the suffering.
Perhaps it meant having an open house or a standing
invitation to dinner, so the suffering person had a place to
be with other people who cared and understood. Perhaps it

So two potential hazards cap lead us away from a biblical
approach to suffering. If you exalt suffering, then pain
becomes the cause of sin; self-protection becomes the
problem; and the alleviation of suffering is the chief
problem to be addressed you ignore suffering, then pain
becomes a minor, fixable problem; and compassion
becomes a temporary step that is intended to pave the way
for more important things. Even with the large number of
good books about suffering, there are problems that a
current theology of suffering must address. The practical
theological task is to speak with compassion to those in
pain and point them to realities deeper than their pain.
In what follows, this task will be approached through two
basic questions. Where does suffering come from? How
can I help those who suffer?
Where does suffering come from?
When pain comes at me, from what direction is it coming?
Is it my fault? Is it Satan's initiative? Or is God the author
of it? These questions are different than the inevitable
question, "Why didn't (or doesn't) God stop it?" or, "Why
me?" And, frankly, the "where does it come from"
questions are less burning for most people. But the
"where" .questions do have important biblical answers,
and these answers are dense with potential applications.
Others. One answer to "Where did it come from?" is other
people. A king rules harshly, a husband leaves his wife for
his secretary, a wife skewers her husband verbally, a drunk
driver kills a child, and a person she trusted rapes a
woman. Other people sin us against, and it hurts deeply.
So when a victimized woman asks "Why?", you might
shade it as a "where” question and answer "because of
your father's wicked-ness." Perhaps the question she
poses is, "Why did God allow this?," but the answer
continues to be "It was your father who did it; it was
because of his sin.”
Admittedly, this obvious answer doesn't address all the
mysteries that surround the problem of pain, but it is an
important answer. Many sufferers rail at God or
themselves and ignore the obvious. It offers
encouragement because it clearly says to victims that the

cause of their particular suffering was someone else, not
them selves. Although this seems self-evident, those who
have been victimized seem to have an instinct that says, “I
am responsible." God responds by reminding us that we
do not cause the sin of other people. They are responsible
for their own sin.
This answer can also encourage us because it points us to
the heart of love: forgiveness of sins. As Christians, we are
not stuck when someone else has inflicted the pain.
Instead, we have the opportunity to grow in an attitude of
forgiveness that will hopefully lead to a fully transacted
forgiveness, to reconciliation and restoration of the
relationship.
Of course, there are cautions that fence suffering inflicted
on us by others. God warns us against being self-righteous
in our judgments. He tells us that the sin of other people
can't be an excuse for our own disobedience or lack of
love. And he reiterates that He, alone, is judge; and we are
to trust his judgments. Therefore, we do not repay evil for
evil.
Another caution is that "others" are not the only cause of
suffering. Occasionally, young children reduce their pain
to this cause. If they fall and a parent is close by, they
might instinctively say, "Daddy!" as if their father was
responsible. Adults do this, too. Blame shifting can assign
all fault to others. There are other places we must look as
well.
Me. Another obvious answer is Me, I suffer because I have
sinned. I am pregnant outside of marriage because I left
the safety of God's commands. My children have left me
because I have constantly provoked them and dealt with
them harshly. I am physically sick from my constant
jealousy. My fiancé broke the engagement because of my
angry outbursts. I have emphysema because I smoked two
packs a day for 40 years. I lost my job because I was
caught stealing from my employer. I am destitute because
I have been a sluggard.
The encouragement in this type of suffering is that there is
hope for change. Not_0nly does God offer us complete
pardon for sin in Christ, but He also gives power to put off
sin. We can change! We do not have to be plagued by
sinful anger, sexual lust, lies, the rule of addictions, or
laziness. We have been given the Spirit of power who
gives grace for continual growth in grace.
The cautions about suffering caused by "me" are well
known. In the same way that others are not the only cause
of suffering, neither am I the only cause of my suffering. If
there is not an obvious link between a person's sin and
suffering, then we must be careful not to assume a
relationship. We should remember that some people especially those who have been severely hurt by their own
families embrace this cause rather than avoid it. They are
so uncomfortable with the idea that people who are
supposed to love them were, instead, very hurtful and
sometimes wicked toward them that they prefer to blame
themselves. In thinking this, the victim is still able to
retain the illusion that the perpetrator really loved him or
her. Again, the Scripture counters that we don't cause
others to sin; instead, each person is responsible for his or

her own sin.
Adam. A third cause for suffering is Adam and the curse.
Even though we participate in Adam's sin (Romans 5), it
was Adam himself who sinned and brought misery and
death to all his progeny. Because of his sin we experience
the curse on all of creation. As a result, we experience
accidents that injure, sickness and physical weakness, the
loss of loved ones, and painful toil.
This may be the most frustrating cause of suffering. It's as
if no one is at fault. There is no one to reconcile with, no
one to forgive, and no assurance of change. Indeed,
medicines may temporarily roll back some of the effects
of Adam's sin, but the benefits seem superficial and
temporary. And herein lies its main exhortation to US. The
curse from Adam's sin keeps us from loving the world too
much. It induces us to anticipate something better. The
encouragement to people who feel the weight of the curse
is to anticipate the consummation when Jesus returns and
the curse will be rolled away.
These three causes represent the most obvious reasons for
our suffering; but, as the book of Job reveals, there are two
other causes as well.
Satan. Suffering is also from Satan. He is "like a roaring
lion looking for someone to devour" (I Peter 5:8). He
delights in sending pain to God's people. The book of Job
exposes him as an enemy who uses suffering to advance
his own kingdom agenda. He is a murderer (John 8:44)
who inflicts suffering by way of physical pain and loss.
The Apostle Paul's torment from "a messenger of Satan"
(II Corinthians 12:7) illustrates how Satan is just barely
out of view in suffering. But Satan can inflict pain that
goes even deeper than physical torment. Through lies,
accusations, and promoting gut-wrenching division in the
body of Christ, Satan strives to lead us into hopelessness,
questioning God's goodness.
Do you get mad when you see suffering? Satan is the
appropriate, although elusive, target. He is deceptive. His
hand in suffering is often overlooked. Those who suffer
should be warned about his purposes so they can. be alert
to his lies and quickly engage him in battle then violence
can be done to this foe. The most severe violence can be
done by trusting God and following Christ in obedience
even when we suffer.
Yet there are cautions here too. Satan is not the sole cause
of suffering. For example, even if Satan is active in all
suffering, his presence does not minimize the
responsibility of either others or ourselves. Satan can
never be used as a way to share responsibility for the
wickedness of sin. No one can say, "The Devil made me do
it." We cannot use Satan as an excuse for personal sin, and
we can't use Satan as a way to minimize other's sin. The
raiders that inflicted such suffering on Job were fully
responsible for their heinous, barbarous sin. Judas, not
Satan in Judas' body, was the person who betrayed Jesus.
Satan can cause great suffering, but he can't make us sin.
God Curiously, Satan is rarely the target of a sufferer's
frustration or eyen anger. Instead, God is. It seems that
agnostics and even theists become theists when going

