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Preface

We have all experienced suffering.  Too often though, we leave unexamined the 
spiritual implications of  these difficult life events.  In this book we will seek to gain 
an understanding of  suffering within the framework of  God’s will through a topi-
cal study of  Scripture.  In the process, we may begin to place our own experiences 
within the context of  a Christian mystery that delivers redemption from affliction, 
hope from anguish, and power from weakness.

But he was pierced for our transgressions, he was crushed for our iniquities; the 
punishment that brought us peace was upon him, and by his wounds we are 
healed.
Isaiah 53:5

Numerous people have asked why I took on such a daunting task.  My first re-
sponse was to consider such questions irrelevant.  The work exists regardless of  the 
reasons why, I reasoned.  However, on further reflection, it became apparent that 
my motivations and experiences are indeed germane to a proper understanding of  
this manuscript.

The primary motivation was the diagnosis of  pancreatic cancer in one of  my 
nearest and dearest friends, Steve Jasper, followed by his suffering and death over 
the following two and a half  years.  People deal with devastating events such as 
this in many different ways.  As for myself, the grief, sorrow and shock had to be 
integrated into my faith in Jesus Christ or that faith would come to an end.

Steve died with a courage and dignity that must have rested upon a foundation 
of  grace.  This work is offered in Steve’s memory, with great thankfulness for the 
twenty-three years of  friendship that we shared both at work and play.
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Suffering exists across a tremendous scope of  experience and at an enormous 
range of  intensity.  We all have some idea of  its power.  I simply couldn’t ignore 
the challenge that its icy grip made on my faith.  So, in God’s great mercy, the 
Holy Spirit’s power enabled me to see this journey through.  May He be forever 
praised!
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C H A P T E R  1

Beginning the Journey

Opening Thoughts
In one sense, for an individual living in one of  the wealthiest nations in the world 
to interpret the experience of  suffering is absurd.  Though suffering is a universal 
experience, its magnitude varies vastly.  One need pay only trivial attention to 
world news to be aware that suffering at a magnitude beyond our comprehension 
is commonplace.  Thus, for someone who has experienced so little of  suffering to 
dare seek to interpret it smacks of  arrogance and folly.
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In another sense, to interpret the experience of  suffering within the context of  
a “language” that has something positive to communicate could appear to be noth-
ing short of  a disgrace.  Suffering hurts.  One of  the most powerful imperatives of  
human progress is to find ways of  avoiding suffering.  Consider the drives to mas-
ter agriculture, architecture, medicine and economic growth.  Is not the avoidance 
of  suffering the primary driving force behind the massive, sustained effort that civi-
lizations have invested in these pursuits?

Thus, one is tempted to view suffering as a totally negative experience.  In this 
case the only legitimate attitude towards it is scorn and the only moral response is 
to banish it from human experience.  And these responses are correct, expressing 
the best of  human goodness if  they are applied universally as opposed to as a 
zero-sum game in which we seek the reduction of  our own individual or group suf-
fering at the expense of  increased suffering to others.

And yet, there are reasons to consider suffering in a different light than all of  
these considerations would lead us to conclude.  For example, suffering has some-
times proved to be a crucible experience, leading to insight and character growth 
that has changed both individual lives and entire civilizations for the better.  Seek-
ing to understand the dynamic by which that which is so bad can lead to results 
that are good is clearly a legitimate pursuit.

But ultimately, the concept of  suffering as a potentially positive experience 
must be investigated because it is at the very center of  Christianity.  Try as we do 
to avert our eyes, suffering stares down at us from the tree upon which our Savior 
was transfixed.  It calls out to us from the fall, from the experience of  patriarch 
and matriarch, prophet, apostle and disciple.  Thus, its presence permeates both 
the Old and New Testaments of  the Bible.  And so, we are compelled to seek out 
its meaning and purpose.

We must do so with humility.  We may have suffered so little that we cannot 
plumb its true depths.  And yet, if  suffering is a language through which God 
chooses to communicate then we must try to better understand.  Let’s do so at 
whatever level of  suffering we have experienced, seeking to better know Him who 
loves us.
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Suffering in God’s Word
If  the experience of  suffering does indeed permeate the Bible then it should be 

easy to find examples.  This is the case.  For example, using the New International 
Version (NIV) text, any form of  the word “suffer” (e.g., suffer, suffers, suffering, 
etc.) occurs 59 times in the Old and 86 times in the New Testament.  The Inter-
preter’s Dictionary of  the Bible article on this topic contains over 60 Old and 210 New 
Testament biblical references.  Thus, the real difficulty is to select a subset of  repre-
sentative examples.

It’s also clear that interest in the topic of  suffering increases drastically from the 
Old to the New Testaments.  Using the number of  occurrences as counted by 
word usage or biblical reference, and taking into account that the Old Testament 
is approximately three times longer than the New, then the “density” of  suffering 
in the New Testament is between four and ten times that of  the Old. 

This result shouldn’t be surprising given that the central event of  Christianity 
involves suffering at a depth that recedes into the darkest infinity and at a scope 
that encompasses the entire creation.  Christ’s suffering reached its climax on the 
cross.  But the incarnation itself  involved the setting aside of  His rightful glory to 
accept hatred, hunger, exhaustion, torture and death.  As summarized by the Apos-
tle Paul in Philippians 2:6-8:

who, though he was in the form of God, did not count equality with God a thing 
to be grasped, but emptied himself, taking the form of a servant, being born in 
the likeness of men. And being found in human form he humbled himself and be-
came obedient unto death, even death on a cross.

Thus one of  the first post-resurrection theological problems facing the Apostles 
was to understand how the suffering of  God had been transformed into the salva-
tion of  the world.

Before Christ, suffering was just one of  many experiences that required placing 
into the context of  relationship with God.  Thus, it was important but not central.  
And yet, at the peak of  Old Testament theology, its prophets discerned the mysteri-

7



ous, amazing dialectic resolution by which God synthesizes suffering and love into 
a means of  salvation.

Consider Joseph, who had experienced profound suffering caused by the be-
trayal of  his brothers, separation from his beloved father, false accusations by his 
master’s wife and near extinction in the depths of  Egypt’s dungeons.  Then, after 
having risen to the peak of  power in Egypt, to a position that would allow any ret-
ribution he desired upon his brothers, God’s synthesis between suffering and love 
is revealed from the depths of  Joseph’s heart (Genesis 50:19,20).

But Joseph said to them, “Fear not, for am I in the place of God? As for you, you 
meant evil against me; but God meant it for good, to bring it about that many 
people should be kept alive, as they are today.

The Everest peak of  the Old Testament occurs in Isaiah, where the prophet 
sees not just into the synthesis, but beyond to the Person by whom it will be ulti-
mately, eternally completed (Isaiah 53:4-6).

Surely he has borne our griefs
    and carried our sorrows;
yet we esteemed him stricken,
    smitten by God, and afflicted.
But he was wounded for our transgressions,
    he was bruised for our iniquities;
upon him was the chastisement that made us whole,
    and with his stripes we are healed.
All we like sheep have gone astray;
    we have turned every one to his own way;
and the Lord has laid on him
    the iniquity of us all.

And so, both Old and New Testaments point towards new, unexplored possibili-
ties for the experience of  suffering.
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Suffering is a language.  God’s Word is made up of  words.  But they are like the 
tip of  an iceberg, visible tokens of  something vastly larger.  That is, the words 
point to experience that constitutes a deeper language than the words themselves 
can support.  Thus, the experience of  suffering is actually a language through 
which God conveys teachings that are too deep and immense to be contained in 
mere words.

A word of  caution is in order here.  These thoughts are self-evidently true, but 
also easily prone to be misused.  Just to be absolutely clear, the experiences in-
ferred from the words of  the Bible cannot contradict the clear meaning of  the 
words themselves (or the words from other places in the Bible).  In other words, 
the words themselves in God’s Word have absolute first authority in terms of  theo-
logical interpretation.  However, within the context of  this clear understanding we 
are free to explore the deeper implications of  experience that the words point to.  
We must do so with great humility and care, giving ourselves over to the gentle, 
sure guidance of  the Holy Spirit.

As we study the Biblical record, let’s focus on the experience of  suffering, seek-
ing to gain insight into this deeper language.  We’ll also have to examine our own 
experiences of  suffering.  The light of  God’s Word will illuminate this topic in 
ways too wonderful to imagine.  Let’s begin the journey.
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C H A P T E R  2

Creation, The Fall and 
Suffering’s Beginning

The Expulsion of  Adam and Eve from Paradise (by Benjamin West, National Gallery of  Art)

Opening Thoughts
The Bible contains approximately 31,100 verses, 61 of  which occur prior to 

Original Sin that ushers suffering into the human condition.  However, 26 of  these 
61 verses deal with events prior to the creation of  humans.  Therefore, God’s 
Word spends only 35 verses out of  31,100 (or barely more than one part in a thou-
sand) dealing with the pre-sin/suffering human condition.
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We should not be surprised by this result.  God’s purpose in providing His 
Word is to deal with our condition as it is as opposed to dwelling on what once 
was.  These 35 verses are all that’s required to give context to our current state and 
illuminate what has been lost.  An understanding of  both is necessary in order to 
begin our journey.

There has been great debate and worse over how the Creation Story should be 
interpreted.  Without rehearsing the many positions, I will simply state that the ser-
vant is not greater than his Master.  So, I note that Jesus Christ, my Lord and Sav-
ior, quotes the Creation Story as a settled matter of  Scriptural fact.  That is, He 
used the story as an authoritative rendering of  God’s dealings with humankind.  It 
simply will not do for a Christian to on one hand claim allegiance to Christ as 
LORD and God and on the other hand suggest that He was a simple wise but lim-
ited man of  ca. AD 30.  So, I will here treat the story as an event that actually oc-
curred, drawing all possible meaning from it that the Spirit will allow, and leave 
the rest in God’s hands.

The passages of  Scripture considered here are dominated by the stark contrast 
between the beautiful light of  God’s intention for human existence and the hor-
rific transformation to darkness wrought by our rebellion.  And so, we are allowed 
to witness the exact moment at which suffering entered into human experience.  
This event is surely the fountainhead from which all subsequent tragedies, with 
their associated suffering, flow.  But if  we listen prayerfully, with the help of  the 
Holy Spirit, perhaps we will also hear the first halting whispers of  the language of  suf-
fering.

Exposition
Genesis 1:1, 27-31
1 In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth.

In the beginning there was God.  There were no heavens, there was no earth, 
and there certainly was no us.  This is the exclusive point of  reference by which we 
must navigate our way through God’s Word as we consider the question of  suffer-
ing.  Every thought that we have, event that we consider, breath that we take – eve-
rything – is there only because God created.
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27 So God created man in his own image, in the image of God he created him; 
male and female he created them. 28 And God blessed them, and God said to 
them, “Be fruitful and multiply, and fill the earth and subdue it; and have domin-
ion over the fish of the sea and over the birds of the air and over every living 
thing that moves upon the earth.” 29 And God said, “Behold, I have given you 
every plant yielding seed which is upon the face of all the earth, and every tree 
with seed in its fruit; you shall have them for food. 30 And to every beast of the 
earth, and to every bird of the air, and to everything that creeps on the earth, 
everything that has the breath of life, I have given every green plant for food.” 
And it was so. 31 And God saw everything that he had made, and behold, it 
was very good. And there was evening and there was morning, a sixth day.

On the sixth day God’s creation reaches its pinnacle – humankind.  We are cre-
ated in the image of  God.  The closest example of  a being created “in our im-
age” is that of  a biological child.   Although clearly different in kind rather than 
just degree, the intimacy, love, protectiveness, nurture and delight felt by parent for 
child, and the reciprocal response of  child to parent, goes far towards illuminating 
the relationship that God intended between humankind and Himself.

Note also that in this first version of  the human creation account there is no ref-
erence to the tree of  the knowledge of  good and evil or commands limiting 
human action.  This is as it should be, for this narrative is exclusively about God’s 
mighty acts of  creation.  This passage invites us to worship with the Psalmist: The 
heavens are telling the glory of  God; and the firmament proclaims his 
handiwork (Psalm 19:1).

Genesis 2
1 Thus the heavens and the earth were finished, and all the host of them. 2 And 
on the seventh day God finished his work which he had done, and he rested on 
the seventh day from all his work which he had done.

Here ends the first creation account.  God has finished, and all that is necessary 
for an eternal relationship of  peace and love with humankind is in place.  Every-
thing in creation points to the glory of  Him who brought it into being.  But eons 
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later the tragic words would have to be burned into Scripture through the passion 
of  an Apostle of  Christ: Ever since the creation of  the world his invisible 
nature, namely, his eternal power and deity, has been clearly per-
ceived in the things that have been made. So they are without excuse  
(Romans 1:20).

We now begin the second creation account.

4 These are the generations of the heavens and the earth when they were cre-
ated. In the day that the Lord God made the earth and the heavens, 5 when no 
plant of the field was yet in the earth and no herb of the field had yet sprung 
up—for the Lord God had not caused it to rain upon the earth, and there was no 
man to till the ground; 6 but a mist went up from the earth and watered the 
whole face of the ground— 7 then the Lord God formed man of dust from the 
ground, and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life; and man became a living 
being.

In this creation account the focus is on man starting in the second verse.  The 
primary focus is to trace the rise and fall of  humankind.  Once again we are struck 
by the wonderful intimacy of  God breathing life itself  directly into man’s nostrils.  

Our God is infinitely above and yet intimately in love.

8 And the Lord God planted a garden in Eden, in the east; and there he put the 
man whom he had formed. 9 And out of the ground the Lord God made to grow 
every tree that is pleasant to the sight and good for food, the tree of life also in 
the midst of the garden, and the tree of the knowledge of good and evil.

And so the LORD God brings into being objects that constitute bounds on hu-
man freedom.  It is not the objects but rather our choice to sin that causes the fall 
and the beginning of  suffering.  

10 A river flowed out of Eden to water the garden, and there it divided and be-
came four rivers. 11 The name of the first is Pishon; it is the one which flows 
around the whole land of Hav′ilah, where there is gold; 12 and the gold of that 
land is good; bdellium and onyx stone are there. 13 The name of the second 
river is Gihon; it is the one which flows around the whole land of Cush. 14 And 
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the name of the third river is Tigris, which flows east of Assyria. And the fourth 
river is the Euphra′tes.

15 The Lord God took the man and put him in the garden of Eden to till it and 
keep it. 16 And the Lord God commanded the man, saying, “You may freely eat 
of every tree of the garden; 17 but of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil 
you shall not eat, for in the day that you eat of it you shall die.”

18 Then the Lord God said, “It is not good that the man should be alone; I will 
make him a helper fit for him.” 19 So out of the ground the Lord God formed 
every beast of the field and every bird of the air, and brought them to the man to 
see what he would call them; and whatever the man called every living creature, 
that was its name. 20 The man gave names to all cattle, and to the birds of the 
air, and to every beast of the field;

Note once again the care that God shows for the man’s needs and the easy fa-
miliarity, the immediacy of  their relationship.  How we long to recapture this close-
ness with God! 

but for the man there was not found a helper fit for him. 21 So the Lord God 
caused a deep sleep to fall upon the man, and while he slept took one of his ribs 
and closed up its place with flesh; 22 and the rib which the Lord God had taken 
from the man he made into a woman and brought her to the man. 23 Then the 
man said,
“This at last is bone of my bones
    and flesh of my flesh;
she shall be called Woman,
    because she was taken out of Man.”
24 Therefore a man leaves his father and his mother and cleaves to his wife, and 
they become one flesh.

Here we have placed before us another clear boundary marker, reiterated by Je-
sus Christ Himself  in the most literal possible manner: He answered, “Have 
you not read that he who made them from the beginning made them 
male and female, and said, ‘For this reason a man shall leave his fa-
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ther and mother and be joined to his wife, and the two shall become 
one flesh’? So they are no longer two but one flesh. What therefore 
God has joined together, let not man put asunder.” (Matthew 19:4-6).  As 
we will see in the immediately following passage, the temptation to defy God’s 
boundaries can rest on what looks at the immediate moment like the best of  mo-
tives.  It is only with the unfolding of  unforeseen consequences that we may realize 
the damage that has been done.