Some Bible teachers try to distinguish between what God
ordains and what He allows. But the distinction is
sometimes an overly tidy attempt to justify God. A less
technical statement might be this: by the time suffering
gets to us, it is God's will. "So then, those who suffer
according to God's will should commit themselves to their
faithful Creator and continue to do good" (I Peter 4:19) Is
it possible to say that some suffering is not God's will?
God forbid that we should suggest that something is over
Him. The world is not a cosmic push-pull between Satan
and God. God is king over all. God is not the author of sin
and suffering, but He is over all things, even our suffering.
He "works out everything in conformity with the purpose
of His will" (Ephesians 1:11).
God from all eternity did, by the most wise and holy
counsel of His own free will, freely and unchangeably
ordain whatsoever comes to pass: yet so as thereby neither
is God the author of sin, nor is violence offered to the will
of the creatures, nor is liberty or contingency of second
causes taken away, but rather established. (Westminster
Confession of Faith, from "Of Eternal Decrees")
The encouragement from this is clear. Our faithful God
reigns. The world is not in chaos. Neither Satan nor
wicked criminals have won. But counsellors must know
where the theological boundaries lie. As noted by the
Westminster Confession, God's sovereignty does not rob
creatures of their will. Granted, this is a conundrum. It is a
mystery to maintain that God rules over all, meaning that
He ordained, not simply foreknew, while also maintaining
"a man's own folly ruins his life" (Proverbs 19:3). But
God's greatness is such that He has established a world
that is ordained but not robotic.
Here is another caution. We can never think that since God
has ordained all things He is then somewhat indifferent to
our sufferings. The gospel makes it clear that God is
moved with great compassion at the suffering of His
people. Jesus Christ entered our suffering (Hebrews 2:1418). Perhaps we can say that God's emotional responses to
His creation are complex and varied, but we can never say
that He is without compassion for our suffering.
God's reign over all things
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trough suffering. They ask, "Why, God, are you doing this
to me?" "What have I done to you?" Is it true that God
causes suffering? Naomi certainly believed so. Upon
returning to her homeland, after losing her husband and
sons, she said, "The Almighty has made my life very
bitter" (Ruth 1:20). And she was right. She was myopic
and didn't see the fullness of God's plan, but she was right.
Job's wife also believed that God did it when she
counselled her husband to "curse God and die." Her
counsel was wicked, but there was truth in her
understanding that God was over Job's suffering.
Lamentations and Habakkuk are treatises on how faith
embraces and wrestles with God's hand in suffering.

Others
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The
experience
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Figure 1. The causes of suffering
These five categories (Figure 1) answer the question,
"Where does suffering come from?" They are important
for their mind-clearing effect on sufferers, as well as the
cautions they provide. When these relevant causes appear
in bold relief, it can be immensely helpful for those in
pain. It brings a biblical clarity that fosters biblical
responses. When people who have been blaming
themselves realize that their suffering was the
consequence of another person's sin, the sufferers are
relieved of a burden that wasn't theirs. Also, they can
respond by learning how to forgive; and they may
consider confronting the perpetrator in love. When a
family has lost their crops to drought or flood, they don't
have to look for blame in themselves or others. Rather,
they can realize that suffering is an intruder that will
eventually be banished. Then they can proceed by being
suffering servants who work diligently and make wise
decisions about their next planting. A careful review of the
five causes of suffering helps us to hear God's word more
meaningfully and helps lead us to the appropriate biblical
response.
But these answers are not always tidy. Suffering rarely
falls neatly into any one of these categories. Instead,
suffering often falls into all of them. Many psalms move
back and forth from one cause to another. In any one
incident there may be more emphasis on one part of the
observable triad of "me," "others," and "Adam," but the
issue will be one of relative emphasis. For example, in
cases of sexual victimization the emphasis is certainly on
being sinned against by others. But this does not exclude
the fact that the victimization wouldn't have taken place if
it were not for Adam's sin, and it also does not exclude that
we are sinners who will profit from God's discipline in our
lives. Apart from Jesus there is no such thing as an
innocent person suffering.
Or consider the case of physical sickness. The most
obvious emphasis within the triad of "others," "me," and
"Adam" would be the curse associated with Adam's sin.
However, physical sickness can also be related to personal
sin, and it can be a result of the sin of other people (e.g.,
Aids from a blood transfusion).

Effect people to avoid reducing the causes of suffering to
one cause. If suffering is reduced to "others," we become
blame-shifters. If suffering is reduced to "me, as it was by
Job's counsellors, then guilt and condemnation are everpresent. If it is solely from Adamic sin and the curse, we
become fatalists. If it is only from Satan we become onesided spiritual warriors who ignore the purposes of God
and the interpersonal aspects of suffering. The only sure
"diagnosis" is that suffering by the time it gets to us, is
God's ordained will for our lives. Yet we cannot reduce the
cause of suffering even to God. God is over sin and
suffering, but He is not their author It is the blasphemers
and angry ones who make God the sole cause of suffering.
What the Bible emphasizes is that suffering, no matter
what the cause, is a time for tears and wrestling, for
repentance, for putting faith in God amid anguish, for
following Him in obedience. With this basic theological
background, we're ready to help fellow sufferers.
How do I help those who suffer?
The biblical strategy for helping those in pain is to
outweigh it. In other words, at first all the weight seems,
on the side of suffering. It is as if sufferers are unable to see
anything outside of their own pain. Gradually, as they
practice fixing their eyes on Jesus, they encounter, gloryweights heavier than the weight of their pain. These gloryweights include the sufferings of Christ the joy of
forgiveness of sins, the contentment of obeying Christ in
small ways amid large hardships, the presence of God in
our lives, and the hope of eternity. To this end, those in
pain must be surprised by both the intimate love and the
transcendent glory of God; and they must be led to know
God in a way that obeying, trusting, and worshiping God
become irresistible.
Biblical sufferers can guide us. When we encounter these
people in Scripture, it is as if they come alongside us, take
our hand, and lead us to truths that are deeper than
suffering. First, consider Job, a companion for many
sufferers. In Job 1:21 he says, "The Lord gave and the
Lord has taken away; may the name of the Lord be
praised." After the most horrifying of losses, this is Job's
first response. He worshiped God. The weight of God's
glory was more than that of his own suffering. Likewise,
Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego had amazing spiritual
instincts when, facing a fiery death, they said, "If we are
thrown into the blazing furnace, the God we serve is able
to save us from it, and He will rescue us from your hand, O
King. But even if He does not, we want you to know, O
King, that we will not serve your gods or worship the
image of gold you have set up" (Daniel 3:17-18).
Suffering, or the threat of suffering and death, was a time
when they knew they were called to depend on God alone.
The Apostle Paul rehearses the same theme in II
Corinthians 4:17. Only Jesus himself surpassed his
sufferings. After recounting his sufferings in chapter one,
and before he reminds his audience of even more suffering
in chapters eleven and twelve, Paul says, "Our light and
momentary troubles are achieving for us an eternal glory
that far outweighs them all." How do you think a person in
pain might respond to the Apostle Paul's comments? If
they didn't read the context, they might say something like
this: "Light and momentary? Get real, Paul, you don't

know about my suffering." But when we recognize the
extent of Paul's suffering, he begins to engage our
attention. Paul is a credible sufferer to whom we must
listen. He is not offering pie-in-the-sky encouragement.
He is speaking truths that are weightier than suffering.
Getting to the point where we echo these words may seem
a long and impossible trek; but Paul sets before us a goal
that can guide our prayer and meditation. He reminds us to
look for biblical glory-weights that counterbalance, thus
lighten, the sufferings.
The counselling strategy that follows consists of five
statements that can guide your support and counsel to
those who suffer. They are all prefaced with "God says" as
a way to emphasize that God speaks clearly to the sufferer
through His Word. Each is another glory-weight that
counterbalances personal pain. The five headings are:
·
God says, “Put your suffering in to speech.”
·
In cases of overt victimization, God says,
“You have been sinned against.”
·
God says, “I am with you and love you.”
·
God says, “Know that I am God.”
·
God says, “There is a purpose in suffering
There is a logic to this order, but these five statements are
not intended to reveal a step-by-step process. Instead each
is overlaid on the one before it. "You have been sinned
against" is overlaid on "put your suffering into speech."
Sufferers do not "finish" one step and move to the next. So
while you may be emphasizing one particular theme, the
other themes remain present.
1. God says, "Put your suffering into words.”
An initial surprise to many people, and a glory- weight in
itself, is that God actually encourages those who suffer to
speak honestly to Him. Why is this a surprise to many
sufferers? Sufferers tend to feel alone and isolated. They
often think that God is very far from them. But God
penetrates this isolation and prods us to put our painful
experiences into speech. Not just any speech, of course.
Not faithless bitterness. Not pagan laments in a world that
is meaningless. God encourages us to direct our speech to
Himself.
This is the pattern of the Psalms, and it is a pattern .woven
through Scripture in books such as Job and Lamentations.
God encourages us to put the laments of our heart into
speech, and all "speech must be addressed to God, who is
the final reference point for all life."2 Even though it defies
understanding. God desires to hear the depths of our
hearts. In fact, when we are unable to express ourselves
before God, God gives us words to express these silences.
God actually "names the silences" in our hearts. The
inarticulate groanings become speech.
Perhaps the church is poorer for not systematically
singing through the Psalms. If we did, we would know that
God puts our suffering into speech.
My bones are in agony. My soul is in anguish. How long,
O Lord, how long? (Psalm 6:2,3).
Why, O Lord, do you stand far off? Why do you hide

yourself in times of trouble? (Psalm 10:1).
How long, 0 Lord? Will you forget me forever? How long
will you hide your face from me? How long must I wrestle
with my thoughts and every day have sorrow in my heart?
(Psalm 13:1).
Why are you so far from saving me, so far from the words
of my groaning? (Psalm 22:1).
My soul is full of trouble....You have put me in the lowest
pit, in the darkest depths (Psalm 88:3,6).
So counselling begins by being present with sufferers and
encouraging them to talk about their suffering, both to you
and God.
But what if counselees are complaining or angry? Should
we encourage them to name the silences then? If you read
through the Psalms, you will probably find that God gives
much more latitude than most people think. He gives us
words to say things that some would consider almost
blasphemous. But there is bad complaining and good
complaining. Bad complaining is the cry of one who does
not acknowledge who God is. It is the cry of the selfish
heart that says, "You must meet my needs." The utmost
concern is alleviation of suffering rather than the glory of
God. Bad complaining doesn't believe God's promises; it
grumbles and rages against God. Good complaining calls
out "Why have you forsaken me?" because of the
knowledge of God. This complaint comes from a heart
that knows God and His promises, and is mystified that
God seems so far away. "How could this be, when my God
is the faithful God of Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, Israel and
Moses?" cries the person in pain. Good complaints are
cries of faith that are connected to a desire to know God.
They are complaints and appeals to God, not against God.
What do you do when the complaints of sufferers are more
the bad complaints of the atheist than the good complaints
that arise from faith? You allow the Psalms to set your
goal. You shape the complaints so that they will conform
more and more to the way God teaches us to name the
silences of our hearts.
Given this encouragement to speak, what might you
overhear as someone names the anguished silences?
Chances are you will hear a complex stew of emotions. It
will not be some linear progression of emotions that travel
through denial, anger, bargaining, depression and on to
acceptance. It will be more like fragments of a shattered
pane of glass. There may be dozens of experiences, some
of them contradictory, held simultaneously.
For example, consider a woman who has been sinned
against sexually. She may be afraid, filled with shame, feel
unclean, and feel numb. And this is only the beginning.
Guilt is almost always present. She may feel responsible
for what happened: as the ageless myth says, "Bad things
happen to bad people." Job should have changed our
minds on this; but many people still think that if something
bad happens to them, it must mean that their own behavior
brought it on.

This guilt is particularly troublesome because, in a certain
sense, it is beyond forgiveness. In other words these
victims have a keen sense that they are responsible and
guilty, but they have no idea what to confess (at least
regarding the sexual assault). If they find things to
confess, the guilt remains. Left to fester some women
report self-hatred and contempt. They feel like guilty
people who are objects of scorn.
What else might you expect to find in the silences? Pain, a
sense of betrayal, helplessness like that of a child, rage
toward the perpetrator, but also sometimes love and a
desire to protect the perpetrator. Sometimes there is a
determination to put hope to death. Hope is perceived as
an enemy that, if aroused, will only lead to more pain.
More hidden are feelings and thoughts that have to do with
one's relationship to God. Questions of God's sovereignty
almost inevitably arise. "Why didn't He stop it?" "Why did
He abandon me?" Close by might be anger against God
that terrifies the person. Both you and the victim will
probably be overwhelmed with the sheer number of
emotional fragments.
Expressing your empathy is often the best initial response.
Sufferers feel isolated. They feel like no one really
understands their pain. Therefore, counsellors are
anything but passive during this time. They actively move
into the world of the sufferer, seeking to understand
through the eyes of the sufferer. "What is it like for this
person?" is an ongoing question. Furthermore, it is critical
that counsellors express their responses to the sufferer.
Are you overwhelmed by the complexity of the suffering?
Tell the counselee. Are you grieved by what you hear? Say
so. Are you angry at the wickedness of the person who
caused the suffering? Express it. Are you moved to tears?
Mourn with the person in pain.
Do you do this for an hour? A month? Years? How long do
you have compassion on the person in pain? How long do
you encourage sufferers to name the silences in their
souls? The answers are obvious. You have compassion as
long as there is pain. You encourage people to speak as
they have parts of their lives that are unexpressed before
God. This doesn't mean that they never listen. The
expression of their heart is the beginning of a dialogue that
consists of speaking to God and listening to God.
With the fragmenting of experience you might think that it
would be an endless process to address each fragment
biblically. But if you maintain that the cross of Jesus is
central, you will find that you can speak to all these
experiences simultaneously. For example, the cross
proclaims power to the weak, a lifting up for the humbled,
a covering for the naked, love for those who have been
hated, redemption for those who are slaves, grace for those
who are trying to pay for their sins, forgiveness for
sinners, and judgment on the enemies of God. God
surprises us with the sheer breadth of His work of
redemption as well as His love to the oppressed and
victimized. Many sufferers, however, believe that God
has abandoned them. Therefore, the cross may seem very
far away, so far that the benefits of redemption do not
extend to them. The counselling task is to surprise
sufferers with who God is and what He says. Initially, this
means to remind sufferers that God not only permits but

also He encourages them to speak honestly to him. God's
truth teaches us to be honest, even as it reshapes the
content of honesty.
Homework Ideas
a) Read the Psalms through this lens: God is encouraging
the sufferer to speak honestly to Him.
b) Put your pain into words, either verbally to a friend or a
counsellor, or by a journal. Some may prefer to draw a
map that captures the complexity of their experience.