25 And the man and his wife were both naked, and were not ashamed.

Their attitude towards nakedness is used as an indicator of  innocence.  Here, 
before the fall, their shamelessness towards nakedness conveys their general state 
of  total innocence.

Genesis 3
1 Now the serpent was more subtle than any other wild creature that the Lord 
God had made. He said to the woman, “Did God say, ‘You shall not eat of any 
tree of the garden’?”

The craftiness of  the serpent as a case study in the art of  temptation bears care-
ful consideration.  Although this dreadful event plays itself  out in a matter of  min-
utes, we should consider the likelihood that the serpent had been patiently observ-
ing and scheming for a considerable period prior to the actual attack.

Perhaps he had observed the woman glancing with desire at the fruit of  the 
tree of  the knowledge of  good and evil.  And in Adam, a growing desire to please 
his mate that had equaled or surpassed his desire to please God.  Possibly in both 
he had detected a familiarity with the LORD God, in which they presumed too 
much on the benefits of  their relationship, thus attenuating the fear of  the LORD, 
which is the beginning of  all wisdom.

Whatever the reasons, the serpent hit them at their greatest points of  weakness.  
This is all too often the case for the temptations that come slithering into our lives.  
Whom of  us in our mid-lives or later can’t look back with grief  on the wreckage 
wrought by succumbing to temptations that should have been repulsed, but were 
allowed in because they hit at our weakest point?
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2 And the woman said to the serpent, “We may eat of the fruit of the trees of the 
garden; 3 but God said, ‘You shall not eat of the fruit of the tree which is in the 
midst of the garden, neither shall you touch it, lest you die.’” 4 But the serpent 
said to the woman, “You will not die. 5 For God knows that when you eat of it 
your eyes will be opened, and you will be like God, knowing good and evil.”

And so arrives the last moment of  our innocence, in which it falls under the fi-
nal hammer blows of  temptation.  In a single evil drenched sentence God’s mo-
tives are undermined and the ultimate delusional goal stimulates our own grasping 
pride – you will be like God, and then we fall.

6 So when the woman saw that the tree was good for food, and that it was a de-
light to the eyes, and that the tree was to be desired to make one wise, she took 
of its fruit and ate; and she also gave some to her husband, and he ate.

We can only wonder what transaction occurred at this tragic moment.  Was the 
fruit as delicious as it looked, or did it taste putrid, providing intimation of  what 
was to come?

If  this was an act of  “free will” then it was humanity’s last.  For, after this we 
would be slaves of  sin (Romans 6:20) and dead through the trespasses 
and sins (Ephesians 2:1).  That is, what remained of  our “free will” was utterly 
incapable of  choosing righteousness.  Thus, it was only by the invasion of  Christ’s 
righteousness into our lives that we could ever again stand justified before God.

7 Then the eyes of both were opened, and they knew that they were naked; and 
they sewed fig leaves together and made themselves aprons.

This is the moment at which suffering entered the human experience – in 
shame of  their nakedness.  In the twinkling of  an eye their attitude had been trans-
formed from innocent and free to defiled and enslaved.  The cascade of  unex-
pected, dreadful emotions must have overwhelmed them.  One can only wonder 
that they maintained the presence of  mind to create makeshift coverings for the 
sources of  their shame.

8 And they heard the sound of the Lord God walking in the garden in the cool of 
the day, and the man and his wife hid themselves from the presence of the Lord 

16



God among the trees of the garden. 9 But the Lord God called to the man, and 
said to him, “Where are you?”

Their reckoning with the LORD God is immediate and inexorable.  We some-
times imagine in our folly that ours is not inexorable because it is not immediate.

10 And he said, “I heard the sound of thee in the garden, and I was afraid, be-
cause I was naked; and I hid myself.”

Our relationship with God is now shown to be broken.  Whereas once we met 
Him with the confidence of  a beloved child we now cringe before Him in fear.  In 
time that fear will turn to anger and the anger to loathing.  The crack will expand 
quickly into an impassable chasm. Praise be to God that He did not leave unan-
swered the question that burned so deeply after the fall: What a wretched man 
I am! Who will rescue me from this body of  death? (Romans 7:24).

11 He said, “Who told you that you were naked? Have you eaten of the tree of 
which I commanded you not to eat?” 12 The man said, “The woman whom thou 
gavest to be with me, she gave me fruit of the tree, and I ate.”

A more pitiful, shameful response can hardly be imagined.  It’s her fault…no; actu-
ally it’s your fault, LORD God, for putting her here with me!

13 Then the Lord God said to the woman, “What is this that you have done?” 
The woman said, “The serpent beguiled me, and I ate.”

The woman has the dignity to state with partial honestly what happened and 
take responsibility.

14 The Lord God said to the serpent,
“Because you have done this,
    cursed are you above all cattle,
    and above all wild animals;
upon your belly you shall go,
    and dust you shall eat
    all the days of your life.
15 I will put enmity between you and the woman,
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    and between your seed and her seed;
he shall bruise your head,
    and you shall bruise his heel.”

What is true for the corrupters of  individual children must be massively more 
true for the corruptor of  humanity: It would be better for him if  a mill-
stone were hung round his neck and he were cast into the sea, than 
that he should cause one of  these little ones to sin. (Luke 17:2).

16 To the woman he said,
“I will greatly multiply your pain in childbearing;
    in pain you shall bring forth children,
yet your desire shall be for your husband,
    and he shall rule over you.”
17 And to Adam he said,
“Because you have listened to the voice of your wife,
    and have eaten of the tree
of which I commanded you,
    ‘You shall not eat of it,’
cursed is the ground because of you;
    in toil you shall eat of it all the days of your life;
18 thorns and thistles it shall bring forth to you;
    and you shall eat the plants of the field.
19 In the sweat of your face
    you shall eat bread
till you return to the ground,
    for out of it you were taken;
you are dust,
    and to dust you shall return.”
20 The man called his wife’s name Eve, because she was the mother of all living.

This passage may appear to be the first and defining instance of  “sinners in the 
hand of  an angry God,” and it is.  But if  we listen carefully, down to the implica-
tions of  the experience that God is creating for Adam and the Eve, we will begin 
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to hear a strange new language that can teach hope and humility through pain, 
preparing our souls to cry out for and then receive a Savior.

21 And the Lord God made for Adam and for his wife garments of skins, and 
clothed them.

We take our leave from this story on a note of  hope.  The LORD God has 
doled out punishment for our sin.  But now He takes action to care for our needs.  
This is but the first of  many instances throughout Scripture in which it is God who 
takes the initiative to mend the brokenness between Himself  and humankind.  We 
are at best slow to respond and unreliable in our commitment.  But the LORD 
God is relentless in seeking us out while never compromising His holiness.

Closing Thoughts
So, God has both brought suffering into existence and began to provide for our 

needs within its confines.  This is the larger story within which the language of  suf-
fering lives.  We do not seek out suffering as a positive good.  Jesus in His ministry 
of  healing and feeding made it clear that the alleviation of  suffering is a holy call-
ing.  But we do know that in this world suffering cannot be avoided.  And so, 
rather than resigning ourselves to it, or worse, allowing it to make us bitter, we ask 
the question: If  God placed suffering in the world did He intend that it should 
have a redeeming purpose?  The stories of  suffering throughout Scripture, culmi-
nating with Calvary speak a resounding Yes to that question.  It is a hard answer 
to bear.  But bear it we must if  we are to enter more deeply into relationship with 
Him who loves us.
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C H A P T E R  3

Job’s Suffering and 
Encounter with the LORD

Satan before the Lord, by Corrado Giaquinto, circa 1750

Opening Thoughts
A cursory overview of  the Book of  Job might lead to the conclusion that this 

book is superfluous.  After all, Job is about a man who suffers terribly, demands an-
swers to the mysteries of  suffering from God Himself  and receives a detailed reply 
– four entire chapters worth!
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To the frustration of  many, God doesn’t answer even one of  Job’s questions 
about the reasons for and meaning of  suffering.  Instead, God asks Job an over-
whelming series of  questions that appear to be totally unrelated to the issue at 
hand.  Or are they?  As we move through these texts, perhaps there is more to be 
gained if  we consider the limitation of  language to convey answers to the deepest 
of  questions.

Once again a note of  caution is in order.  If  you think that you have learned 
something via other means that contradicts the clear meaning of  the words of  
Scripture, then it is you, not Scripture who is in error.  The words of  Scripture are 
the measure against which all theology, practice, etc. must be measured.

Exposition
Job was a blameless man who had been blessed with family, wealth, health and 

friends.  Satan accused Job of  being good only because of  the blessings that God 
had bestowed upon him.  So God and Satan entered into a bargain in which Sa-
tan could take everything from Job except his life to see if  Job would curse God.  

Satan visited terrible tragedies and great personal suffering on Job.  To make 
matters worse, three of  Job’s friends arrived to comfort him.  But they ended up 
trying to convince Job that he was guilty of  some great sin that had brought on all 
of  this suffering.  Job denied their arguments and demanded a hearing with God 
Himself.  Finally, a fourth, younger friend ferociously tore into Job.

It was at this point that the LORD arrived, in a storm.  After all that Job had 
been through we might have expected that the storm was for those so-called 
friends.  But Job was to find out that it’s one thing to demand a hearing with God 
and quite another to be granted one.

Job 30:15-31
This heart-rending passage is the protest of  a man in the grip of  dreadful suffer-

ing to a silent, but omnipresent, almighty God.

   15 Terrors are turned upon me;
    my honor is pursued as by the wind,
    and my prosperity has passed away like a cloud.
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The disasters that took Job’s children, possessions, health, community standing 
– everything of  value – descended out of  nowhere.  How could he but feel terror 
of  the unknown power that was conspiring against him?

And what was left of  his dignity?  His closest friends were convinced that he 
was deserving of  this ruin.  What of  those who had envied his success and good 
fortune?  All that had seemed so firm had evaporated beneath him.

16 “And now my soul is poured out within me;
    days of affliction have taken hold of me.
17  The night racks my bones,
    and the pain that gnaws me takes no rest.

There is no escape; day and night both hold their own distinctive manner of  
misery.

18 With violence it seizes my garment;
    it binds me about like the collar of my tunic.
19 God has cast me into the mire,
    and I have become like dust and ashes.

In our discussion of  the Creation story we noted the loving intimacy between 
God and humans, with God bowing low to form the man from the dust of  
the ground and breathed into his nostrils the breath of  life, and the 
man became a living being (Genesis 2:6).  We then witnessed the horrifying 
events that shattered this relationship.  

Here we see clear evidence of  the extent of  that brokenness in Job’s response to 
his suffering.  God’s intimacy has been debased in Job’s mind to that of  a brutal as-
sailant.  The same man who was capable of  saying at the news that his livestock, 
servants and children had been lost (Job 1:21):

 And he said, “Naked I came from my mother’s womb, and naked shall I return; 
the Lord gave, and the Lord has taken away; blessed be the name of the Lord.”

was now so broken down by suffering that all confidence in the goodness of  God 
appears to have vanished.  This is the suffering that God sentenced to humankind 
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in general after the fall, and that he specifically allowed Satan to inflict upon Job.  
What answer could we possibly give to Job that would restore his faith in God’s 
goodness?

20 I cry to thee and thou dost not answer me;
    I stand, and thou dost not heed me.
21 Thou hast turned cruel to me;
    with the might of thy hand thou dost persecute me.
22 Thou liftest me up on the wind, thou makest me ride on it,
    and thou tossest me about in the roar of the storm.
23 Yea, I know that thou wilt bring me to death,
    and to the house appointed for all living.

The theme of  this exposition has been the counter-intuitive potential for suffer-
ing to foster good, the greatest of  which is the ability to acknowledge one’s need 
for God’s salvation.  But this theme is counter-intuitive because it explores the ex-
ception, not the rule.  This passage ushers us into the black night of  suffering, the 
very negative of  where we have been exploring.

This is the tragic destination for the sufferer or witness to suffering who has 
known God, but comes to believe that God must be evil, or at the very least totally 
uncaring, to let such events occur.  What follows is a terrible bitterness, anger and 
hatred of  God that is impervious to the most eloquent words of  faith.  They are in 
a place of  desolation that can be reached only by the most powerful spiritual re-
sources. May we who have never faced such trials be preserved from passing judg-
ment.

24 “Yet does not one in a heap of ruins stretch out his hand,
    and in his disaster cry for help?
25 Did not I weep for him whose day was hard?
    Was not my soul grieved for the poor?
26 But when I looked for good, evil came;
    and when I waited for light, darkness came.

It is as if  Job is comparing his sense of  pity and justice to God’s; and finding 
God’s to be the poorer.

23



27 My heart is in turmoil, and is never still;
    days of affliction come to meet me.
28 I go about blackened, but not by the sun;
    I stand up in the assembly, and cry for help.
29 I am a brother of jackals,
    and a companion of ostriches.
30 My skin turns black and falls from me,
    and my bones burn with heat.
31 My lyre is turned to mourning,
    and my pipe to the voice of those who weep.

A final torrent of  pain ends one of  the most harrowing, confounding chapters 
in the Bible.  Has ever an atheist or skeptic set up a more convincing scenario to 
shatter our faith in God’s goodness?  Add here it is, right in the middle of  God’s 
very WORD!  What in the world is God up to? … He is up to lessons more profound 
than we could ever imagine.

Job 31:6
6 Let me be weighed in a just balance,
    and let God know my integrity!

If  only he could get a hearing from this persecuting Deity he would convince 
God of  the error of  His ways!

Job 38:1-7, 31-36
In chapters 32 through 37 Job silently suffers the relentless diatribe of  the 

younger man, Elihu.  This would have been a terrible insult in a culture that re-
vered elders.  Whereas he had energetically debated his other three contemporary 
friends into submission, Elihu holds the field unopposed.  One has the sense that 
by the time Elihu speaks up Job is a spent force, nothing more than the husk of  
what once was a warm, proud man.

But, without missing a beat, just as Elihu completes his six-chapter harangue, 
the LORD Himself  arrives on the scene.  Has there ever been a man in worse 
shape to confront the LORD of  the universe?  Suffering has destroyed every re-
source that Job could have possibly drawn upon to meet this challenge – his dig-
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nity, self-respect, family, friends, success, standing, rightness with God Himself  – 
he was ground down to absolute zero. 

So, is now the time for a loving God to begin the process of  restoring Job’s 
soul?  No, it is not.  It’s not because absolute zero is simply the absence of  every-
thing.  What’s required is the presence of  an acknowledged, excruciating negative 
– the recognized need for God the Savior to fill the infinite negative void of  our 
soul.  And so, God speaks to Job in love, although we in our sentimentalized cul-
ture are often incapable of  recognizing it as such any longer.

1 Then the Lord answered Job out of the whirlwind:
2 “Who is this that darkens counsel by words without knowledge?
3 Gird up your loins like a man,
    I will question you, and you shall declare to me.

The impact of  the LORD’s arrival must have been awesome in every dimen-
sion of  experience.  The combination of  vast natural and supernatural forces with 
the LORD’s own angry WORDs booming like thunder into this beaten man’s con-
sciousness could only bring on a terror that is beyond our poor ability to imagine.

The LORD’s first words (v. 2) set the theme for what is to follow.  But the next 
phrase, “brace yourself  like a man,” is striking; for it addresses Job as an entity 
that is capable of  dignity, of  honor – a man – So God created man in his own 
image, in the image of  God he created him; male and female he cre-
ated them (Genesis 1:27).

4 “Where were you when I laid the foundation of the earth?
    Tell me, if you have understanding.
5 Who determined its measurements—surely you know!
    Or who stretched the line upon it?
6 On what were its bases sunk,
    or who laid its cornerstone,
7 when the morning stars sang together,
    and all the sons of God shouted for joy?
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The cascade of  impossible questions continues for four chapters.  They remain 
unanswerable even today.  But what do they have to do with Job’s situation?  Why 
is Job in the dock?  It is God who willed suffering into existence, who unleashed Sa-
tan to inflict this terrible suffering on Job.  

Even though it doesn’t seem to make sense, let’s follow the thread of  thought to 
see where it leads.  The LORD has accused Job (and us?) of  darkening his 
counsel with words without knowledge.  He’s now asked a series of  ques-
tions that Job and we can’t begin to answer, but that clearly the LORD can.  So, 
we can agree that the LORD does have more knowledge than do we.

31 “Can you bind the chains of the Plei′ades,
    or loose the cords of Orion?
32 Can you lead forth the Maz′zaroth in their season,
    or can you guide the Bear with its children?
33 Do you know the ordinances of the heavens?
    Can you establish their rule on the earth?
34 “Can you lift up your voice to the clouds,
    that a flood of waters may cover you?
35 Can you send forth lightnings, that they may go
    and say to you, ‘Here we are’?
36 Who has put wisdom in the clouds,
    or given understanding to the mists?

The unanswerable questions continue.  The cumulative impact can only be felt 
by reading these four stunning chapters in one sitting.  They have a terrible beauty 
that both draws one in while simultaneously eliciting a sense of  holy fear.

Job 40:1-14
1 And the Lord said to Job:
2 “Shall a faultfinder contend with the Almighty?
    He who argues with God, let him answer it.”

The LORD demands an answer from Job.  Now is the moment that Job has 
been waiting for, the moment when he can throw all of  God’s injustice back in His 
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face.  He’s rehearsed his lines; he’s sharpened his arguments against the best that 
his friends could give.  

The skeptic in us feels that God is guilty of  making bad things to happen to a 
good man.  These questions appear to be just a smoke screen, a change of  subject.  
All Job has to do is make his case and the jig will be up for God.

3 Then Job answered the Lord:
4 “Behold, I am of small account; what shall I answer thee?
    I lay my hand on my mouth.
5 I have spoken once, and I will not answer;
    twice, but I will proceed no further.”

The skeptic is let down with a resounding thud.  There will be no comeup-
pance for the LORD who willed suffering into our existence.  Job has completely 
lost his nerve.  But what could we expect from a man ground down to a mere pulp 
by this bully God (so says the skeptic).  God has won and the story is over…

6 Then the Lord answered Job out of the whirlwind:
7 “Gird up your loins like a man;
    I will question you, and you declare to me.

But what is this?  The LORD isn’t finished with Job.  Why continue, He’s won?  
Even more inexplicably the LORD again addresses Job with the honorable title of  
a man who must stand to answer questions from the LORD.

8 Will you even put me in the wrong?
    Will you condemn me that you may be justified?

These questions strike deep.  The LORD has established beyond any doubt the 
unbounded distance between our knowledge and His.  Isn’t it likely that One with 
access to all information would be immeasurably better positioned to know real jus-
tice than those who by their own admission know only a infinitesimal fraction?  
And of  that fraction that we think we know, how much of  it is certain?  Perhaps all 
of  those questions from the LORD may have been germane after all.  
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But the LORD is not here to win a debate.  His purpose is to save and restore a 
soul.  That is always His purpose.

 9 Have you an arm like God,
    and can you thunder with a voice like his?
10 “Deck yourself with majesty and dignity;
    clothe yourself with glory and splendor.
11 Pour forth the overflowings of your anger,
    and look on every one that is proud, and abase him.
12 Look on every one that is proud, and bring him low;
    and tread down the wicked where they stand.
13 Hide them all in the dust together;
    bind their faces in the world below.
14 Then will I also acknowledge to you,
    that your own right hand can give you victory.

Much more questioning will follow.  This, however, is the crux.  Who will save 
us?  But before that, do we even recognize the need to be saved?  If  we do recog-
nize the need to be saved and conclude that we can save ourselves, woe to us!  If  
we don’t even recognize our need to be saved, even greater woe!  So, how does Job 
fit into this context?

We have it from the LORD Himself  that Job was blameless and upright  
(Job 1:8).  But we also know that: There is no one righteous, not even one; 
there is no one who understands, no one who seeks God.  All have 
turned away, they have together become worthless; there is no one 
who does good, not even one (Psalms 14:1-3; 53:1-3, Romans 3:10-12).  

Job was blameless but not sinless.  We also know from the Pharisees (and the 
personal testimony of  the Apostle Paul) of  the particular spiritual danger of  a life 
blamelessly lived before the law.  There is the creeping sense of  superiority, of  self-
sufficiency, of  pride and position.  A reading of  30:1-14 and chapter 31 give hints 
of  just such spiritual failings. 

This is not to argue that Job’s specific failings were the direct cause of  his spe-
cific suffering, which would be to fall into the same error as his friends.  The issue 
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at stake is the purpose of  suffering in general, and, if  there is the possibility that 
God’s intention for suffering’s existence includes the potential for great good.

Thus, Job’s suffering may have brought him to the point of  facing his own insuf-
ficiency to save himself.  With this discovery, there would be the opportunity for a 
Savior.

Job 42:1-6
1 Then Job answered the Lord:
2 “I know that thou canst do all things,
    and that no purpose of thine can be thwarted.
3 ‘Who is this that hides counsel without knowledge?’
   Therefore I have uttered what I did not understand,
    things too wonderful for me, which I did not know.
4 ‘Hear, and I will speak;
    I will question you, and you declare to me.’
5 I had heard of thee by the hearing of the ear,
    but now my eye sees thee;
6 therefore I despise myself,
    and repent in dust and ashes.”

This second reply is markedly different from the first.  Where there had been 
merely admissions of  unworthiness and silence, now there is the affirmative ac-
knowledgement of  the LORD’s sovereignty, his own limitations, and, finally, a self-
repudiating repentance before the holy God of  the universe.

The LORD has indeed won a great victory: the restoration of  right relation-
ship between Himself  and a human soul, lessons about His true character, and 
mankind’s need for humility and salvation deeply taught and ready to be transmit-
ted from generation to generation.  

But there is one phrase in Job’s response that bears deeper scrutiny. Job says, 
Surely I spoke of  things I did not understand, things too wonderful for 
me to know.

To begin with, note that the LORD did not answer a single of  Job’s questions.  
In fact, the LORD didn’t convey a single answer about anything in the entire inter-
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view.  Thus, this statement cannot be based on communication of  information by 
words from the Deity to Job.

What has likely happened is that his experience, in its entirety, has made Job in-
tensely aware of  the limitations under which we humans operate.  He had listened 
to the explanations of  his friends and crafted his own retorts with great care.  All 
of  this brilliant use of  the human mind and language was swept away as so much 
worthless refuse when the LORD arrived – Who is this that darkens my 
counsel with words without knowledge?

But the LORD didn’t even attempt to provide the correct answer.  We could 
conclude that He simply didn’t want Job, or us, to know.  It’s possible that this is 
the case.

There is, though, a second, more profound possibility.  It’s possible that, were 
the LORD to explain in their fullness the reasons behind suffering, either human 
language would be incapable of  conveying them or the human mind would be in-
capable of  grasping them, or both.  That is, there are things loosed in this universe 
so vast, so deep that they exist beyond the ability of  human resources to capture 
and/or comprehend.

Is this concept really so radical?  Consider the problems associated with teach-
ing the Special Theory of  Relativity to a mouse.  You will immediately agree that 
the endeavor is a hopeless one.  Well, it is also easily agreed that the distance be-
tween a human and the LORD is immeasurably greater than that between a hu-
man and a mouse.  Thus, it stands to reason that there exist concepts within the 
mind of  God that are not communicable to humans within the limitations of  hu-
man resources.  Job may well have become aware of  this fact through the combina-
tion of  his own experience of  terrible suffering, the experience of  his and his 
friends inability to explain or correct it, and his experience of  the LORD’s demon-
stration of  might, wisdom, mercy and salvation.

I use the word experience in the above paragraph intentionally.  For it is my ar-
gument that experience, under the guidance of  the Holy Sprit and within the 
bounds laid out by God’s Word, provides believers with another resource, another 
language if  you will, by which to search out the mysteries of  God’s will.  Suffering 
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is one dialect of  that language by which inexpressible, but nonetheless real insights 
into God’s mind occur.

May we lift our sails to the Spirit’s wind, guided by the map of  the Word, and 
be brought home to You!

Closing Thoughts
After Job’s repentance, the LORD specifically repudiates his three contempo-

rary friend’s positions, I am angry with you and your two friends, because 
you have not spoken of  me what is right, as my servant Job has (Job 
42:7b).  They were instructed to bring seven bulls and rams to Job to sacrifice as 
burnt offerings, and to have Job pray that the LORD forgive them their folly.  In-
terestingly, Elihu is not mentioned.  The LORD then restores to Job all that he 
had lost but in even greater abundance and he lives to a ripe old age, seeing his 
children and their children to the fourth generation.

Job is the only book of  the Bible that is exclusively focused on the problem of  
suffering.  And yet many have walked away in frustration because it appears to 
raise all the right issues and then fail to deliver clear answers.  There are answers 
though, for those willing to dig deeper than the Q&A format.

Perhaps of  greatest importance, Job teaches that God repudiates the theory, 
put forward in endless variation by Job’s three friends, that suffering is the punish-
ment for specific sins (as opposed to a general condition that falls on all, regardless 
of  rightness in relationship to the Almighty).  This interpretation is made concrete 
by Christ himself  in Luke 13:1-5.

There were some present at that very time who told him of the Galileans whose 
blood Pilate had mingled with their sacrifices. And he answered them, “Do you 
think that these Galileans were worse sinners than all the other Galileans, be-
cause they suffered thus? I tell you, No; but unless you repent you will all likewise 
perish. Or those eighteen upon whom the tower in Silo′am fell and killed them, 
do you think that they were worse offenders than all the others who dwelt in Jeru-
salem? I tell you, No; but unless you repent you will all likewise perish.”
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But Christ’s words are only a reconfirmation of  what the Book of  Job had 
taught many centuries earlier.  Isn’t the discovery that suffering is not punishment 
for particular sin of  the utmost importance?  Consider how much manmade suffer-
ing could have been avoided if  human societies (including some Christian commu-
nities to this very day) had embraced this profound truth.

Job also teaches us that great suffering; though it leads into the darkest night of  
the soul, where pain, fear and despair conspire to destroy all faith, hope and love; 
can be a path that leads to unexpected discoveries of  God’s healing, wisdom and 
salvation.  And, the light of  those discoveries can profoundly change a life.  It takes 
but a small exercise of  the imagination to see Job after his suffering experience as 
far more humble, patient, thankful, worshipful than he had been before.  And so 
too may it be for us.
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C H A P T E R  4

The Suffering and Glory of 
the Servant

The Crowning with Thorns - Caravaggio - Kunsthistorisches Museum, Vienna

Opening Thoughts
A prayer, drawn from Isaiah 52:13 – 53:12.
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Dear Heavenly Father,
We come before your throne this morning humbly seeking the strength to persevere against 
all who seek to shake our faith in the Person and purpose of  our Lord and Savior, Jesus 
Christ.
May your Spirit strengthen us to stand firm in the faith that Jesus is the Son of  God, as one 
with the Father and the Spirit, in a holy communion of  eternal love.  But even more, that 
He looks upon each of  us with a heart overflowing with compassion, for He has borne our 
infirmities and known our sorrows. 
May your Spirit strengthen us to stand firm in the faith that all that has been created was 
done through Christ and that He is the one through whom all creation is redeemed.  May 
we wonder at the humble love of  a God who would descend to be pierced for our transgres-
sions and crushed for our iniquities, so that by his wounds we could be healed.  And may we 
never cease to rejoice that He lives eternally as the light of  life, justifying many.
In Christ’s name we pray.  
Amen.

Exposition
This passage of  Scripture was understood to be a prophetic description of  the 

person and purpose of  Jesus Christ from the earliest days of  the Christian Church.  
Surely Christ Himself  must have taught it to the two disciples on the Road to Em-
maus (although no specific Scripture is referenced).  However, we do know for sure 
that Philip interpreted Isaiah 53:7,8 along with the surrounding text as prophetic 
of  Christ, Then Philip began with that very passage of  Scripture and 
told him the good news about Jesus (Acts 8:35).  It has also been noted that 
this is the most quoted Old Testament passage in the New Testament.

Many modern biblical scholars have proposed that “the servant” should be in-
terpreted as the nation of  Israel while it was in the exile.  While it stands to reason 
that those who don’t accept Christ as Lord and Savior will insist on alternate inter-
pretations, it is strikingly curious that those who claim to would place themselves 
above the testimony of  those who walked with the resurrected Christ on this point.

Isaiah 52:13-15
13 Behold, my servant shall prosper,
    he shall be exalted and lifted up,
    and shall be very high.
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14 As many were astonished at him—
    his appearance was so marred, beyond human semblance,
    and his form beyond that of the sons of men—
15 so shall he startle many nations;
    kings shall shut their mouths because of him;
    for that which has not been told them they shall see,
    and that which they have not heard they shall understand.

The Gospel of  Mark records three significant acts of  violence against our Lord 
and Savior prior to the Crucifixion: a beating at the Sanhedrin (Mark 14:65), a 
flogging by the Roman soldiers (Mark 15:15), torture (the “crown of  thorns”) and 
beating by the same (Mark 15:17-19).  These three acts of  violence rise to the level 
of  severity to be noted in this and other Gospels.  We can be sure that there were 
many other “incidental” acts all along the way that were not noted.

None of  the Gospel writers dwell on the gory details of  these beatings, flog-
gings or the crucifixion itself.  They were writing to an audience who likely knew 
very well what it meant to be dealt with thus by the authorities of  the day.  

But for us, with almost twenty centuries of  civilization between these events 
and our reading, the grim reality recedes into a bloodless grey.  This prophetic pas-
sage reminds us of  the reality of  what our Savior suffered even before the horror 
of  the cross.  We take note not as gawkers at an irrelevant accident, but as pilgrims 
seeking to understand the full price paid for, and therefore the full terrible debt in-
curred by, our sin.

Isaiah 53:1-12
1 Who has believed what we have heard?
    And to whom has the arm of the Lord been revealed?
2 For he grew up before him like a young plant,
    and like a root out of dry ground;
    he had no form or comeliness that we should look at him,
    and no beauty that we should desire him.
3 He was despised and rejected by men;
    a man of sorrows, and acquainted with grief;
    and as one from whom men hide their faces
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    he was despised, and we esteemed him not.

We tend to focus on the suffering of  Christ associated with the Crucifixion.  
However, the fact that the Son of  God would leave behind His heavenly glory to 
enter into our flesh with all of  its infirmities, walk among us to be treated by many 
as at best nothing more than a homeless vagabond and at worst a blasphemer, 
and, suffer the fickle allegiance of  men with their own petty, selfish agendas, is an 
act of  humble suffering that must be considered.  

Every day of  His earthly life Christ chose to suppress His glory so as to further 
His mission.  His miracles were in the service of  mercy and healing, not as the 
devil had tempted, in the service of  His own ego.  

The only clear exception was the Mount of  Transfiguration.  Here Christ al-
lowed only three disciples (Peter, John and James) to witness a glimpse of  His true 
glory.  One of  His purposes appears to have been to help these three understand 
the full magnitude of  what Christ was going to give up in payment for our sin.  For 
immediately after the event He says, In the same way the Son of  Man is go-
ing to suffer at their hands (Matthew 17:12b).

4 Surely he has borne our griefs
    and carried our sorrows;
    yet we esteemed him stricken,
    smitten by God, and afflicted.

Death by crucifixion was considered to be a sign of  rejection by God Himself.

And if a man has committed a crime punishable by death and he is 
put to death, and you hang him on a tree, his body shall not remain 
all night upon the tree, but you shall bury him the same day, for a 
hanged man is accursed by God; you shall not defile your land 
which the Lord your God gives you for an inheritance. 
Deuteronomy 21:22,23

5 But he was wounded for our transgressions,
    he was bruised for our iniquities;
    upon him was the chastisement that made us whole,
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    and with his stripes we are healed

To ensure that Christ was indeed dead while He hung on the cross: But one 
of  the soldiers pierced his side with a spear, and at once there came 
out blood and water. (John 19:34).

To ensure that the Good News would burst forth into a desperate world, the 
Holy Spirit inspired the Apostle Paul to write:

Therefore, since we are justified by faith, we have peace with God 
through our Lord Jesus Christ. Through him we have obtained access 
to this grace in which we stand, and we rejoice in our hope of shar-
ing the glory of God. More than that, we rejoice in our sufferings, 
knowing that suffering produces endurance, and endurance pro-
duces character, and character produces hope, and hope does not 
disappoint us, because God’s love has been poured into our hearts 
through the Holy Spirit which has been given to us.
Romans 5:1-5

6 All we like sheep have gone astray;
    we have turned every one to his own way;
    and the Lord has laid on him
    the iniquity of us all.