you will probably find that sorting out responsibility is
very important. The stage cannot be set for forgiving if
victims don't believe they must forgive, and victims will
be paralysed in their spiritual growth if they have an
underlying sense that they are responsible. You will
probably be surprised at how difficult it is to actually sort
out responsibility. Victims are notorious for trying to find
blame in their own actions: "If only I had ___, then that
person would not have done ___ to me." Sometimes this
can get to the point where they believe they were
responsible because they simply existed! It is difficult to
proceed to other biblical truths until responsibility has
been sorted out.

c) Go through the Psalms selecting words, phrases, or
entire Psalms that express your own heart.

Homework Ideas

d) Say or write your experiences before God,
remembering that God is present and hears.

a) Know what the Bible says about perpetrators of evil.
Read Jeremiah 23:1-8, Ezekiel 34:1-16, Luke 17:1-2.

e) Suffering comes from the sin of other people, the sin of
Adam and the ensuing curse on all creation, or your own
sin. Also, Satan is the enemy behind all suffering, and God
is over suffering and uses it for a good purpose. Where is
your suffering from?

b) Whom do you think was responsible for what happened
to you? What does God say about it? Do you believe what
God says about it?

2. In cases of overt victimization. God says, "You have
been sinned against.”
When it is obvious that the cause of suffering was the sin
of other people. God speaks to victims. While continuing
to encourage them to speak honestly. He helps victims sort
out responsibility for the "defilement." Although a victim
is certainly a sinner - like all of us - God's initial emphasis
is to show that He is for the victim and for justice. Love
"visits orphans and widows in their afflictions" (James
1:29). Could victims have yelled louder, told a friend
earlier, resisted more, and so on? Perhaps, but this does not
make them responsible for other people's sin. For
example, in cases of childhood incest a woman was
victimized by a person who had authority over her; and
God holds those authorities responsible, whether they
were leaders of Israel (Jeremiah 23, Ezekiel 34), pastors,
parents, or other adults. Further-more, God says that He is
against the oppressor (Exodus 22:21-24).
Some counsellors are timid to use the biblical category of
victimization because it sounds too much like blameshifting. People who have been oppressed often do blameshift about their responses, justifying sinful self-pity,
bitterness, vindictiveness, substance abuse, and so forth.
Victims are also notorious for blaming perpetrators' evil
for evil returned: "My suicidal and homicidal rage is that
person's fault." Many popular psychologies reinforce such
self-righteousness. So counsellors are rightly concerned
that they will leave people helpless, irresponsible, and
angry. But the categories of perpetrator and victim are
biblical categories, and using them well is part of thinking
biblically. If we avoid these categories, we ignore God's
word to people in pain. Blame-shifting is a sin with which
we are all familiar. But the Bible is balanced. "Do not
return evil for evil" both identifies people as sufferers of
evil and challenges blame-shifting.
If suffering is largely a result of the sins of other people,

3. God says, "I am with you and love you." The
momentum of biblical counsel is outward. It directs our
hearts toward the Lord, and it leads us in loving God and
loving others. The two themes discussed so far express
this outward-reaching momentum. Putting suffering into
speech before God proceeds from faith and is an
expression of obedience. Rather than a purging of
emotions intended to alleviate pain. It is a response to
God. Likewise, in cases of overt victimization, accurately
identifying the perpetrator as a prominent cause of
suffering can be an important part of interpreting our
circumstances biblically. Rather than self-righteous
revenge or self-condemning acceptance of all
responsibility in order to protect the perpetrator, knowing
we have been sinned against can be a critical step in
brining glory to God. Now it is time to be pulled farther
outside of ourselves and to behold Chris Himself.
Specifically, God calls us to see His goodness and love as
expressed through His Son.
This gaze does not come naturally. Satan - the grand
deceiver - constantly whispers that God is not good. Satan
desires nothing more than that we become fair-weather
friends, momentarily appreciating God's manifest
blessings during the good times but questioning His
beneficence in the bad. So, as counselling turns to see
God's love in Christ, counsellors must be aware that the"
counselee will often be very reluctant or even angry, and
counsellors might first expose the spiritual warfare that
hinders hearing God.
Consider reading Genesis 3:1-7. Notice how Satan
directly contradicts God's word to Adam. The serpent
essentially calls God a liar and implies that God is holding
back good things from His people. Satan says that God is
not good. But the gospel of Christ is the definitive
statement that God is shocking in His love. This is the
dominant battle that many sufferers will face. Satan will
consistently use suffering to challenge our faith.
In concert with Satan another difficult challenge is the
infamous question, "Why me?" There are a number of
ways to address this question. One possibility is to suggest

that the sufferer temporarily avoid it. It is not that the
question is unimportant. It is that there is a logical priority
to the questions we ask of God. Before "Why?" we should
be asking "Who?" Who is the King of Kings who indicates
that He is the God who loves us? The sufferer asks, "How
do I know He loves when all I have is misery?" "Trust me,"
says the God of love and power; and in order to trust Him
we must know Him.
Perhaps you can begin by asking the sufferer if he or she
would like to know a fellow suffer. Have you noticed that
suffering seems different in the presence of someone who
understands? And have you ever observed that suffering is
lighter when you are close to someone whose suffering is
greater than your own? Have you known people in pain
who have gone to visit a paediatric cancer ward, and the
suffering they saw made their own suffering seem
bearable, or even insignificant? This is what happens
when we are introduced to the Lamb of God. All our
suffering, however tragic, is less monstrous than what
happened to the Son of God. Jesus begins to transform
suffering because of His own suffering.
Here are a number of passages that might be helpful.
Yet it was the Lord's will to crush Him and cause Him to
suffer (Isaiah 53:10).
He [Jesus] began to teach them that the Son of Man must
suffer many things and be rejected by the elders, chief
priests and teachers of the law, and that He must be
killed and after three days rise again (Mark 8:31).
In bringing many sons to glory, it was fitting that God, for
whom and through whom everything exists, should make
the author of their salvation perfect through suffering
(Hebrews 2:10).
More extended passages for meditation include Isaiah 4053 and John 10-20. The Psalms could be used, as they are
ultimately the songs of the Messiah. The painful suffering
revealed in the Psalms finds its fullest expression in Jesus
becoming sin for us.
These passages can introduce the theme that there is
something deeper or more profound than our suffering.
Specifically, the sufferings of Christ are deeper than our
sufferings. God does not promise to remove suffering, but
as He points us to His own suffering we are reminded that
we do not live before a stoic God who is distant from His
creatures. Rather, we live before the God-who-suffered.
His words should have credibility to sufferers because
they come out of His own familiarity with pain, and His
understanding and love is undeniable. Glimpsing this,
counselees, once hesitant, may now be more open to
hearing what God says.
Next, God surprises sufferers by saying, "You be- long to
me, I am your God." This is a precious promise to all who
have put their faith in Jesus, but it can be especially
meaningful to someone in pain. Suffering isolates. Those
affected often feel like they must be outcasts to have
experienced such treatment. They feel shamed and
rejected. It is as if they are neither children nor slave, but