Jesus Christ told us that He is the Good Shepherd: I am the good shep-
herd. The good shepherd lays down his life for the sheep (John 10:11).

7 He was oppressed, and he was afflicted,
    yet he opened not his mouth;
    like a lamb that is led to the slaughter,
    and like a sheep that before its shearers is dumb,
    so he opened not his mouth.

Consider first Christ in Gethsemane, praying in such a state of  anguish due to 
the trial ahead that sweat like drops of  blood fell to the ground.  He knew full well 
the agony that lay ahead.  We tend to focus on the physical suffering because it’s 
something that we can relate to.  But isn’t it likely that the spiritual suffering that 
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lay ahead would dwarf  the physical into insignificance?  We simply can’t grasp the 
full extent of  the suffering required for Christ to pay for our sins.

Now consider that with one simple miracle in the presence of  Pilate or Herod 
Christ could have avoided this future of  unimaginable misery.  And yet, He was si-
lent, meekly following His Father’s good and perfect will, being led to the cross; Fa-
ther, if  you are willing, take this cup from me; yet not my will, but 
yours be done (Luke 22:42).

8 By oppression and judgment he was taken away;
    and as for his generation, who considered
    that he was cut off out of the land of the living,
    stricken for the transgression of my people?
9 And they made his grave with the wicked
    and with a rich man in his death,
    although he had done no violence,
    and there was no deceit in his mouth.
10 Yet it was the will of the Lord to bruise him;
    he has put him to grief;
    when he makes himself an offering for sin,
    he shall see his offspring, he shall prolong his days;
    the will of the Lord shall prosper in his hand;

We have passed through the black night of  Christ’s suffering and now begin to 
see glimmers of  the daybreak.  He is entombed in a place of  shame and then, a 
turning, where the luminosity of  the intention for good deeply wrapped inside the 
cloak of  this darkness breaks forth.

11 he shall see the fruit of the travail of his soul and be satisfied;
    by his knowledge shall the righteous one, my servant,
    make many to be accounted righteous;
    and he shall bear their iniquities.

The Resurrection!  
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Let those who doubt answer how the same Peter who denied Jesus three times 
could only a few weeks later speak thus to a crowd in the same Jerusalem that 
meted out such a gruesome punishment on his Master.

Men of Israel, hear these words: Jesus of Nazareth, a man attested to you by 
God with mighty works and wonders and signs which God did through him in 
your midst, as you yourselves know— this Jesus, delivered up according to the 
definite plan and foreknowledge of God, you crucified and killed by the hands of 
lawless men. But God raised him up, having loosed the pangs of death, because 
it was not possible for him to be held by it.
Acts 2:22-24

Christ had known it all from the beginning:

And taking the twelve, he said to them, “Behold, we are going up to Jerusalem, 
and everything that is written of the Son of man by the prophets will be accom-
plished. For he will be delivered to the Gentiles, and will be mocked and shame-
fully treated and spit upon; they will scourge him and kill him, and on the third 
day he will rise.”
Luke 18:31-33

12 Therefore I will divide him a portion with the great,
    and he shall divide the spoil with the strong;
    because he poured out his soul to death,
    and was numbered with the transgressors;
    yet he bore the sin of many,
    and made intercession for the transgressors.

May the Great Apostle have the last word.

You see, at just the right time, when we were still powerless, Christ died for the 
ungodly. Very rarely will anyone die for a righteous man, though for a good 
man someone might possibly dare to die. But God demonstrates his own love for 
us in this: While we were still sinners, Christ died for us. 
Romans 5:6-8
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Closing Thoughts
In Genesis we witnessed suffering’s entry into human experience.  In Job we 

struggled with the terrible questions of  its apparent arbitrariness, meaning and 
spiritual implications.  What has this passage added?

I believe that there are at least two primary messages to be found in this per-
haps the most important passage in the Old Testament.  Firstly, the dialectic syn-
thesis between suffering and salvation within the context of  a person is explicitly 
identified.  This person is clearly exceedingly special in God’s sight, and given the 
incredible events and consequences of  his experiences could have been identified 
with messianic attributes.  Had this passage of  Scripture been used as the template 
for the Messiah, Christ may not have suffered and died as He did.  But in God’s 
wisdom and foreknowledge, a very different messianic expectation was in place ca. 
A.D. 30, one of  a powerful, conquering, nation-restoring hero.  

Secondly, although it would not become understood until after the resurrec-
tion, God is here telling us, centuries before Christ, that suffering is an experience 
that He Himself  will enter into with us.  We will see the terrible fulfillment of  this 
prophecy in all of  its chilling detail when we follow Christ to the cross in Christ’s 
Suffering and Death.
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C H A P T E R  5

Blessed are the Persecuted

Sermon on the Mount, Cosimo Rosselli (1439–1507)

Transition Between the Testaments
The Old Testament has taught us much about the language of  suffering.  How-
ever, it must be acknowledged that suffering is but one of  many strands that are 
woven into a beautiful, but highly complex tapestry.  The reason that we knew to 
follow this scarlet strand was due to suffering’s unmistakable centrality in the New 
Testament.
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The New Testament exists, of  course, because of  the incarnation of  the Son of  
God, Jesus Christ.  Before Christ, we were only able to observe God’s will indi-
rectly through the experience of  mortals.  With Christ, we have been given the 
wonderful privilege of  directly observing God’s will for human life.  

There are times when this privilege feels more like a burden as we despair over 
our faltering, failing attempts to live up to the standard that Christ has set.  There 
is no reason to despair.  Christ is the Victor over Sin and Death.  We can live confi-
dently in this new life.  

As we pass through these passages of  dark suffering, remember that Christian-
ity is at its core a faith of  light.  But light would have no meaning if  there were not 
darkness for it to shatter.  We will have to wait to fully understand why so much 
darkness had to be let into our world.  Until then, we can rejoice that:

In him was life, and the life was the light of men. The light shines in the darkness, 
and the darkness has not overcome it.
John 1:4,5

Yet to all who received him, to those who believed in his name, he gave the 
right to become children of  God — children born not of  natural descent, nor of  
human decision, but of  God!

Opening Thoughts
Jesus Christ predicted on numerous occasions that allegiance to Him would re-

sult in persecution.  In fact, Christ went even farther, saying, in effect, that a sure 
sign of  belonging to Him was to suffer persecution.

“If the world hates you, know that it has hated me before it hated you. If you 
were of the world, the world would love its own; but because you are not of the 
world, but I chose you out of the world, therefore the world hates you. Remem-
ber the word that I said to you, ‘A servant is not greater than his master.’ If they 
persecuted me, they will persecute you; if they kept my word, they will keep 
yours also.
John 15:18-20
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Christ’s words have been proven true from the moment He spoke them up to 
the very present.  They will continue to be true right up to the moment when He 
returns in glory.

When Adam and Eve sinned, the whole of  creation was transformed into oppo-
sition to the will of  God.  Therefore, to be transformed through faith in Christ 
back towards God’s will inevitably places us in opposition to the world as well.  
The magnitude of  this opposition is a function of  the extent of  our transformation 
back to God’s will and the nature of  the society in which we live.  

Thus, some Christians suffer terrible persecution for taking the very first steps 
of  faith while others suffer almost none even though they follow their Savior to the 
farthest boundaries of  devotion.  The reasons remain shrouded within the inacces-
sible depths of  God’s wisdom and purposes.

Exposition
These three verses are taken from near the beginning of  the Sermon on the 

Mount, the most important sermon ever preached.  This oration fills three entire 
chapters of  Matthew’s Gospel (5-7).  It touches on many important aspects of  
Christian life, providing God’s own Word spoken by God Himself.  It is a holy, 
humbling, fearful, hope-filled and blessed utterance.  To read this sermon is to be 
shaken down to your very depths while simultaneously lifted towards hope and joy.  
This is what happens when God Incarnate speaks.

Matthew 5:10-12
10 Blessed are those who are persecuted for righteousness’ sake, for theirs is the 
kingdom of heaven.

This verse is the eighth of  the eight Beatitudes that open the Sermon on the 
Mount.  It is the only Beatitude that is expanded and amplified upon, as follows in 
verses eleven and twelve.

These words hit modern, Western ears oddly.  Persecuted…for doing right?  
This is the case only because we live in a culture where the residue of  Christianity 
lives within our laws, morals and world-views.  That is, there has been a partial 
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alignment between cultural norms and Christianity in those societies in which it 
has been the dominant religion.

11 Blessed are you when men revile you and persecute you and utter all kinds of 
evil against you falsely on my account

However, in the first centuries A.D., in the pagan Roman Empire, living out the 
righteous Christian life placed one in radical conflict with the dominant religious 
practices, cultural norms and political realities.  For example, to claim Christ as 
LORD could be, and was interpreted as a challenge to the Roman Emperor’s posi-
tion as a deity.  Again, the Lord’s Supper was interpreted as a monstrous rite of  
cannibalism.  Worship of  a crucified “loser” in a culture that revered great victors 
was viewed as beyond strange.

The consequences for early Christians varied from social disapproval to mass 
martyrdom.  Christians were sent to their deaths in the coliseums as fodder for 
wild animals or burned alive for the entertainment of  the pagan population.

Unfortunately, the violent, deadly persecution of  Christians today is even worse 
in terms of  numbers than it was two thousand years ago.  If  you pay attention to 
news from countries around the world with Christian minorities, you will quickly 
come face to face with the terrible facts of  persecution because of  faith in Christ.

Although we may live in societies in which the residue of  Christian ethos pre-
vails, it often doesn’t prevail in practice in our institutions.  We should be very con-
cerned if  no one in the organizations in which we operate, be they for work or 
pleasure, has ever found us objectionable because of  our distinctive Christian 
ethic.  For to conform yourself  to Christ is to stand against the passions that are 
given free sway in those who have conformed themselves to the world.

Finally, it simply must be pointed out that this sure saying of  Christ is in com-
plete opposition to that dark blot on Christian teaching known as “prosperity theol-
ogy.”  Most of  us have seen it in its grossest form on the television, where some 
slick, shifty televangelist seeks to fleece the gullible with the promise of  a ten-fold 
return from god for their generosity. 
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Unfortunately, this blight insidiously creeps into even the most well founded 
theological lives of  the well off.  It slithers in when thoughts of  having been so 
blessed are connected only with our own talents and hard work.  It sneaks in when 
we tisk-tisk about the incompetence of  other’s efforts as compared to our own.  In 
short, our own prosperity can easily become an idol at which we worship our own 
selves.  My God deliver us from evil.

12 Rejoice and be glad, for your reward is great in heaven, for so men perse-
cuted the prophets who were before you.

We have discounted the doctrine of  heavenly rewards to our great spiritual im-
poverishment.  The separation of  Christian philosophy from influence of  the heav-
enly by ideas such as “she’s so heavenly minded that she’s no earthly good” has re-
moved one of  our greatest sources of  comfort and hope in suffering.  It has also iso-
lated believers in this present world, preventing them from understanding the holy 
environment that God intends.

But Christ affirms the reality of  heaven.  When we arrive there we may find 
those who have suffered most for their faith occupying positions of  greater glory.  
In heaven, though, there will be no envy, as we will rejoice and worship the perfect 
justice of  our triune God.

Note that Christ connects the suffering of  Christians directly with that of  
prophets from the Old Testament.  This statement is only one of  many by which 
Christ weaves the Old and New Covenants into a seamless garment.  Thus, in our 
study of  suffering, we can move between the Old and New Testaments with total 
confidence that all is God’s Word.  What is true for suffering is also true in general.  
Perhaps Christians would be more comfortable with the Old Testament if  they 
were brought into appreciation of  how completely their Lord and Savior, Jesus 
Christ, affirmed it as Holy Scripture. 

Closing Thoughts
Christ is here announcing a radical reinterpretation of  suffering – if  it is experi-

enced because of  allegiance to Him.  Rather than being endured, it should be re-
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ceived with rejoicing as a seal of  authenticity upon our faith.  Even more, suffering 
on earth for the sake of  Christ builds up eternal treasure in heaven.

These are hard words for Christians living in the United States, particularly 
those of  us who live and work in the higher income / quality of  life strata of  an al-
ready wealthy nation.  Although some of  us may have experienced real persecu-
tion because of  our faith, many of  us simply have not.

This may be due to the partial victory of  Christian mores in our culture.  But, 
for my part, I fear that there could be another reason.  It’s certain that I’m not liv-
ing my life as fully and openly as a Christian as I should.  Is the lack of  open perse-
cution a telltale sigh that the bushel basket may be partially over the light of  Christ 
in me?  Perhaps we should simply say that Christ calls us to ever-fuller obedience, 
regardless of  the cost.  If  persecution is the price, rejoice, for great is your reward 
in heaven.  If  it is not, then you are still seeking to follow your Lord and Savior to 
the fullest where you are.  There surely will be a reward in that as well.

It is nothing short of  stunning to see how much meaning can be drawn out of  
just three of  Christ’s sentences; and nothing short of  hopeless to add anything of  
value to what He has said.  In a very real sense it is folly to comment on His 
words.  They contain a power and immediacy that can only be detracted from by 
the addition of  more.  And yet, we are compelled to respond to them, to enter a 
dialogue in which our poor attempts to understand are patiently, lovingly blessed 
by our Master.  As with so much in Christianity we are forced to live within an un-
fathomable paradox, but one that offers the glorious riches of  this mystery, 
which is Christ in you, the hope of  glory (Colossians 1:27b).
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C H A P T E R  6

Christ’s Suffering and Death

Andrea del Castagno - Crucifixion

Opening Thoughts
From near the very beginning the concept of  vicarious suffering as the pay-

ment for sin had been within the relational dynamic between humans and God.  
The sufferer had been an unblemished animal, a possession of  great value to no-
madic herdsmen.  But in this early story the practice, at God’s own instruction, 
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was apparently going to take a stunning, terrible new direction.  Unblemished ani-
mals were no longer going to be sufficient to pay their debts.  Rather, their own 
sons would be the coin of  payment.  Abraham, in humble submission to God’s 
command, set off  with his precious son Isaac, the son of  his old age, the vessel of  
fulfillment of  his covenant with the LORD.

Along the way the way, the son, bearing the tree, asked an innocent question 
that would echo down the centuries, laying bare the souls of  countless multitudes: 
“but where is the lamb…?”  Abraham’s response is of  no less import in laying 
open that which existed in God’s holy mind: “God himself  will provide the 
lamb…” Read this profound text prayerfully and meditate on its implications.

And Abraham took the wood of the burnt offering, and laid it on Isaac his son; 
and he took in his hand the fire and the knife. So they went both of them to-
gether. And Isaac said to his father Abraham, “My father!” And he said, “Here 
am I, my son.” He said, “Behold, the fire and the wood; but where is the lamb 
for a burnt offering?” Abraham said, “God will provide himself the lamb for a 
burnt offering, my son.” So they went both of them together.
Genesis 22:6-8

We know that it was never in God’s mind for Abraham to sacrifice his son.  
The LORD stayed his hand.  And Abraham was provided with a substitute, a 
ram.

And Abraham lifted up his eyes and looked, and behold, behind him was a ram, 
caught in a thicket by his horns; and Abraham went and took the ram, and of-
fered it up as a burnt offering instead of his son. So Abraham called the name of 
that place The Lord will provide; as it is said to this day, “On the mount of the 
Lord it shall be provided.”
Genesis 22:13,14

But note – God did not provide a lamb – which is “an immature sheep, espe-
cially one under a year old without permanent teeth.” Where was the lamb?  Per-
haps, in the eternal, omniscient, merciful mind of  God this was the announcement 
that there would indeed be the sacrifice of  a son for sin.  But this Son would not 
be the child of  human man and wife, but rather the Father’s own precious Son.  
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And this sacrifice would not be temporary and partial as all had been before, but 
eternal and total.  So, at just the right time, a Child was born, grew to Manhood 
and made His way to the Jordan River to be baptized.

The next day he saw Jesus coming toward him, and said, “Behold, the Lamb of 
God, who takes away the sin of the world!
John 1:29

As John the Baptist prophesied, so it came to pass.

You know that you were ransomed from the futile ways inherited from your fa-
thers, not with perishable things such as silver or gold, but with the precious 
blood of Christ, like that of a lamb without blemish or spot. He was destined be-
fore the foundation of the world but was made manifest at the end of the times 
for your sake. Through him you have confidence in God, who raised him from the 
dead and gave him glory, so that your faith and hope are in God.
1 Peter 1:18-21

Then I looked, and I heard around the throne and the living creatures and the 
elders the voice of many angels, numbering myriads of myriads and thousands of 
thousands, saying with a loud voice, “Worthy is the Lamb who was slain, to re-
ceive power and wealth and wisdom and might and honor and glory and bless-
ing!”
Revelation 5:11,12

This is the Most Holy of  ground.  It is the crucible where love, sin; good, evil; 
hope, despair; victory, failure; salvation, damnation; Heaven, Hell – all meet at the 
point of  unknowable suffering within the Person of  Jesus Christ, the Son of  God.  
Take off  your sandals.

Exposition
The Gospel of  Mark, the shortest of  the four, nonetheless provides a very com-

plete account of  Christ’s passion.

Mark 14:32-42
32 And they went to a place which was called Gethsem′ane; and he said to his 
disciples, “Sit here, while I pray.” 33 And he took with him Peter and James and 
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John, and began to be greatly distressed and troubled. 34 And he said to them, 
“My soul is very sorrowful, even to death; remain here, and watch.”

It becomes immediately clear that the ordeal ahead is both all too well known 
and all too real.  This is no “just for show” event.

35 And going a little farther, he fell on the ground and prayed that, if it were 
possible, the hour might pass from him. 36 And he said, “Abba, Father, all things 
are possible to thee; remove this cup from me; yet not what I will, but what thou 
wilt.”

The mystery of  the incarnation is that Jesus Christ is simultaneously all human 
and all God.  But this mystery leaves open how these two natures interacted with 
one another.  These opening verses in Gethsemane appear to show us a very hu-
man response to what was bearing down upon Him, yet within the context of  an 
inexorable divine purpose.

37 And he came and found them sleeping, and he said to Peter, “Simon, are you 
asleep? Could you not watch one hour? 38 Watch and pray that you may not en-
ter into temptation; the spirit indeed is willing, but the flesh is weak.”

Oh how often have we confirmed the truth of  this statement!  Our spirits thrill 
to the truth of  God’s Word, and we decide to make this big change or accomplish 
that great goal, only to have this feeble anchor of  flesh sink them.  Our tongue 
speaks a harsh word or our chasing after thrills depletes our strength and deadens 
our souls.  

God in His infinite wisdom has chosen to encase our eternal souls for a time 
within these fleshly bodies.  We simply don’t know why.  We only know that He 
wouldn’t have done it without a good reason.  We also know that His own Son has 
joined us in this experience.  

We would do well when we look upon one another, and upon ourselves, to 
think first of  the beloved soul that God has entrusted within.  Doing so would go 
far to heal many of  the evils that mar our interactions.
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39 And again he went away and prayed, saying the same words. 40 And again 
he came and found them sleeping, for their eyes were very heavy; and they did 
not know what to answer him. 41 And he came the third time, and said to them, 
“Are you still sleeping and taking your rest? It is enough; the hour has come; the 
Son of man is betrayed into the hands of sinners. 42 Rise, let us be going; see, 
my betrayer is at hand.”

These are not the words of  a man meekly resigned to his fate.  They are fight-
ing words.  They are the words of  a Savior who has faced down fear, faced down 
doubt, and is ready to ride into battle.  But there will be no great army to back 
Him up.  He will go into this conflict abandoned, naked and defiled.  How then 
dare He speak thus? “Abba, Father, all things are possible to thee; re-
move this cup from me; yet not what I will, but what thou wilt.”

Mark 14:61b-65
In the verses between 14:42 and 14:61b Judas leads a group of  armed guards 

from the Sanhedrin to arrest Jesus.  He betrays Jesus by identifying Him with a 
kiss.  Jesus is arrested and brought before the Sanhedrin where numerous individu-
als bear false testimony against Him.  However the testimony is conflicting, as is so 
often the case with lies.  Jesus remains silent throughout the entire charade.  Fi-
nally, the high priest addresses Jesus directly with the question that would change 
the world forever.

61b Again the high priest asked him, “Are you the Christ, the Son of the 
Blessed?” 62 And Jesus said, “I am; and you will see the Son of man seated at 
the right hand of Power, and coming with the clouds of heaven.” 63 And the 
high priest tore his garments, and said, “Why do we still need witnesses? 64 You 
have heard his blasphemy. What is your decision?” And they all condemned him 
as deserving death. 65 And some began to spit on him, and to cover his face, 
and to strike him, saying to him, “Prophesy!” And the guards received him with 
blows.

Consider what these religious leaders must have known about Jesus.  They 
would have heard reports of  miracles of  healing, feeding and even rising of  the 
dead.  They had heard for themselves the power and authority with which He 
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taught.  And yet, they didn’t stop for an instant to consider the possibility that this 
man might be the Messiah, so entrapped were they in the web of  their worldly 
schemes.

Their purpose was far more than simply killing Jesus.  They wanted to so deni-
grate, so humiliate Jesus that His death would be but the final step in the process 
of  total annihilation.  They wanted anyone who had ever so much as thought 
kindly of  this Man to shudder and turn away.  And for those who followed Him to 
scatter to the wind in terror, living out the rest of  their pitiful lives denying that 
they had ever known this fool prophet.  Let any doubters follow Peter into the 
courtyard and then Christ to His Cross.

Nothing in this manuscript is intended to allow for the great sin of  anti-
Semitism to be supported.  It is an undeniable matter of  fact that Jewish religious 
leaders played a central role in Christ’s Passion.  It is an equally undeniable fact 
that Christianity was born from the Jewish faith, that its earliest followers were vir-
tually all Jewish, that the New Testament teaches that the Jewish Nation still has a 
special role to play in God’s plan for salvation, and that we Christians share the 
Old Testament in common with our Jewish brothers and sisters.  Even if  none of  
the above were true, Christianity is a faith that values and loves the human being 
and the soul that is encased within.  Our calling is not to cast blame and hate but 
rather to seek and to save in the powerful Name of  our Lord and Savior, Jesus 
Christ.  But if  anyone were to demand an answer for who is to blame for Christ’s 
crucifixion, the answer is only as far as the nearest mirror.  Christ went to His cross 
as payment for the sins of  each and every human being that ever had lived, was 
alive then or would live.

Mark 14:66-72
66 And as Peter was below in the courtyard, one of the maids of the high priest 
came; 67 and seeing Peter warming himself, she looked at him, and said, “You 
also were with the Nazarene, Jesus.” 68 But he denied it, saying, “I neither 
know nor understand what you mean.” And he went out into the gateway. 
69 And the maid saw him, and began again to say to the bystanders, “This man 
is one of them.” 70 But again he denied it. And after a little while again the by-
standers said to Peter, “Certainly you are one of them; for you are a Galilean.” 
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71 But he began to invoke a curse on himself and to swear, “I do not know this 
man of whom you speak.”

Note the escalating violence of  Peter’s responses.  They likely track his swelling 
sense of  fear as the dismal reality of  what is unfolding becomes apparent.  Jesus 
has been arrested and cruelly mistreated but there are no legions of  angels arriv-
ing to defend Him.  He is alone, beaten and humiliated; looking nothing like a 
Messiah.  Peter must have been at a minimum in a terrible state of  confusion, and 
possibly in great despair.

72 And immediately the cock crowed a second time. And Peter remembered how 
Jesus had said to him, “Before the cock crows twice, you will deny me three 
times.” And he broke down and wept.

This is the moment of  Peter’s experience of  the infinite negative void of  his 
soul.  He had denied his Master just as He had predicted.  His failure had pro-
ceeded like clockwork.  But the Savior to whom he had pledged everything was ap-
parently on His way to an ignominious death.  And he might well be next.  All of  
that paled next to the sense of  shame for having betrayed such love, such wisdom, 
and such truth as he had experienced while at the side of  his beloved Master, Je-
sus, whom he had announced to be the Christ.

Mark 15:12-15
In 15:1-11 Jesus is bound and taken before Pilate, who interviews Him to deter-

mine of  what, if  anything, He is guilty.  The very first question that Pilate asks 
(and therefore likely the first charge placed against Him) is “Are you the king of  
the Jews?” to which Jesus answers in the affirmative.  Jesus is silent before the other 
numerous charges that were being thrown at him.

Pilate, seeing before him a beaten, lonely man, whose claim to kingship could 
be nothing more than the fantasy of  a lunatic, seeks a way to release Jesus.  He of-
fers the crowd a choice to release either Jesus or Barabbas, a murderer.  The crowd 
has been primed, they ask for the release of  Barabbas.

12 And Pilate again said to them, “Then what shall I do with the man whom you 
call the King of the Jews?” 13 And they cried out again, “Crucify him.”
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There are few things human more irrational than a mob.  But those who know 
how to incite the baser emotions can direct mobs.  You can easily imagine what 
might have been said.  “This charlatan made fools of  you when he entered Jerusa-
lem, making you treat him as the Messiah!  He thought that he was better than 
you, that he was your king!  Are you going to let him get away with treating you 
like fools?”

14 And Pilate said to them, “Why, what evil has he done?” But they shouted all 
the more, “Crucify him.”

Once began, the hatred feeds upon itself, inciting a state of  bloodlust that re-
sponds to no rational argument.  Only overwhelming brute force could turn them 
from their purpose at this point.

15 So Pilate, wishing to satisfy the crowd, released for them Barab′bas; and hav-
ing scourged Jesus, he delivered him to be crucified.

At this point Pilate is a trapped man.  Jesus has said just enough to give the re-
ligious leaders great leverage – He has claimed kingship of  the Jews.  If  he doesn’t 
crucify Jesus now there will be a significant incident of  civil unrest that could gain 
the attention of  the Emperor.  Pilate would be placed in the impossible position of  
explaining why he had caused such an outbreak by defending a man who was 
usurping the Emperor’s authority.  Only by ordering the crucifixion of  this single 
pathetic lunatic (so must have reasoned Pilate) could his and many other lives be 
spared.

We read over the phrase “He had Jesus flogged” so easily.  But lest we miss the 
terrible reality of  what our Lord and Savior endured in His human body, here is 
an excerpt of  an article on this practice.

In the Roman Empire, flagellation was often used as a prelude to crucifixion, and in this con-
text is sometimes referred to as scourging. Whips with small pieces of  metal or bone at the 
tips were commonly used. Such a device could easily cause disfigurement and serious 
trauma, such as ripping pieces of  flesh from the body or loss of  an eye. In addition to caus-
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ing severe pain, the victim would be made to approach a state of  hypovolemic shock due to 
loss of  blood.

That God the Son would submit to such treatment by the creatures that He 
had created, in order that their sins might be forgiven, is an act of  such impossible 
love that our minds collapse under the weight of  the idea.

Mark 15:16-20
16 And the soldiers led him away inside the palace (that is, the praetorium); and 
they called together the whole battalion. 17 And they clothed him in a purple 
cloak, and plaiting a crown of thorns they put it on him. 18 And they began to sa-
lute him, “Hail, King of the Jews!” 19 And they struck his head with a reed, and 
spat upon him, and they knelt down in homage to him.

It’s as if  an extraordinarily virulent contagion of  hatred was sweeping through 
the city, one with Christ as its exclusive target.  Some postulate that Satan had 
been granted free sway, so that the powers of  evil could be massed to the maxi-
mum against Christ’s goodness.  Surely this is possible.  

But there is at least one alternate, and more disturbing explanation; that being 
that no special dispensation of  freedom to Satan was required to elicit such behav-
ior.  We have previously discussed how the magnitude of  the world’s opposition to 
the Christian is a function of  the extent of  their transformation back to God’s will 
and the nature of  the society in which they live.  If  we apply this concept to 
Christ: perfect obedience to God’s will within the context of  an empire founded 
on paganism, we can easily see how these soldiers could descend to the depths 
without much outside encouragement.

Although Christ endured these humiliations, surely He also knew that what was 
occurring then as mockery would in the fullness of  time be made right, for at the 
name of  Jesus every knee should bow, in heaven and on earth and un-
der the earth, and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to 
the glory of  God the Father (Philippians 2:10,11).

20 And when they had mocked him, they stripped him of the purple cloak, and 
put his own clothes on him. And they led him out to crucify him.
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Once again, lest we skip quickly over this terrible word, crucify, let’s pause to ab-
sorb the horror of  what this form of  execution entailed for the victim.

Crucifixion was, firstly, an extremely humiliating, public and often slow means 
of  execution.  The victim was stripped naked or near naked prior to being trans-
fixed upon the stake or cross.  Given that death could take many hours or days to 
arrive, one can easily (and sorrowfully) imagine the lack of  privacy of  the victim.  
In addition, they were helpless to repel the attacks of  insects and even birds.  
Worse yet, they were powerless to avoid the mockery of  the humans who would 
heap scorn upon their person.  

Then we get to the excruciating physical pain, with every fiber screaming to 
move to a different position, the shoulder muscles in particular as they strain 
against the load of  the body.  Lastly, the sufferer dies by inches from exposure, loss 
of  blood (from the flogging), thirst, asphyxiation and despair.

Words even as stark and unflinching as these are powerless to convey the true 
horror of  the experience.  This is what Christ set out to do for you and for me.  To 
avoid gazing upon it is to avoid taking a true measure of  the gravity, the scandal of  
our sin.

Mark 15:21-32
21 And they compelled a passer-by, Simon of Cyre′ne, who was coming in from 
the country, the father of Alexander and Rufus, to carry his cross. 22 And they 
brought him to the place called Gol′gotha (which means the place of a skull). 
23 And they offered him wine mingled with myrrh; but he did not take it. 24 And 
they crucified him, and divided his garments among them, casting lots for them, 
to decide what each should take.

Notice how the indirect detail gives more power to the narrative than would a 
long direct description of  Christ’s condition.  By the fact that Simon is pressed into 
carrying Christ’s cross we infer the depth of  His wounds and exhaustion.  All 
through this account it’s amazing how little specific detail is imparted concerning 
the condition and treatment of  Jesus.  And yet, the cumulative power is overwhelm-
ing as we witness these events unfold through the lens of  the indirect detail, the un-
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expected response, the savage cruelty.  It’s as if  Christ has become a mirror that re-
flects the inner reality of  each person that crosses His path.  The souls that He has 
come to save are laid bare in the reflection off  of  his holiness.

25 And it was the third hour, when they crucified him. 26 And the inscription of 
the charge against him read, “The King of the Jews.” 27 And with him they cruci-
fied two robbers, one on his right and one on his left. 29 And those who passed 
by derided him, wagging their heads, and saying, “Aha! You who would destroy 
the temple and build it in three days, 30 save yourself, and come down from the 
cross!” 

But, of  course, Christ chose to stay up on the cross so that they could be saved!  
Is it too much to hope that some of  these poor wretched souls were among the 
three thousand who were saved on the Day of  Pentecost?

Let all the house of Israel therefore know assuredly that God has made him both 
Lord and Christ, this Jesus whom you crucified.”Now when they heard this they 
were cut to the heart, and said to Peter and the rest of the apostles, “Brethren, 
what shall we do?” And Peter said to them, “Repent, and be baptized every one 
of you in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins; and you shall 
receive the gift of the Holy Spirit. For the promise is to you and to your children 
and to all that are far off, every one whom the Lord our God calls to him.” And 
he testified with many other words and exhorted them, saying, “Save yourselves 
from this crooked generation.” So those who received his word were baptized, 
and there were added that day about three thousand souls.
Acts 2:36-41

31 So also the chief priests mocked him to one another with the scribes, saying, 
“He saved others; he cannot save himself. 32 Let the Christ, the King of Israel, 
come down now from the cross, that we may see and believe.” Those who were 
crucified with him also reviled him.

The mockery continues.  With the chief  priests the phrase “among themselves” 
is noteworthy.  It elicits the sense of  nervous mutual support.  They had set this 
chain of  events in motion, and now they had achieved their goal.  However, isn’t it 
possible, even likely, given what they knew about Jesus combined with the manner 
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in which He went to His cross, that they recognized the Holy and felt inner doubt 
at what they had done?