they have a kind of stepchild, Cinderella-like status.
Victims often feel as if they are trapped behind thick
impenetrable walls that partition them from the rest of the
world. Jesus goes through these walls and assures
sufferers that they belong to Him (I John 3, Luke 15). They
are part of His family.
As children who belong to Him, Jesus listens and
understands. He sympathizes (Hebrews 4:15). He
shepherds the hurt and lame, and even carries the
wounded and weak in His arms (Psalm 23, Jeremiah 23,
Ezekiel 34, John 10). He promises to never leave or
forsake (Hebrews 13:5), and He assures us that nothing
can separate us from His love (Romans 8:38,39). God's
promise to be with us is the ultimate solution to suffering
(Revelation 21:3,4).
God also covers the shame of those who have been sinned
against or defiled by others. The Bible is filled with
passages that talk about shame (also defilement,
nakedness, or being dishonoured). Shame is a
consequence of our own sin, but there is also a shame that
is a consequence of people sinning against us. For
example, in Genesis 34 Dinah was shamed or "defiled" by
Shechem. In Psalm 79 the temple is shamed or defiled
because of its contact with people and objects that were
unclean. Jesus himself experienced this kind of shame on
the cross (Hebrews 12:2). In fact, the Bible can be
legitimately viewed as a story of God covering the shame
of His people (e.g., Isaiah 61:10, Zechariah 3:1-5). The
premise is that all of us must be covered before God.
Either we will be covered by mountains that destroy (Luke
23:28-30) or we will be covered with Christ, himself
(Romans 13:14). God, through His initiating grace,
transforms the naked one into a beautifully dressed bride
(Revelation 21).
Another feature of God's adopting love is that He
remembers our suffering and will bring justice. Sufferers
feel forgotten, without anybody willing to rescue them
from oppression. Their complaint seems to go no farther
than their own lips (e.g.. Psalm 10); and, if they have been
victimized, they often express anger toward both
perpetrators and witnesses. It is an anger that says, "\ will
get justice." The Father, however, does hear. Furthermore,
to "hear," in the biblical sense, means to hear and to
respond. Hearing is accompanied by action. God's love is
expressed by His unfailing promise that He will rule
justly, and He is provoked to anger by injustice and
oppression (Isaiah 1). He acts on behalf of His people, and
He promises that there will be ultimate justice against His
enemies (Romans 12:19).
The questions about "why me" and "why didn't He stop it"
may still be raging. And the thoughts, "If this is family.
God has a funny way of showing it" are commonplace.
But as you surprise those who suffer with the suffering and
grace of God, many will begin to hear the voice of God
over the cacophony of their own questions. The weight of
suffering may not yet be completely offset at this point;
but as a counsellor, you are beginning to point the way to
the ultimate answer to the problem of suffering: "trust me"
is God's most prominent plea. At this point the sufferer is
beginning to see that God can be trusted.

Homework Ideas
a) Remember your enemy? Satan prowls and wants to
deceive you into thinking that God is not good. Read
Genesis 3. What is Satan's strategy? Where do you see it in
your own life? How might you combat him?
b) Read through the Psalms. This time read them through
the lens of Jesus. He is the final Psalmist. The words are
His words. Especially notice Psalms where he speaks
about His own suffering. Go back to the Psalms that
captured your own experience. Now read those Psalms as
the words of Jesus.
c) If suffering is characteristic of the life of Jesus, the only
begotten Son, then we should not be surprised that God
does not fence us from suffering. Where in your own life
do you find the belief, "I have a right to less pain and
suffering"?
d) Read Isaiah chapter 1. Notice God's prominent concern
for justice and His anger at injustice.
4. God says, "Know that I am God.”
To solidify this outward focus, to weigh the scales against
suffering even further. God comforts us with the fact that
the world is not chaotic. He is the sovereign God who
reigns. Neither suffering nor Satan is above Him.
It is at this point that many theologies of suffering fail.
They embrace God as a God of compassionate love, but
they cannot marry that with a God who is all-powerful.
They say that it can't be both. As such, modem thinking
cherishes the neatness of our minds more than the truths of
God's word. When we encounter a conceptual difficulty,
we revise it so it becomes more palatable. Perhaps the
most notorious example of this is found in the popular
book. When Bad Things Happen to Good People, by
Rabbi Harold Kushner.3 In his comments about the book
of Job he says, "forced to choose between a good God who
is not totally powerful or a powerful God who is not totally
good, the author of the book of Job chooses to believe in
God's goodness." And the book was a best seller!
The biblical response, of course, is that God says both: He
is love, and He is the sovereign God over all creation. This
neither makes God the author of sin nor suffering; but it is
to say that He is over it, working all things together for the
purpose of His glory. This apparently posed no obstacle to
the people of the Bible. Joseph indicates that God's plans
were higher than the evil of his brothers (Genesis 50:20).
Naomi says rightly but without a full understanding of
God's grace, "The Lord has afflicted me, the Almighty has
brought misfortune on me" (Ruth 1:21). Jeremiah, a
consummate human sufferer, says, "Who can speak and
have it happen if the Lord has not decreed it? Is it not from
the mouth of the Most High that both calamities and good
things come?" (Lamentations 3:37,38). The Psalmist
finds rest in God alone amidst his persecution, and is
confident: "You, O God, are strong, and you, O Lord, are
loving" (Psalm 62:11-12).
Finally, Job had all his questions answered, or at least

rendered insignificant, in a one-sided conversation where
God essentially said, "Know that I am God" (Job 38-41).
There was no skeptical academic musing, "If God is God
He is not good; if God is good He is not God." Instead, the
overwhelming weight of God's glory made Job's suffering
seem less. When Job was languishing in the question,
"Why me?" and actually setting up an earthly courtroom
to question the Most High, God surprised Job with a
courtroom where God Himself was the prosecutor. "Will
the one who contends with the Almighty correct Him? Let
him who accuses God answer him!" God revealed His
glory to Job; and upon seeing God's glory. Job saw that
there were spiritual realities deeper than his suffering. In
fact, this glory-weight was so profound that Job was
utterly humbled and silent. He repented of justifying
himself and accusing God. His troubles were certainly
"light and momentary" in light of God's revealed power.
Does this end the questions? For many people, no. The
question often lurks in the shadows, "If God is over all
things, why did He allow this evil to happen to me?"
Amazingly, God invites this wrestling with Him. His
response, however, will continue to be, "I am your
deliverer, your saviour, your friend, your God. Trust me.
Ultimately the very existence of evil will provide a
demonstration of my glory and love and power, for I will
save my children and destroy my enemies."4 Then, God
reveal vistas showing how our suffering precedes our
glory.
Homework Ideas
a) God's thoughts are higher than our own. In suffering
God doesn't supply in depth answers to the "why"
questions, but He does comfort us with the fact that He is
greater than the suffering. God is in the suffering but
without being the author of suffering. Read Job 38-41
until you can take comfort that the world is not chaos.
b) Read the courtroom encounters in Ezekiel 1, Isaiah 6,
and Revelation 4. What were the responses of the
witnesses? Why?
c) Practiceperhaps for ten minutes a daythe spiritual
discipline of quieting the questions in your mind and
listening to what God says.
5. God says, "There is a purpose in suffering.”
In his book. How to Handle Trouble,5 Jay Adams
summarizes a biblical approach to trouble this way:
God is in it. God is up to something, and God is up to
something good. Since God is the God of the gospel of
grace as well as the King over all creation, it follows that
He has kingdom purposes in suffering, and these purposes
are good. "The lions may grow weak and hungry, but those
who seek the Lord lack no good thing" (Psalm 34:10).
The problem for many people is that "good" may not
include an immediate end to their suffering. Rather, the,
good is that suffering will be used by God to conform us
into the image of Jesus and, as a result, bring glory to the
Father. To paraphrase C. S. Lewis, we settle for too little

We want nothing more than the immediate alleviation of
suffering, but God wants to give us so much more. He
wants to give us things that will last all eternity. He wants
to give us a new obedience to His word (Psalm 119:67,71),
holiness which will lead to righteousness and peace
(Hebrews 12:10,11), perseverance, character and hope
(Romans 5:3-5), and a knowledge of His presence in our
lives by His Spirit (John 14-16). In short, He wants to give
us the kingdom.
This is where I bring the familiar passage. Romans 8:28, to
counselees: "For we know that in all things God works for
the good of those who love Him. Who have been called
according to His purpose." The less familiar verse 29 then
tells us what this "good" is. "For those God foreknew He
also predestined to be conformed to the likeness of His
Son." This is the greatest way that God can show us His
love.
As you journey with a counselee toward a greater
understanding of God's purposes, it is wise to keep one eye
on the adversaries: the world, the flesh, and the devil. The
world is constantly communicating that this is the only
home that we have, and we deserve freedom from pain
while we are here. The flesh finds pleasure in autonomy
from God and resists submitting to His will. And the devil
constantly takes our circumstances and suggests that they
constitute evidence that God is not really good, that God is
holding out on us, that God does not love. With such
adversaries it becomes obvious that the battle cannot be
waged without the prayers of God's people.
Suffering exposes hearts. One-way God does damage to
these adversaries is that He uses suffering to expose our
hearts. Suffering is a pressure that can squeeze us,
revealing either faith or pockets of unbelief and sin that
were previously hidden. Trials test our faith (James 1:2).
As Luther said, "Where the battle rages, there the loyalty
of the soldier is proved." God uses suffering "to humble
and test you in order to know what was in your heart,
whether or not you would keep His commands"
(Deuteronomy 8:2). This is not to say that personal sin
always causes suffering. Job's counsellors were wrong. It
is to say that God uses suffering to reveal and to purify
those whom He loves. So Job repents of his selfrighteousness.
Perhaps you have heard Christians say of suffering, "This
is exactly what I needed." They are referring to the
exposing of sin that often occurs with suffering. It took
precisely that suffering to teach dependence on God rather
than self. No one is thankful for severe illness or an
uninvolved spouse or a tragedy, but many have learned to
be grateful, even joyful, for the spiritual training that these
circumstances induce. Without the ongoing exposure of
our lingering sinful flesh, we gradually get lulled into
thinking that we are okay. We are good people who
occasionally do not-so-good things. Then the problem of
evil becomes something that is "out there" rather than "in
here." The frightening danger of this thinking is that the
gospel of Christ becomes little more than a nice present
from God to people who have been doing pretty well. It is
no longer seen for what it is: the gospel of grace given to
desperate beggars.

To frame it like the book of Job, suffering places us at a
spiritual crossroads. When all the pleasurable
accoutrements of life are removed, will we still worship
God? During the good times the answer seems easy: "Of
course I will trust God!" But suffering exposes the
unbelief and self-worship of our hearts. It can reveal that
our faith is more accurately "you scratch my back and I'll
scratch yours." It can reveal that our apparent obedience
may actually be a happy coincidence, occurring when our
desires happen to coincide with God's law. With this in
mind God's gracious purpose becomes more obvious. God
uses suffering so we know when we are worshiping God
for our sake or for His.
The Apostle Paul put it this way: Suffering forces us to
answer the question, "On whom will you rely?" His
response, "Indeed, in our hearts we felt the sentence of
death. But this happened that we might not rely on
ourselves but on God, who raises the dead” (II Corinthians
1:9). Paul was more passionate about conformity to Christ
by faith than he was about the immediate alleviation of his
own suffering.
Therefore, one purpose of suffering is to produce
repentance, faith, and obedience. These responses to
suffering have eternal longevity. They please God and
bring the blessing of peace. Also, this purpose reveals
more glory-weights that unbalance the scale against
suffering. The glory-weight of forgiveness of sins is
heavier than the weight of our affliction and the gloryweight of gaining wisdom and sharing in God's holiness
becomes a beautiful gift that further tips the scale.
Of course, sin is not the only thing exposed by suffering.
Suffering may also expose hearts that are full of faith.
Many Christians who have been surprised by suffering
find themselves immediately going to God's Word for
comfort, and they offer prayers of lament and praise that
rival the Psalmists. In such cases we still mourn with
people in pain, yet we can also rejoice that the sufferers
visibly testify to themselves, to the church, and to the
world that they are children of God.
Suffering exposes eternity. While suffering can turn the
lights on and expose our hearts, it can also lend clarity by
exposing even larger kingdom realities. It helps us see
eternity. It provokes hope. It is as if our suffering urges us
closer to eternity so we can see our present affliction from
that perspective. This is where II "Corinthians 4:16-18
becomes most brilliant.
For our light and momentary troubles are achieving for us
an eternal glory that far outweighs them all. So we fix our
eyes not on what is seen, but on what is unseen. For what is
seen is temporary, but what is unseen is eternal.
The weight of eternal glory far outweighs our temporary
pain. Or as Mother Teresa has said, "from heaven, the
most miserable life on earth will look like one bad night in
an inconvenient motel." So continues the outward pull of a
biblical theology of suffering.
The encouragement to hope in suffering is a strong theme
throughout all Scripture. It is obvious that if the Apostle
Paul had a secret, this is it. The hope of eternity was deeper
than his pain: "We rejoice in the hope of the glory of God"