With the other two condemned men the mockery highlights in a particularly 
stark manner a general principle of  our fallen-ness.  We all too often look for some-
one to look down on as a means of  enhancing our self-esteem.  With these pitiful 
souls to the left and right of  Christ that desire to find someone lower continued all 
the way to their crucifixion.

One of  them, perhaps observing the manner of  Christ’s suffering, was touched 
by the healing Spirit of  Holiness.  For in Luke we read:

One of the criminals who were hanged railed at him, saying, “Are you not the 
Christ? Save yourself and us!” But the other rebuked him, saying, “Do you not 
fear God, since you are under the same sentence of condemnation? And we in-
deed justly; for we are receiving the due reward of our deeds; but this man has 
done nothing wrong.” And he said, “Jesus, remember me when you come into 
your kingdom.” And he said to him, “Truly, I say to you, today you will be with 
me in Paradise.”
Luke 23:39-43

Some recoil at the thought of  such extravagant love and forgiveness.  My re-
sponse is that it is only this extravagance that gives me confidence when I look 
upon the depth and stubbornness of  my sin.

Mark 15:33-39
33 And when the sixth hour had come, there was darkness over the whole land 
until the ninth hour. 34 And at the ninth hour Jesus cried with a loud voice, “E′lo-
i, E′lo-i, la′ma sabach-tha′ni?” which means, “My God, my God, why hast thou 
forsaken me?” 

Here Christ descends into the valley of  suffering that is utterly hidden from our 
sight.  Up to this point we have at least been able to comprehend the facts of  His 
terrible physical agony.  Now we become aware that Christ is experiencing some 
unknowable but terrible spiritual rejection or separation from His Father. So deep 
are these waters that perhaps we are best served by allowing John Calvin to speak.
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Though in the cry which Christ uttered a power more than human was manifested, yet it 
was unquestionably drawn from him by intensity of  sorrow. And certainly this was his chief  
conflict, and harder than all the other tortures, that in his anguish he was so far from being 
soothed by the assistance or favor of  his Father, that he felt himself  to be in some measure 
estranged from him. For not only did he offer his body as the price of  our reconciliation 
with God, but in his soul also he endured the punishments due to us; and thus he became, as 
Isaiah speaks, a man of  sorrows, (53:3). Those interpreters are widely mistaken who, laying 
aside this part of  redemption, attended solely to the outward punishment of  the flesh; for in 
order that Christ might satisfy for us, it was necessary that he should be placed as a guilty 
person at the judgment-seat of  God. Now nothing is more dreadful than to feel that God, 
whose wrath is worse than all deaths, is the Judge. When this temptation was presented to 
Christ, as if, having God opposed to him, he were already devoted to destruction, he was 
seized with horror, which would have been sufficient to swallow up a hundred times all the 
men in the world; but by the amazing power of  the Spirit he achieved the victory. … 
That this expression eminently deserves our attention is evident from the circumstance, that 
the Holy Spirit, in order to engrave it more deeply on the memory of  men, has chosen to re-
late it in the Syriac language; for this has the same effect as if  he made us hear Christ him-
self  repeating the very words which then proceeded from his mouth. So much the more de-
testable is the indifference of  those who lightly pass by, as a matter of  jesting, the deep sad-
ness and fearful trembling which Christ endured. No one who considers that Christ under-
took the office of  Mediator on the condition of  suffering our condemnation, both in his 
body and in his soul, will think it strange that he maintained a struggle with the sorrows of  
death, as if  an offended God had thrown him into a whirlpool of  afflictions.

Calvin’s tremendous theological powers allow him to approach as close to the 
valley’s edge as we are likely to ever get.  The ultimate mystery of  what Christ suf-
fered at the ninth hour remains out of  our reach.  Calvin’s last quoted sentence 
serves as a fitting summary for our Lord’s Passion that should be pondered with 
great care.

Though the experience is hidden, the meaning is clear – the coin of  the price 
paid for our sins was the Father’s own Son’s suffering.

35 And some of the bystanders hearing it said, “Behold, he is calling Eli′jah.” 
36 And one ran and, filling a sponge full of vinegar, put it on a reed and gave it 
to him to drink, saying, “Wait, let us see whether Eli′jah will come to take him 
down.” 37 And Jesus uttered a loud cry, and breathed his last.
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Finally, near the very end, there is the slightest glimmer of  human kindness.  
Even this act appears to be defiled with the stench of  corruption.  The men ap-
pear to be nursing Christ along out of  curiosity – “If  only we can keep him alive a 
bit longer Elijah might show up!”

The Savior who entered this ordeal with the fighting exclamation “Rise! Let 
us go! Here comes my betrayer!” now breathes His last with a loud cry.  We 
are not told if  it is a cry of  despair or victory.  Once again, it will be the response 
to Christ that will provide the clue.

My response to Christ’s death can’t be separated from my knowledge of  the res-
urrection.  And yet, even so, the path that I have traveled with Him has been so 
harrowing, so heartbreaking that there is almost a sense of  relief  when it seems 
that His work is finished and He is finally beyond suffering’s dreadful grasp.  

Why, you might ask, show discomfiture at having a sense of  relief.  After all, it’s 
all for the best.  Christ has saved us from our sins!  He is now seated at the right 
hand of  the Father in glory!  Rejoice and be happy!

Yes, that is all true, and I do indeed rejoice.  My shame is that I’m relieved that 
I can finally stop watching Christ suffer for my sin.  In other words, it’s still all 
about ME.  How is it that God – omnipotent, holy, omniscient, eternal – can 
empty Himself  completely, thinking only of  saving ME; but I – weak, common, ig-
norant, temporary – can’t empty myself  of  ME even when contemplating the 
death of  my Savior?  Have mercy on me Lord, for I am a sinner!

"But the tax collector stood at a distance. He would not even look up to heaven, 
but beat his breast and said, 'God, have mercy on me, a sinner.'  "I tell you that 
this man, rather than the other, went home justified before God.  For everyone 
who exalts himself will be humbled, and he who humbles himself will be exalted." 
Luke 18:13,14

38 And the curtain of the temple was torn in two, from top to bottom. 39 And 
when the centurion, who stood facing him, saw that he thus breathed his last, he 
said, “Truly this man was the Son of God!”
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Here again we are given information on Christ’s experience indirectly, by it’s 
impact on a human being.  The centurion, likely a hardened man who had seen 
many deaths, is moved to make the most unexpected, perilous exclamation that a 
pagan and officer of  the Emperor could make – “Truly this man was the Son 
of  God!”

What could it be about the cry of  Jesus and how He died that could move such 
a man so?  We cannot be sure.  However, we can be sure that vast spiritual powers 
were surging around Christ as He suffered for us on His cross.  Powerful enough to 
transform a hardened, crucified criminal from a cruel mocker to a humble suppli-
cant of  God’s forgiveness, powerful enough to physically rip the curtain separating 
God’s people from the Holy of  Holies.  

This hardened man’s soul was yet receptive to the spiritual powers that swirled 
around him, as well as the physical, worldly evidence of  Christ’s holy suffering.  It 
all summed up to a conclusion that must have taken him completely by surprise.  

We will never know this side of  heaven what happened to this centurion after-
wards.  Perhaps he slipped back into paganism under the pressure of  the military 
and larger culture.  I prefer to believe that the power of  what he experienced at 
the foot of  the very cross where human sin and death were dealt with once and for 
all, led to a new birth that no man, no culture could overcome.  May it be so for us 
also. 

Closing Thoughts
As we follow Christ through His Passion, it becomes apparent that when God 

created suffering He reserved the worst for Himself.  We have struggled for centu-
ries with the question of  “Why does God let bad things happen to good people.”  
This is a valuable area of  inquiry.  Perhaps, though, we Christians should spend 
more time pondering the question of  why God had to choose the path of  such hor-
rific suffering for Himself  in order to bring redemption to our shattered relation-
ship?

This is a question that I am not qualified to take up.  However, we can still 
make progress by accepting the settled fact that God did choose to take this path 
and think through the implications.
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One of  the most powerful implications of  the Passion is that there is a redemp-
tive possibility within the experience of  suffering.  The fact that the redemption of  
our very souls was achieved through the suffering of  the Son of  God sends a pow-
erful message about the nature of  and possibilities of  this experience.  We will see 
in the following sections that Christ’s example profoundly changed the early 
church’s understanding of  suffering.  We should also open ourselves to these les-
sons.

The physical suffering of  Christ is essential because it is the only aspect of  His 
Passion with which we can truly identify.  For example, imagine the power of  a 
Gospel that rested only on the “spiritual suffering” of  a savior.  Would it have the 
same capacity to shake us out of  our complacency, to confront us with the scandal 
of  our sin, to drive us to our knees in shame?  You know the answer. 

It also becomes clear that one of  the main reasons for the Incarnation itself  
was so that we could witness Christ’s actual physical suffering. We often think of  
Jesus the babe, the teacher, the friend and the healer when we consider God made 
flesh.  But had Jesus not been all man, He could not have been the sufferer. 

In Job, the skeptic within us shook its fist at what appeared to be an invulner-
able, uncaring, capricious God, who had unleashed terrible suffering on a good 
man.  What says the skeptic now that we see the extent to which this God will go 
to redeem that which has been lost?  Who would dare to compare the suffering of  
Job with that of  Jesus Christ?  No.  After this we can never again think of  suffering 
as merely a human experience.  God Himself  has descended to suffer on our be-
half  so that we might be saved.  If  that knowledge can’t bring a heart to repent 
then nothing can.
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C H A P T E R  7

Paul’s Suffering

A fresco of  St. Paul from Ravenna, c. 5th century A.D.

Opening Thoughts
The Apostle Paul didn’t begin as a disciple of  Jesus Christ.  We have no record 

that Saul, for that was his pre-Christian name, ever laid eyes on Jesus during His 
earthly ministry.  We do know from the witness of  Acts and from Paul’s own testi-
mony that he began as a leading persecutor of  the post-Resurrection church.  We 
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meet Saul for the first time in Acts 7:58, at the occasion of  the first martyrdom of  
a Christian, Stephen.

But they cried out with a loud voice and stopped their ears and rushed together 
upon him. Then they cast him out of the city and stoned him; and the witnesses 
laid down their garments at the feet of a young man named Saul. And as they 
were stoning Stephen, he prayed, “Lord Jesus, receive my spirit.” And he knelt 
down and cried with a loud voice, “Lord, do not hold this sin against them.” And 
when he had said this, he fell asleep.  And Saul was consenting to his death.
Acts 7:57-8:1a

It would not have been by chance that Saul was present at this deadly assault, 
or that his approval would be noted.  Saul was a man of  powerful belief  and ac-
tion.  His belief  was that this new faith was blasphemy against God and his action 
was to stamp it out by any and every means available.  The story continues.

And on that day a great persecution arose against the church in Jerusalem; and 
they were all scattered throughout the region of Judea and Samar′ia, except the 
apostles. Devout men buried Stephen, and made great lamentation over him. But 
Saul was ravaging the church, and entering house after house, he dragged off 
men and women and committed them to prison.
Acts 8:1b-3

Mark this down with care – it is the witness of  Scripture that Saul, not the San-
hedrin, not the Romans – began to destroy the church.  Yes, he would have re-
quired their authority to carry out the persecution.  But the primitive church’s tor-
mentor had an identity; and it was Saul of  Tarsus.  Perhaps we should allow the 
Great Apostle to speak from his Epistle to the Galatians.

For you have heard of my former life in Judaism, how I persecuted the church of 
God violently and tried to destroy it; and I advanced in Judaism beyond many of 
my own age among my people, so extremely zealous was I for the traditions of 
my fathers.
Galatians 1:13,14

We have here the old story of  an ambitious and ruthless young man who finds 
the opportunity by which to quickly rise to the heights of  power, and seizes it with 
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all his might.  Please understand, there is no doubt being cast upon the sincerity of  
Saul’s faith.  Let’s just say that when there is dirty, wet work to be done, supposedly 
in the name of  God, not every person of  faith enthusiastically steps forward.  Saul 
certainly did.

It is this man of  passionate hatred who set his face towards Damascus in pur-
suit of  Christ’s scattered flock.  But unbeknownst to Saul, the Risen Christ was in 
pursuit of  him.  Saul’s story continues in Acts.

Exposition
Acts 9:1-19
1 But Saul, still breathing threats and murder against the disciples of the Lord, 
went to the high priest 2 and asked him for letters to the synagogues at Damas-
cus, so that if he found any belonging to the Way, men or women, he might bring 
them bound to Jerusalem. 3 Now as he journeyed he approached Damascus, 
and suddenly a light from heaven flashed about him. 4 And he fell to the ground 
and heard a voice saying to him, “Saul, Saul, why do you persecute me?” 5 And 
he said, “Who are you, Lord?” And he said, “I am Jesus, whom you are persecut-
ing; 6 but rise and enter the city, and you will be told what you are to do.” 7 The 
men who were traveling with him stood speechless, hearing the voice but seeing 
no one. 8 Saul arose from the ground; and when his eyes were opened, he could 
see nothing; so they led him by the hand and brought him into Damascus. 9 And 
for three days he was without sight, and neither ate nor drank.
10 Now there was a disciple at Damascus named Anani′as. The Lord said to him 
in a vision, “Anani′as.” And he said, “Here I am, Lord.” 11 And the Lord said to 
him, “Rise and go to the street called Straight, and inquire in the house of Judas 
for a man of Tarsus named Saul; for behold, he is praying, 12 and he has seen a 
man named Anani′as come in and lay his hands on him so that he might regain 
his sight.” 13 But Anani′as answered, “Lord, I have heard from many about this 
man, how much evil he has done to thy saints at Jerusalem; 14 and here he has 
authority from the chief priests to bind all who call upon thy name.” 15 But the 
Lord said to him, “Go, for he is a chosen instrument of mine to carry my name be-
fore the Gentiles and kings and the sons of Israel; 16 for I will show him how 
much he must suffer for the sake of my name.” 17 So Anani′as departed and en-
tered the house. And laying his hands on him he said, “Brother Saul, the Lord Je-

65



sus who appeared to you on the road by which you came, has sent me that you 
may regain your sight and be filled with the Holy Spirit.” 18 And immediately 
something like scales fell from his eyes and he regained his sight. Then he rose 
and was baptized, 19 and took food and was strengthened.

Much could be said about this “chosen instrument” who would boldly carry 
Christ’s name into the Gentile world, overcoming every barrier whether from the 
outside pagan society or inside the Church itself, to proclaim the Gospel.  Our fo-
cus, though, will be on Christ’s last sentence, “I will show him how much he 
must suffer for the sake of  my name.”  

Consider the implications of  this utterance.  Christ is saying that suffering will 
be a hallmark of  the Apostle Paul’s ministry.  He is communicating this at the very 
beginning, so that Saul can make an informed consent to this condition of  service.  
As we explore this Great Apostle’s suffering perhaps we will begin to understand 
why he would embrace such a fate with such joy and energy.  

We seem to live with the goal of  navigating our paths so as to skirt around the 
storms of  suffering.  The Apostle Paul, resolutely gripping Christ’s hand, drove 
straight towards the eye of  hurricane after hurricane, until, having expended his 
all, he tasted the final victory.

“Death is swallowed up in victory.”
“O death, where is thy victory?
O death, where is thy sting?”
The sting of death is sin, and the power of sin is the law. But thanks be to God, 
who gives us the victory through our Lord Jesus Christ.
1 Corinthians 15:54c-57

2 Corinthians 6:3-10
3 We put no obstacle in any one’s way, so that no fault may be found with our 
ministry, 4 but as servants of God we commend ourselves in every way: through 
great endurance, in afflictions, hardships, calamities, 5 beatings, imprisonments, 
tumults, labors, watching, hunger; 6 by purity, knowledge, forbearance, kind-
ness, the Holy Spirit, genuine love, 7 truthful speech, and the power of God; with 
the weapons of righteousness for the right hand and for the left; 8 in honor and 
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dishonor, in ill repute and good repute. We are treated as impostors, and yet are 
true; 9 as unknown, and yet well known; as dying, and behold we live; as pun-
ished, and yet not killed; 10 as sorrowful, yet always rejoicing; as poor, yet mak-
ing many rich; as having nothing, and yet possessing everything.