(Romans 5:2). The problem, however, is that we are a
generation locked into the present. Preoccupation with
temporal concerns, such as monthly bills, as well as
temporal blessings, such as peace and freedom, makes it
increasingly unnatural for Christians to be able to look
past them. Yet this is where suffering can do its best work.
Suffering reminds us that the world does not keep its
promises. It reminds us that there is nothing in this world
that is not tainted by sin and the curse. As such, hope can
become, by God's grace, more instinctive and settled.
Hope is the grand finale of suffering. Suffering makes
what we hope for less shadowy. So it is not surprising that
some of the best known Bible passages on suffering end
on that note (Romans 5:3-5,8:18-39,1 Peter 4:12-14). For
example, Romans 5:3-5 talks about the cumulative
purposes of suffering. For those who have been trained by
it, suffering produces perseverance, perseverance
produces character, and character produces hope. Then
the Apostle immediately proceeds to discuss the present
guarantee of the substance of our hope. He indicates that
hope is sealed because we have witnessed the cross of
Christ and the resurrection of Christ from the dead. We
have witnessed His love for us. Therefore, our hope is
assured. With this Paul takes us back to the beginning of
our theology of suffering and reminds us that sufferers
must never take their eyes off of the cross and the love
displayed there. There is no hope without a conviction of
God's love.
How does hope come to a person in pain? You can start by
reading biblical passages about hope. Marvel at how the
Apostles Paul (Romans 5:3) and James (James 1:2) even
rejoice in their suffering when they hope. Then notice the
expanse between the sufferer's present hope and the hope
of Paul and James. Reflect on how this distance cannot be
bridged except trough prayer meditating on, the
.consummation, and practicing the discipline of hope.
Remind counselees that hope will not come in one week
but with persistent encouragement and practice, hope will
become more and more of a reality.
When you read the Psalms, it may seem like hope comes
instantly. In many of the Psalms there appears to be a mere
gentle reminder to hope in the Lord and suddenly the
Psalmist bursts into praise. The Psalms, however, provide
condensed summaries of an educational process. Also,
they are written by people who were skilled in hope.
Indeed hope is a skill. It is not an experience that simply
comes over us; :It is a discipline that demands stamina and
the constant encouragement of the scripture and God's
people if it: is to flourish (Romans 15:41).
This is the heart of God's purposes in suffering: exposing
our hearts, beholding and trusting the risen Lord,
anticipating His return, and thus learning obedience. Yet
there is one other purpose that can really excite some
people. In Job's situation one purpose of suffering was to
silence Satan. Satan, the enemy and a prominent cause of
suffering and evil, still lives to accuse us and persuade us
to disobey the Most High God. The privilege of God's
people is to do violence to Satan by trusting and obeying
God even in suffering.
In eternity we will hate the enemies of God. However, at

this time we do not fully know who these enemies are. The
only enemy that we know for certain is Satan himself. As
one of the Puritans said, our task is to "do as much
mischief to him as possible.”
Suffering certainly makes this battle of the Christian life
more apparent; but God's power. His victory over Satan,
and His wooing us with His precious promises are more
than enough to successfully engage the struggle. Also, we
have the example of Christ as well as men and women of
faith in both the Old and New Testaments to cheer us on.
Furthermore, there are the lives of many people around us
that are worthy of imitation.
One well-known example of a sufferer who can lead us is
Horatio Spafford, the writer of the hymn, "It is well with
my soul." In 1873 he waved goodbye to his wife, Anna,
and their four children as they were bound for France
aboard the ocean liner, Ville du Havre. He had some
business affairs in the United States to tend to before he
could join his family in Europe. The trip proceeded
smoothly until sometime in the middle of the night on
November 22 the ship was rammed broadside by another
vessel.
The rushing waters separated Mrs. Spafford from the three
oldest children. She still clutched her youngest child,
Tannetta, as they were swept into the cold Atlantic.
Suddenly, the child was torn from her grasp. Mrs.
Spafford was later pulled unconscious from the water by
sailors from the other vessel. All four children drowned.
A few days later, Horatio received a telegram saying that
only his wife survived. Although he fell into what seemed
to be an unrelenting depression, he soon boarded a ship to
meet his wife in Europe. At a certain point in the voyage,
the captain announced that they were passing the site of
the wreck. Then he went to his cabin and wrote the
following poem. Notice how even in his great sorrow and
depression, he found that hope in Christ ran deeper. There
were glory-weights that gave him peace.
When peace live a river, attendeth my way,
When sorrow like sea billows roll,
Whatever my lot. Thou hast taught me to say,
It is well, it is well with my soul.
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.
My sin-O 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.
O Lord, haste the day when the 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.
The scales are now becoming increasingly lop-sided.
Suffering still exists, and the pain may be great; but the
glory-weights are addressing places in our hearts that are

deeper than the pain (Figure 2).
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Figure 2.
God unbalances the scales of our suffering.
Homework Ideas
a) Consider the life of Joseph. How do you see God's
loving purpose? Note especially Genesis 50:20.
b) Consider the life of Naomi in the book of Ruth. How do
you see God's loving purpose?
c) The walk of the Christian life is summarized in a
number of ways.
"Man's chief end is to glorify God and enjoy Him forever."
(The Westminster Catechism)
"Be holy as I am holy.”
"Be imitators of Christ.”
How do these suggest that there are deeper purposes to
your pain?

earth shows His solidarity with those who "suffer. His
ministry was full of compassion and understanding. His
ministry also exposes the shallowness the bleeding hearts.
He demonstrates that pain, suffering, victimization, and
death are not the pre-eminent features of life. Jesus points
us to deeper realities, deeper spiritual needs.
We are people-who-have-been-shown-mercy. This
certainly doesn't sound new. It is an identity that even a
child can see in the Scriptures. But its commonness belies
its ability to revolutionize the sufferer's perspective. For
example, people who have suffered at the hands of others
sometimes feel that life as a victim is certain. This is who
they are, and the most they can do is try to protect
themselves from the pain. But God reorients sufferers. He
reveals that the grace they received does not compare to
the pain they experience. Grace is weighty, suffering is
light. Or consider people who are angry because they feel
like they don't deserve pain. As recipients of mercy and
grace, these people are suddenly humbled by the
astounding cost of the initiative of love taken toward
them. They were reactive victims; they become loving
responders. The foundation for the life of the Christian is
God's grace, not freedom from pain. We were enemies of
God who were naked and blind, and He took the initiative
toward us. "While we were still sinners, Christ died for us"
(Romans 5:8).
Perhaps "responders" captures our new identity God is the
relentless initiator of liberating grace; we respond to His
grace by faith. As responders, the one who liberated us
defines us, and we become His servants. This does not
remove suffering. No indeed, suffering will cling to
earthly life. But we are not defined or controlled by it. We
are responsive, suffering servants.