The Apostle Paul’s writing can be extremely difficult to parse.  The above pas-
sage is a case in point.  There we have two sentences, the second of  which con-
tains 111 words.  I sometimes imagine grammar teachers wincing as they read sec-
tions of  Paul’s Epistles.  Yet, the Apostle is dealing with ideas relating to the most 
complex and important subject possible – our right relationship to God.  Even 
more challenging, he is explaining these concepts within the context of  a new and 
extraordinary revelation that is only a few decades old – the life, death and resur-
rection of  Jesus Christ.  Lastly, he is explaining these ideas to people (i.e., Gentiles) 
who often have little to no familiarity with the tradition from which Christ 
emerged (i.e., Judaism).  Given all this, we can forgive Paul his long sentences.

With regard to the issue at hand, Paul’s suffering, the striking feature is how in-
separable it is from all of  the other attributes of  his ministry.  Suffering for Paul is 
not an isolated event that pushes aside all other experience.  Rather, it is only one 
of  the many and interrelated aspects of  serving Christ.  It comes along with the pu-
rity, understanding, patience and kindness in the Holy Spirit. It comes along with 
the sincere love and truthful speech in the power of  God.  It comes along with 
glory, good report, genuineness, rejoicing, making many rich and possessing every-
thing.

Yes, if  we were to compile all of  the words of  suffering they too would make 
quite an impressive list.  But is there any doubt as to where the Apostle has placed 
the emphasis?  This passage doesn’t contain so much as a comma of  self-pity.  It’s 
closer to the excited letter home from a young person on a journey of  discovery.  
This comparison is not meant in the least to minimize the import of  Paul’s mission 
or the seriousness of  his suffering.  Rather, it seeks to draw out the amazing power 
of  Christ that allowed him to live in blessed joy, peace and hope in spite of  these 
burdens.  
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So we do not lose heart. Though our outer nature is wasting away, our inner na-
ture is being renewed every day. For this slight momentary affliction is preparing 
for us an eternal weight of glory beyond all comparison, because we look not to 
the things that are seen but to the things that are unseen; for the things that are 
seen are transient, but the things that are unseen are eternal.
2 Corinthians 4:16-18

2 Corinthians 12:7-10
7 And to keep me from being too elated by the abundance of revelations, a 
thorn was given me in the flesh, a messenger of Satan, to harass me, to keep me 
from being too elated.

The Apostle Paul was here engaged in a controversy relating to his authority in 
the Corinthian church.  In verses one through six of  this chapter he is responding 
to those who have claimed superior authority from having received their teachings 
directly from God through ecstatic visions.  Paul describes his own experience of  
being caught up to the third heaven where he heard inexpressible 
things, things that man is not permitted to tell.

However, unlike his adversaries, Paul follows this disclosure not with boasting 
but with a sustained passage in which his own unworthiness and weakness is high-
lighted so that Christ can be exalted.  It is this attribute that ultimately separated 
(and continues to separate) the true from the false leaders in the Christian fellow-
ship.  Lord, lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from evil!

8 Three times I besought the Lord about this, that it should leave me; 9 but he 
said to me, “My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in weak-
ness.” I will all the more gladly boast of my weaknesses, that the power of Christ 
may rest upon me. 10 For the sake of Christ, then, I am content with weaknesses, 
insults, hardships, persecutions, and calamities; for when I am weak, then I am 
strong.

The Judeo-Christian tradition is replete with unexpected reversals from weak-
ness to strength – the good as dead bodies of  the aged being chosen as the well-
spring of  a great people of  the Covenant (Abraham and Sarah, age 100 and 90, 
respectively), the youngest son raising above all his elder brothers, and against all 
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social conventions of  the day, to the pinnacle of  power (e.g., Joseph to Egyptian Vi-
zier and David to the Kingship of  Israel), a Savior who dies in disgrace on a cross, 
and, yes, an Apostle of  Christ who begins as the leading destroyer of  His Church.  
It sometimes appears that our God prefers to do His work through human weak-
ness.  We shouldn’t be surprised by this fact.  How better to demonstrate that an 
end has been obtained by God’s power rather than human effort?  And yet, this is 
a lesson that we continually struggle to hold on to.

The Apostle Paul had no such difficulty.  So deeply had he drank of  the 
spring of  water welling up to eternal life (John 4:14) that his identity was as 
completely surrendered to Christ’s service as can be imagined for frail human 
flesh.  Inherent in this identity was the affirmation of  his own weakness and of  
Christ’s supreme strength.  This is the spirit-print of  a man humbled down to the 
very foundations of  his character.  In his own words, For I am the least of  the 
apostles, unfit to be called an apostle, because I persecuted the 
church of  God. But by the grace of  God I am what I am, and his grace 
toward me was not in vain (1 Corinthians 15:9,10a).

And so, this Great Apostle delights in weakness, in insults, hardships, persecu-
tions and difficulties, for in them he finds a deeper fellowship with his Savior and 
access to greater power to serve His cause.  Even more, by Christ’s own words, His 
power is not made stronger, or more effective, but perfect in weakness.  When we 
suffer, do we not experience weakness?  What of  Christ’s power is being offered to 
us when we suffer?  To answer this question is to delve deeply into the language of  
suffering.

Finally, a prayer, offered at a service of  worship that explores the issue of  weak-
ness within the context of  Christ’s church.

Dear Heavenly Father, we approach your holy throne this morning in prayer for your body, 
the Church.
We come in thanksgiving that you have given this precious gift to those that you have gra-
ciously called to be your own.
But we also come in sorrow, because the influence of  your Church appears to be receding.  
We see the powers arrayed against her and oh how strong they appear!  We see hate, envy 

69



and corruption organized into terrible weapons of  destruction by all the energy of  human-
ity.  In the face of  these terrible machines oh how weak does the Church appear.
But she will not be cowered, she will not be defeated.
Yes, we the living members of  this body are weak, but we are bound together by invisible sin-
ews of  grace and love that contain all the strength of  Jesus Christ.  Empires and despots 
have raged against this body only to be shattered by a power that they could neither see nor 
understand.
Yes we are weak, but you are the God who chooses to work through weakness.  Says the 
Apostle, “Therefore I will boast all the more gladly about my weakness, so that Christ’s 
power may rest on me.”
Therefore, let us, the Church, find in our weakness the humility, the thankfulness, the peace 
to boldly confront a dark and dying world with Christ’s message of  forgiveness and new life.
May we stand before your Cross with heads lifted up not because we are strong, but because 
we are forgiven.   Amen.

Philippians 3:7-11
7 But whatever gain I had, I counted as loss for the sake of Christ. 8 Indeed I 
count everything as loss because of the surpassing worth of knowing Christ Jesus 
my Lord. For his sake I have suffered the loss of all things, and count them as re-
fuse, in order that I may gain Christ 9 and be found in him, not having a right-
eousness of my own, based on law, but that which is through faith in Christ, the 
righteousness from God that depends on faith; 10 that I may know him and the 
power of his resurrection, and may share his sufferings, becoming like him in his 
death, 11 that if possible I may attain the resurrection from the dead.

Here we have a window into the Apostle’s spirit.  Through it we see a life so 
completely identified with his Master that everything else, that which came before, 
that which comes beside, anything else, is mere rubbish in comparison.  

To us, caught up in our many competing cares this single-minded focus ap-
pears almost pathological.  Paul would indeed have made a poor husband, father, 
middle manager or soccer coach.  But these were not his calling.  His calling was 
to spread Christ’s Gospel throughout the Roman Empire, overcoming every obsta-
cle set in his path, great personal suffering included.  Only a total commitment to 
Christ that included sharing fellowship in every dimension of  His Life could pre-
vail.
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We would do Paul a great injustice were we to pity him.  For though he almost 
surely suffered more than most humans ever will, he even more surely knew more 
joy, love, hope and peace than almost any human who has ever lived.  He had 
these riches because of  the victory of  Christ in him.  Would that I could surrender 
so completely to such a worthy King.

Romans 8:18, 28-39
Although this passage touches only briefly on the issue of  suffering, it has been 

included as a fitting capstone to this Great Apostle’s theological worldview.  What 
we see is that Paul was already living in Eternity.  From that viewpoint everything 
that happened in the earthy existence was a mere passing shadow.  His trustworthy 
God, Savior and Friend, Jesus Christ, had already decided the things of  eternity.

18 I consider that the sufferings of this present time are not worth comparing with 
the glory that is to be revealed to us.
…
28 We know that in everything God works for good with those who love him, 
who are called according to his purpose. 29 For those whom he foreknew he 
also predestined to be conformed to the image of his Son, in order that he might 
be the first-born among many brethren. 30 And those whom he predestined he 
also called; and those whom he called he also justified; and those whom he justi-
fied he also glorified.
31 What then shall we say to this? If God is for us, who is against us? 32 He who 
did not spare his own Son but gave him up for us all, will he not also give us all 
things with him? 33 Who shall bring any charge against God’s elect? It is God 
who justifies; 34 who is to condemn? Is it Christ Jesus, who died, yes, who was 
raised from the dead, who is at the right hand of God, who indeed intercedes for 
us? 35 Who shall separate us from the love of Christ? Shall tribulation, or dis-
tress, or persecution, or famine, or nakedness, or peril, or sword? 36 As it is writ-
ten,
“For thy sake we are being killed all the day long;
we are regarded as sheep to be slaughtered.”
37 No, in all these things we are more than conquerors through him who loved 
us. 38 For I am sure that neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor principalities, nor 
things present, nor things to come, nor powers, 39 nor height, nor depth, nor any-
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thing else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God in 
Christ Jesus our Lord.

This is one of  those “best loved” passages that always beings comfort, but some-
how loses its ability to surprise.  Perhaps if  we remind ourselves that these words 
were most likely written around A.D. 57, or only 27 years after Christ’s Resurrec-
tion, we would be more startled by the bold confidence of  Paul’s language.

After all, the Christian Church in Jerusalem was only 27 years old.  The 
churches in what are now Turkey, Greece and Italy would have been younger still. 
Measured as a proportion of  the population they would have been but a tiny frac-
tion of  a percentage point.  They represented minute, embattled enclaves of  a radi-
cal new faith in a hostile sea of  paganism.  In addition, this infinitesimal sect had 
to withstand powerful centrifugal forces as it sought to understand its identity as a 
faith with roots in the Jewish nation but with a destiny that encompassed all peo-
ples.

Yet the Apostle boldly writes without the slightest restraint that it is they who 
are already more than conquerors!  The love of  God in Jesus Christ our 
Lord had been revealed at just the right time.  The Apostle’s eyes of  faith saw that 
there was nothing of  this earth, including suffering, that could turn it back from 
bringing those called by God into His salvation.

Closing Thoughts
We have seen that suffering was an integral part of  Paul’s experience as an 

Apostle of  Christ.  To our surprise, the Apostle actually embraced suffering, seeing 
it as a means to attain deeper fellowship with his Master as well as to ensure that 
he remained humble.  Even more stunning, this Great Apostle welcomed the weak-
ness that accompanied suffering so that he might become stronger by having to de-
pend all the more on Christ.  

It becomes clear that suffering, far from being an impediment, was actually 
seen as a powerful, creative tool of  spiritual power to be wielded with confidence 
in Christ’s service.  We can only stand in stunned silence before such faith.  Yes, 
Paul was of  frail flesh and blood.  All who have studied his writings know of  his 
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stubbornness, rash decisions and confrontational style.  He failed, faltered, fell; but 
he never stopped loving his Lord and Savior, nor seeking to serve Him with every 
fiber of  his being.

It is always best to give this Great Apostle the last word.  May we take it to 
heart, for he always writes with his beloved fellow Christians warmly treasured 
there.

Not that I have already obtained this or am already perfect; but I press on to 
make it my own, because Christ Jesus has made me his own. Brethren, I do not 
consider that I have made it my own; but one thing I do, forgetting what lies be-
hind and straining forward to what lies ahead, I press on toward the goal for the 
prize of the upward call of God in Christ Jesus.
Philippians 3:12-14
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C H A P T E R  8

The Suffering of Christians

The Christian Martyrs' Last Prayer - Jean-Léon Gérôme

Opening Thoughts
As has already been pointed out, suffering in the primitive church was not lim-

ited to Christ and His Apostles.  We have already seen Stephen, the first Deacon, 
stoned to death by a mob led by Saul.  Members of  the tiny Christian fellowship 
were in radical exception to the mores and practices of  their surrounding societies.  
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In many cases they were disrupting the intimate ties of  family when making a com-
mitment for Christ.

We living with the benefit of  two millennia of  Christian influence find it diffi-
cult to comprehend how subversive this new faith was to the existing order.  Two 
of  the most powerful ideas that would challenge the existing order’s foundations 
are the radical equality of  all humans before God,

There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free, there is neither 
male nor female; for you are all one in Christ Jesus.
Galatians 3:28

and the separation of  Christ’s Lordship from earthly allegiance (i.e., refusal to 
bow to the Emperor as a God).  These and other fundamental departures brought 
these helpless Christians into conflict with the most powerful force in the world at 
the time, the Roman Empire.  Martyrdom in significant numbers was the result.

Christians also suffered at the personal level.  They turned to their leaders for 
guidance.  Their leaders turned to the example of  Christ.  Although we may not 
experience suffering via overt persecution, as we read these passages think of  our 
sisters and brothers in the many countries today where the profession of  faith in 
Christ is a dangerous, even deadly decision.

We may also discover that there are other ways in which we can identify with 
Christ in His suffering than to experience persecution.  Wherever we are, what-
ever situation in life we find ourselves, the opportunities abound.  May we, may I, 
seek to do so with a humble heart and with a spirit surrendered to God’s will.

Exposition
1 Peter 2:18-25
18 Servants, be submissive to your masters with all respect, not only to the kind 
and gentle but also to the overbearing. 19 For one is approved if, mindful of 
God, he endures pain while suffering unjustly. 20 For what credit is it, if when 
you do wrong and are beaten for it you take it patiently? But if when you do 
right and suffer for it you take it patiently, you have God’s approval. 21 For to 
this you have been called, because Christ also suffered for you, leaving you an 
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example, that you should follow in his steps. 22 He committed no sin; no guile 
was found on his lips.

Here we hear echoes of  the eighth Beatitude and the Passion.  Christ’s example 
of  sinless suffering would not have been applied to His followers as mere empty 
imitation.  Rather, the Apostles had discovered a new, powerful spiritual resource 
that, with proper teaching and prayerful exercise could be harnessed to bring us 
closer to God’s will.  Note the clear distinction between suffering for doing wrong 
and for doing God’s will.  The potentialities of  hearing God speak in suffering for 
having done His will are clearly greater than in suffering for having done wrong.  
However, even then, there may be the whisper of  the divine if  only the wrongdoer 
would listen. 

23 When he was reviled, he did not revile in return; when he suffered, he did not 
threaten; but he trusted to him who judges justly. 24 He himself bore our sins in 
his body on the tree, that we might die to sin and live to righteousness. By his 
wounds you have been healed. 25 For you were straying like sheep, but have 
now returned to the Shepherd and Guardian of your souls.

Do you hear Isaiah echoing powerfully from centuries past – But he was 
wounded for our transgressions, he was bruised for our iniquities; 
upon him was the chastisement that made us whole, and with his 
stripes we are healed (Isaiah 53:5)?  The seamlessness of  the garment created 
from the Old and New Testaments is on clear display.

1 Peter 4:12-19
12 Beloved, do not be surprised at the fiery ordeal which comes upon you to 
prove you, as though something strange were happening to you. 13 But rejoice 
in so far as you share Christ’s sufferings, that you may also rejoice and be glad 
when his glory is revealed.

To share in the suffering of  Christ was (and is) to be granted a special opportu-
nity of  fellowship with your Lord and Savior.  Peter treats this experience as nor-
mative for members of  the early church, which it surely was.  
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Although we may not suffer from overt persecution, we too may share 
Christ’s sufferings.  We do so when we weep and work for the lost in spirit and 
life, when we toil for God’s Kingdom until we are exhausted in body and spirit, 
when we silently suffer insult rather than break the peace of  Christ’s Church, 
when we take time to pray rather than for empty pleasures.  In all of  these things 
and many more we can still share in Christ’s suffering.  And, when the sure time 
comes that our bodies begin that descent towards death, we can, only with the 
Spirit’s mighty power, clasp tightly to Christ’s gentle hand and follow Him into 
glory.