d) Develop a music library of worship music.
e) Read a biographical book about suffering, e.g., A Step
Furlherby]om Eareckson,6 Through Gates of Splendor by
Elizabeth Elliot.7
f) What are ways that you can silence Satan? g) Begin to
establish a pattern of praying Scripture. That is, if God
says it and you don't understand it or believe it, pray that
the Lord would make His word alive to you. Consider
starting with passages about hope.
h) Read Hebrews 10:37 to Hebrews 12:12. How do these
brief biographies encourage you? What would this hope
look like in your life? What questions do you have from
the passage?
Not bleeding heart victims, not stoics, but suffering
servants of God and responders to His grace
So who are we? What is our identity? People of pain?
People who are healing from pain? People who have been
victimized and wounded? Or are we people who need to
forget about pain and just get on with it? Do we need a
tougher brand of Christian who ignores the pain and stays
in the battle?
God clearly shows us another way. The incarnation speaks
against the shallowness of the stoics. Jesus' presence on

Here is curious counsel for sufferers: we travel a path; that
urges us to look outward, toward the triune God.
"Let us fix our eyes on Jesus, the author and finisher of our
faith, who for the joy set before Him endured the cross,
scorning its shame, and sat down at the right hand of the
throne of God" (Hebrews 12:2). This certainly does not
mean we ignore suffering, but the weight of God's glory
does mean that our questions begin to change. The
question, "Why didn't God stop it?" becomes less urgent;
and we begin to ask, "How can I respond to what God has
done for me by loving God and loving others?" "How can I
treat others the way Christ has treated me?" The questions
for sufferers become the same as those for all Christians,
"How do I enact the two great commandments, love God
and love your neighbour as yourself?”
Responders Who Love Others. For people who have
been victimized this is when you talk, about forgiving the
perpetrator. "Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome
evil with good" (Romans 12:21). The outward movement
of biblical counselling makes this unavoidable. As you
have been forgiven, you forgive others. As God has dealt
with you "unfairly," that is. He has loved you when you did
not deserve it, you begin to love your enemies.
What will this love look like? There are dozens of
possibilities. Sometimes it will take the form of
confronting the person, either by letter or in person.
Sometimes it will take the form of praying for the

perpetrator and not giving up hope for full reconciliation.
Sometimes it will take the form of calling the pastor and
911 for help in the middle of a crisis. Sometimes it will
take the form of ministering truth and grace to people
suffering similar woes. God's love can inspire many
creative initiatives.
Responders Who Love God. At the last supper Jesus told
the disciples that they were soon to experience great grief;
but shortly after that pain there would be a joy which could
never be stolen, even during the tremendous persecutions
all of them were to face.
I tell you the truth; you will weep and mourn while the
world rejoices. You will grieve, but your grief will turn to
joy. A woman giving birth to a child has pain because her
time has come; but when her baby is born she forgets the
anguish because of her joy that a child is born into the
world. So with you: Now is your time of grief, but I will
see you again and you will rejoice, and no one will ever
take away your joy (John 16:20-22).
How could this be: constant joy overlaid with grief and
pain? Certainly, it is a difficult experience to describe; but
it is true nonetheless. It is because we worship the risen
Lord. Jesus is alive. No matter what happens to us, our
great God reigns. Personal hardships and afflictions
cannot mute the resurrection. The greatest joy of the
Christian is God himself and the fact that nothing can
separate us from Him.
Evidence of this joy in suffering can be found at the
funerals of many of God's people. For example, consider
the following comments given by the family of a child
who died of cancer.
Lend your heaven-song to ours from earth, dear son, and
worship Him whose love constrained Him to die for the
likes of us so that you could enter into the paradise you
now enjoy so much and live forever with him. We miss
you but "we'll be strong, and carry on, till the day when
we'll see you, up in heaven." There is great sorrow because
of the loss of a dear friend or loved one. There might even
be anger because death is an intruder that doesn't belong in
God's creation. But there is also joy. Joy in knowing that
the one who died is home. Joy in knowing that in the
resurrection of Jesus the greatest enemy, the most
profound cause of suffering, death itself, "has been
swallowed up in victory" (I Corinthians 15:54).
There are, indeed, realities deeper than our pain. The
understanding love of Jesus who became a man,
forgiveness of sins, knowledge that God has a purpose;
these are glory-weights that change our suffering. But the
greatest of all glory-weights is God himself. To know Him
as the true God who is to be worshiped and adored is the
greatest glory-weight for any sufferer. It doesn't end our
temporal grief and pain, but it means that we neither exalt
our pain nor ignore it. We exalt God amid pain.
"I consider that our present sufferings are not worth
comparing with the glory that will be revealed in us
(Romans 8:18).

Propositions about the Problem of Suffering
The church needs a confession of faith for counselling that
will define what Christians should and should not believe
about the problem of suffering. Here are preliminary
statements that I hope will be refined through a process of
discussion.
! Pain and suffering entered the world after Adam's sin.
We affirm that although we did not actually,
voluntarily participate in Adam's sin; we share in
Adam's guilt and depravity. Therefore, we are never
innocent sufferers; that pain is now a permanent part
of earthly existence because of the curse of God on sin;
that pain extends to the believer and unbeliever alike
that pain is an intruder on God's creation, and it will
one day be banished by Christ; that pain, like sin, is a
mysterious presence in our world that cannot be fully
understood; We deny that God is the author of sin (sin
being the cause of suffering); that pain is ever the
cause of sin.
! Pain and suffering are variously attributed to Satan,
Adam's sin, our own personal sin, being sinned against
by others, and God himself; We affirm that Scripture
emphasizes how to live obediently in suffering rather
than how to discern the precise cause of suffering; We
deny that suffering is always a direct result of our own
personal sin.
! Regardless of the cause, pain and suffering call for
compassion from God's people; We affirm that Jesus
was filled with compassion for those who suffered;
and as imitators of Jesus, the church also responds with
compassion; that compassion is both word and deed;
that compassion includes encouraging those in pain to
speak honestly to the Lord; We deny that compassions
a "stage" in counselling; It is, from first to last, our
attitude toward those who suffer.
! God is over all things, including pain and suffering;
We affirm that God is above Satan, sin, and
"accidents." By the time suffering gets to us, it is
God's will for our lives; that suffering leads us to
humble dependence on God; We deny that God's
sovereignty in suffering in any way diminishes His
great love for His people.
! The gospel of Jesus changes everything in our world,
including our suffering; We affirm that in the
sufferings of Jesus we find a suffering that is deeper
than our own; that in the gospel Jesus comes to us as a
priest who thoroughly understands our pain; that
redemption is the deepest human need. Our sin
problem far outweighs our suffering. As such, the
blessings of redemption are deeper than our suffering;
that suffering is purposeful. It tests and exposes the
human heart, and it is "good" in that it can strengthen
believers and mould them into the image of Christ;
that Christians may suffer more than unbelievers.
They will suffer more because their compassion will
extend beyond the boundaries of themselves or their
families, and they may suffer for righteousness sake;
that suffering leads to hope. As we grow through
suffering, we learn to be dissatisfied with the present
world and anticipate eternity. We look less to the cause
of suffering and more to our risen redeemer
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