14 If you are reproached for the name of Christ, you are blessed, because the 
spirit of glory and of God rests upon you. 

At the time of  this letter being insulted for the name of  Christ might mean 
to be accused of  worshiping a disgraced loser who ended up crucified, or to be-
long to a bizarre cult who practiced a rite of  cannibalism (a gross misunderstand-
ing of  the Lord’s Supper), or to have turned your back on the local gods who had 
protected the city for centuries and upon whom the economy rested.  These and 
many more ignorant but hurtful, even dangerous insults were leveled at the early 
Christians.  Peter counsels gladness because these are sure signs that the world rec-
ognizes the radical rejection of  its deadly mores and the life-giving allegiance to 
Christ in the Christian.

We should pause to consider what are the insults that a Christian suffers for 
the name of  Christ in today’s world.  Here we enter difficult waters, for there 
are many lines of  Christian thought, each with its own sense of  what constitutes 
insult for Christ’s sake.

For my part, it appears that the surest solution is to note that what today’s 
world simply can’t abide are any claims of  exclusive paths to God, objective, final 
truth and boundless affirmation of  life.  These are precisely the thought-idols that 
Christ assails when He says:

“I am the way, and the truth, and the life; no one comes to the Father, but by 
me.” 
John 14:6
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Let any modern Christian uphold these sure words of  Christ and they will be 
the butt of  every insult that the world has to offer.

15 But let none of you suffer as a murderer, or a thief, or a wrongdoer, or a 
mischief-maker; 

Once again, we are warned that affliction for doing wrong must not be in-
cluded in the category of  sharing in Christ’s sufferings.

16 yet if one suffers as a Christian, let him not be ashamed, but under that name 
let him glorify God. 17 For the time has come for judgment to begin with the 
household of God; and if it begins with us, what will be the end of those who do 
not obey the gospel of God? 18 And
“If the righteous man is scarcely saved,
where will the impious and sinner appear?”
19 Therefore let those who suffer according to God’s will do right and entrust 
their souls to a faithful Creator.

Teaching takes root by repetition with variation.  These early Christians re-
quired great encouragement because they were living under such great stress from 
the maltreatment of  the outside society.

In verse 18 Peter quotes Proverbs 11:31.  We have here a sense in which it is 
God’s people and His Church that must be first to suffer judgment and purifica-
tion in order to be enabled to carry out their mission of  reconciliation and procla-
mation of  the Gospel.  In verse 19, the recommitment to the doing of  good surely 
includes reaching out to those who have not yet recognized their desperate need 
for salvation through Jesus Christ.

Closing Thoughts
Our journey through the Biblical record is now complete.  We started with 

Adam and Eve and watched in horror as they threw away their, and our, right rela-
tionship with God for the empty promise of  knowledge.  We then saw suffering en-
ter human experience, with its progressive devastation of  our relationships with 
each other, but most tragically, with God.  In Job, we witnessed the terrible conse-
quences of  this wreckage, and struggled with the dreadful questions about God’s 
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intentions that they raise.  We limped away from this encounter with the knowl-
edge that there is something in God’s mind that allows for redemption through suf-
fering, though what it is was still shrouded in mystery.  In Isaiah we learned that 
suffering has the power to redeem our sin when experienced by some very special 
but yet to be revealed person.

In the Gospel of  Matthew that very Person spoke on the mount, with words 
that revolutionized the concept of  suffering.  And, in the Gospel of  Mark, that 
same Person took up His cross and fulfilled Isaiah’s prophecy by suffering beyond 
our ability to comprehend in order that we might be saved, that the broken rela-
tionship between us and God might be mended once and for all.  

In Paul’s Epistles we saw how he suffered for Christ’s sake, with the amazing re-
sponse of  rejoicing.  And, finally, here in Peter’s Epistle, we considered the suffer-
ing of  all Christians for Christ’s sake.

With regard to this particular passage, it’s clear that all Christians are called to, 
and have the opportunity to, share in Christ’s sufferings.  Our opportunities are 
limited only by our imaginations, our fears, and the limits of  our faith.  I confess 
that my explorations into the unknown wildernesses of  suffering have been far too 
tentative, too unimaginative.

With regard to the Biblical record, it is clear that suffering was not simply 
brought into existence by an angry God bent on punishing a disobedient people.  
Though there is an aspect of  punishment in suffering, it is punishment with a lov-
ing purpose.  When humanity fell, God foresaw the awesome power of  evil that 
had been unleashed.  I believe that suffering is God’s means of  maintaining justice 
in this world while simultaneously upholding human will.  That is, suffering is the 
signal, generated by our choices (as indirect and mysterious as they are, encompass-
ing all of  humanity and creation) that tells us something is not right with the world 
as it is and we as we are, without God intervening supernaturally.  The goal is to 
bring each of  us to that experience of  the infinite negative void of  his soul where 
we recognize the inexorable need for the Savior, Jesus Christ, the Lord.

There is more.  Suffering is also the means by which this Savior has achieved 
His end of  bringing us salvation.  We have watched this mystery in wonder, seeing 
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it happen, believing in its truth, but still unable to fully comprehend the means by 
which this transaction was achieved.  Perhaps this study has also allowed us to rest 
a bit easier in the mysteries that remain.  Not everything can be revealed here and 
now, either because we are not yet ready to understand, or, because it is so beyond 
the capacity of  human mind and language that we must wait until we too have 
been released from these limitations.  This thought brings us to the final passage in 
our Biblical study.
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C H A P T E R  9

Suffering’s End for the 
Faithful

Christ Glorified in Heaven,” by Fra Angelico

Opening Thoughts
The Book of  Revelation occupies a rather uneasy place in Reformed circles.  

The wild symbolic language, emotionally charged events and strong embrace by 
fundamentalist theologies have all conspired to this unfortunate end.  Unfortunate 
because this Book is so indispensable to a balanced view of  God’s will.  For with-
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out Revelation we are stuck in a world of  unending suffering.  Yes, we have scat-
tered references to a day when Christ returns, but there is precious little detail and 
depth upon which to hold in hope while we wait.

Revelation, for all of  its strangeness (to our modern minds) provides that detail 
and depth.  For underneath the symbolic language and dramatic events lives a sim-
ple, wondrous proclamation that it is God’s intention to bring all injustice, all evil 
to a final accounting.  In that glorious day all those who suffer for God’s sake will 
be eternally released to lives of  rejoicing and worship.  Creation itself  will be re-
deemed along with everything in it, including God’s people.  

This is the final mystery.  As we walk through a world filled with war, murder, 
rape, brutality, arson, libel, theft, lies, adultery, and on and on, isn’t it wonderful to 
know that our best hope isn’t that all of  this will only get better at the margin?  But 
rather that God intends, in His own perfect time, to redeem it, to restore it to the 
perfection for which it was originally created.  That is a hope worth waiting for.  It 
is the hope that God has promised us, all of  us, the Reformed included, through 
His Holy Word.

Exposition
Revelation 21:1-4, 22:20b,21
1 Then I saw a new heaven and a new earth; for the first heaven and the first 
earth had passed away, and the sea was no more. 2 And I saw the holy city, 
new Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God, prepared as a bride 
adorned for her husband; 3 and I heard a loud voice from the throne saying, 
“Behold, the dwelling of God is with men. He will dwell with them, and they shall 
be his people, and God himself will be with them; 4 he will wipe away every 
tear from their eyes, and death shall be no more, neither shall there be mourning 
nor crying nor pain any more, for the former things have passed away.”

This passage occurs in the second to last chapter in Revelation (and so also in 
the Bible).  Can anyone who has experienced enough of  life to know death and 
mourning, crying and pain but thrill to the hope that the day will come when 
these blights will be forever expelled from creation?
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This hope can seem foolish in a world that appears so impervious to influence 
of  the good.  After all, Christ has suffered, died and risen, and sin still holds sway.  
The Church has been in existence for almost two thousand years and yet still pov-
erty exists, cruelty abounds, and wars have raged even among fellow Christian na-
tions.  

We err terribly, though, when we expect too little of  God because of  His pa-
tience with our own sinful stubbornness.  We also deeply underestimate the infinite 
value of  the souls that have been saved through Christ’s intervention.  Who are we 
to tell the LORD when enough souls have been gathered into His fold?  

No, we can hope in confidence.  We have trusted Christ’s Word that our eternal 
souls are safe in His keeping.  Surely, we can also then trust Him in this as well.  
So, as you go out into this dark and dying world, do so knowing that the whole 
creation has been groaning as in the pains of  childbirth right up to 
the present time (Romans 8:22), for what is being born in this pain is a new 
heaven and a new earth.  We can live in that blessed hope.  It is only fitting 
that the final word of  God’s Word should bring this dialogue to a close; for it is a 
word saturated in the hope that will eternally quench our deepest thirst.

20b Amen. Come, Lord Jesus!
21 The grace of the Lord Jesus be with all the saints. Amen.

Closing Thoughts
Given the seriousness of  the topic under consideration it seemed best to end on 

a note of  hope.  Suffering, after all, is only a temporary aspect of  creation for 
God’s people.  This is not to minimize the terrible toll that this dread experience 
takes.  Rather, we Christians have the opportunity to stare back into its beady, 
blood red eyes and say that not only will it not be the last word, but that, because 
of  Christ and in the power of  the Spirit, it’s power to destroy can be transformed 
into works of  holiness.  

I shutter to think what will happen when these words are put to the test when 
real suffering comes my way.  My only hope is that it is nothing of  these words, or 
anything else of  myself  that is called upon, but rather:

83



Wretched man that I am! Who will deliver me from this body of death? Thanks 
be to God through Jesus Christ our Lord!
Romans 7:24,25a

Finally, I hope that you have discovered how rich, how valuable is God’s Word 
to our understanding of  His will and ways.  To pick up a scarlet thread and follow 
it throughout the Bible is a wondrous journey.  It has been a joyful privilege for me 
to have been given the time to enter into dialogue with God’s Word, even on such 
a difficult topic as suffering.  The Bible is composed of  thousands of  such threads, 
all woven together into a seamless garment that speaks God’s Word to us.  It is 
beautiful beyond knowing, but let us know as much of  it as we possibly can.
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C H A P T E R  10

Meditation on the Language 
of Suffering

Opening Thoughts
We have now traced suffering’s path through the Biblical record.  In the Old 

Testament we found mountain peaks from which God’s plan for redemption could 
almost be seen.  In the New Testament we saw this plan brought into our very 
world, to walk among us.
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We have seen that it is through the experience of  suffering that God chose to 
make right again the broken relationship between Himself  and humanity.  The 
particular form that He chose was to incarnate His own Son in human flesh and 
to suffer in body as well as in spirit.  This choice forces us to consider suffering as 
both the great mystery of  salvation and the great pattern by which to gain access 
to deeper fellowship with Christ.  We would rather have had almost anything sub-
stituted for this pattern.  But God in His infinite wisdom has chosen suffering.  
Who are we to second-guess the LORD God?

How, though, can we apply what we have learned to actual suffering?  What 
does this “language” that has been referred to actually consist of ?  These questions 
must be addressed for our journey to end at its final destination, the oasis where 
we can satisfy the thirst that we feel here and now.

Meditation
When we suffer, we experience an invasion of  frail mortality.  Whether it is 

physical pain, emotional distress, spiritual darkness, combinations, or additions, 
the illusion of  permanence and stability that we normally carry with us is shaken.  
For example, for most of  us the normal physical condition is wellness.  When we 
experience the suffering of  deep illness or significant injury, we are reminded of  
just how frail and temporary our bodies really are.  Or, when we suffer emotional 
distress due to rejection or some other dislocation of  human relationship we are re-
minded of  just how vulnerable we are socially.  

These invasions bring far more than “reminders” with them.  We all know well 
that the dominant feature of  suffering is pain.  Pain that sears our bodies, our 
minds, our souls with torment that can drive all other experience out to the edge 
of  consciousness.  Pain can be the deadly deception of  suffering, by which it draws 
our attention away from the potentiality for holiness and towards the temptation 
for selfishness, bitterness, and, in the extreme, nihilism.

Before we throw pain to the wolves, though, perhaps we should take one more 
look.  When we do, it becomes clear that pain is the signal telling us that some-
thing is not as it should be in our world.  It is indeed a very blunt, indirect instru-
ment of  communication.  That is, the immediate source of  pain in many cases has 
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no or only the most tangential relationship with the spiritual issues that we have 
been considering.  Rather, it breaks down the defenses that protect our fantasies of  
self-sufficiency, permanence and contentment.  It invades our lives with a message 
that reads simply “Not so!”  It doesn’t tell us which way or to whom to turn; rather 
it simply negates that which is false so that we have the opportunity to begin the 
search anew with our illusions discarded.

This is where the resources that God has graciously and abundantly provided 
through Jesus Christ can make all the difference – God’s Word and Spirit.  These 
two work together to provide a map and motive force, respectively, for the journey 
into answering the question of  “Then what?” to pain’s shattering message of  “Not 
so!”

This all sounds so clean and simple on paper.  In reality it is messy, complex 
and often drawn out over many months, years or even decades.  We (and most as-
suredly I included) are particularly incorrigible pupils in the schools of  salvation 
and sanctification.  What we may learn in a bought of  suffering is all too often for-
gotten once normalcy has been restored.  Or, as was noted above, we all too often 
fall into the trap of  self-pity, thus missing the lesson entirely.

Regardless of  our response, God is always there ready to provide His guidance, 
encouragement and strength if  only we will ask.  He is always faithful, always avail-
able.  So, when we find ourselves in a time of  suffering, our first goal should be to 
pull our focus away from ourselves and refocus on Christ.  Realize that He is there 
with you.  His heart is indeed filled with compassion, because he has taken up our 
infirmities and carried our sorrows.  Only Christ can fill the loneliness of  suffering 
to the point of  true peace.  Invite Him in, He will come bringing blessing beyond 
comprehension.

With Christ as our companion we will be given access to the power of  the Holy 
Spirit.  It is by the Spirit’s light that God’s Word comes alive, allowing flat toner on 
white paper to become God’s Living Word to you.  It is by the Spirit’s influence 
that our prayers flow into paths of  new relationship, new discovery, new hope, new 
awareness.  And, it is by the Spirit’s power that we begin to hear the strange, inex-
plicable language of  suffering.
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We hear suffering speak holiness when the pain becomes so great that we call 
out to Christ in the humility that only total desperation can motivate.  It speaks ho-
liness when we realize that our relationships are so tangled in webs of  failure and 
misunderstanding that we are utterly incompetent to set them right, and we cry 
out to our Savior in the despair of  the knowing lost.  If  the language of  suffering 
has a sound it is that of  a soul being emptied of  its false pride.

This language is strange and inexplicable because, although we can’t identify 
anything in particular that communicated something of  great significance, we 
nonetheless know for certain that we have been profoundly changed.  The best 
that we can do is to say, “The experience has changed me.”  This is true enough, 
for suffering is indeed a language of  experience.

And so, we find ourselves still trapped in a mystery.  It is, though, a mystery 
only in terms of  the reasons why, not in the outcomes offered.  God has offered us 
the opportunity for deeper identification and fellowship with Jesus Christ through 
the experience of  suffering.  This, in turn, can allow us to meet our family, friends, 
co-workers, acquaintances, even our enemies, with greater peace, humility and 
love.  We can become cleaner mirrors, reflecting more brightly Christ’s light into 
this dark world.  The experience itself  is painful but the opportunities it leads to 
are boundless because they are of  God – Father, Son and Holy Spirit.

Closing Thoughts
I set out on this journey simply because of  the felt call of  the Holy Spirit to do 

so.  I am content, having reached this conclusion, that to have simply obeyed pro-
vides all the reward that I could ever desire.  If  others should benefit as well, which 
surely is my hope, then may God be praised!  

Suffering is surely one of  the least desirable topics upon which to devote sus-
tained study.  Yet, as Christians we must seriously consider its mysteries if  we are 
ever to fully grasp what Christ has done for us and what He offers in fellowship.  
Now that the toil is done the rest can be confidently left in God’s sure hands.
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Now to him who by the power at work within us is able to do far more abun-
dantly than all that we ask or think, to him be glory in the church and in Christ Je-
sus to all generations, for ever and ever. Amen.
Ephesians 3:20,21
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