Biblical Perspective of Suffering

I Introduction to the homiletical theme
The problem of unjust suffering 

II The exegetical theme 
How this helps to answer the question of unjust suffering 

III Outline of the theme and development of the book of Job
 1 Job's unjust suffering and continuing righteousness (chs.1-2) 
 2 Job's unhelpful counsellors - Eliphaz, Bildad and Zophar - and his response 

IV Development in the New Testament
 1 The teaching of Jesus (Matthew 5:10-12; John 9) 
 2 The example of Jesus (1 Peter 2;23ff.) 
 3 The sin-bearing suffering servant (Isaiah 53; 1 Peter 3:18)

V Application of these biblical principles
 1 Counselling those who are suffering 
 2 Reacting positively to suffering 
 3 Learning the lessons of humility 
 4 Finding comfort in God's eternal purposes for us 

 I The homiletical theme  

The Bible has many things to say about suffering, and the story of Job illustrates the apparent injustice of it all. 

When a drunk habitually drives his car and is eventually killed in a car crash; or when a homosexual persistently engages in unprotected same-sex sex and catches the HIV virus and dies from AIDS; or when somebody regularly falsifies tax returns, gets caught and put into prison - in all these instances we may have a sense of tragedy. We may not feel that the 'punishment fits the crime', but we do not have the same sense of outrage as when an obviously innocent person is unjustly punished. 

Human beings do have a highly developed sense of injustice (that is, unless we are the perpetrators'). Hence the book of Job is particularly pertinent. The writer goes to great pains to show that Job's suffering Is unjust. There is nothing in his beliefs or his conduct which indicates that he is suffering as a punishment for sin. And of all suffering this is perhaps the most perplexing to us. It forces the muffled cry 'Why God, why?' 

II The exegetical theme 

I want to say at the outset that there are no easy answers in Job. 

Job is never given an explanation for his suffering. And although I wholeheartedly believe that Romans 8:28 is true, that verse does not necessarily help the person in the midst of suffering. It does not answer the 'why' question: instead it calls for trust in the One who is behind it all. Moreover, Romans 8:28 does not indicate that God somehow owes us an explanation in the midst of suffering. He works out all things according to his plans and his timetable, and there is no indication that God will necessarily explain to us why he has acted in a certain way. 

The key lesson of Job is surely that Job is a man who trusts God for who He is, and for that reason alone, even though he does not know God's ultimate plans. 

III Outline of the theme and development of the book of Job

 Chapter 1 tells us that Job was blessed by God. He was a man much respected by the people of the east. He had seven sons and three daughters, plenty of cattle and possessions, was blameless and upright, and worshipped God. Then Satan is given leave to test Job (l:6ff.). He argues that Job's love is only what we would call cupboard love-. 'Job Just loves you because of all the things you have done to bless him'. So God allows Satan to strike Job - but within the limits that God has set (he cannot take Job's life). 

1 Job's unjust suffering and continuing righteousness 
 There are two things which we need to learn here: 
 a) Evil is (mysteriously to us) within the plan of God 
 Though we rest uncomfortably with that thought, and it jars us when we consider it, the alternative is to say that Satan is autonomous. Do we want to say that Satan is at liberty to do whatever he wants to people, without God being able to do anything about it? 
 b) Satan uses his armoury to attack home, family, health and work 
 Satan recognizes that belief in God is not too difficult for most people who enjoy a reasonably happy family life, fairly good health, and are in employment. Satan argues: 'If I take all these props away, then the shallowness of Job's love will be unmasked.' I have seen Satan use that weapon to great effect in people's lives. Their world falls apart around them when suffering comes and they bluster into the courts of God, accusing him of breaking some kind of bargain that life would be a bed of roses because they have trusted in Jesus. 

Job did suffer greatly. The Sabeans attack, murder his servants, and carry off the cattle; fire annihilates his sheep and shepherds. Chaldeans steal the camels, murdering the herdsmen; and a fierce storm collapses his house, killing all ten of his children whilst they party. Then Satan moves to attack Job personally by afflicting him with painful sores and turning his wife against him. 

 Yet, in all this, we are told that Job refuses to shake his fist at God(1:10b). He also refuses to believe that God is absent when sickness, death and destitution strike. Indeed, even though he does not 'feel God's presence dose' (he alludes to that in 3:26), he refuses to charge God with any wrong and still persists in trusting him. 

 I read a comment by a famous US basketball player called Cuonzo Martin. He is diagnosed as having cancer and his condition is deteriorating quite rapidly. He said: “A lot of people ask, 'why me?'. I say, 'Why not me: I'm visible, I'm a Christian man, and maybe I can reach out to people in how I deal with this thing. There's no sense getting down or crying about something you can't control”. His Job-like maturity struck me as healthy amidst the pain of suffering. 

2 Job's unhelpful counsellors - and his response 
 Despite all that has happened to Job so far, you might say that his biggest trial was yet to come? The longest section of the book is taken up with the so-called sympathy of Eliphaz, Bildad and Zophar. Their sympathy begins quite well in chapter 2:11ff. They join with him in  his mourning and sit in silence for seven days. However, throughout the rest of the book they come at him three times, encouraging Job to reassess his attitude towards God and his condition. Their argument is basically the same each time: 'Job, you must have sinned; stop trying to justify yourself; repent and then God will restore you'. 

 a) In chapter 4:7 we might paraphrase Eliphaz's words to Job as 'If you repent. Job, then all this will go away and God's blessing will return'. Job searches his own heart and realizes that there is no guilt within him, so he refuses to repent and responds in 6:10: 'I would still have this consolation - my Joy in unrelenting pain - that 1 had not denied the words of the Holy One'. 

 b) In chapter 8:2 Bildad says, 'How long will you say such things? Your words are a blustering wind.' Job replies (9:15): 'Though I were innocent, I could not answer him; I could only plead with my Judge for mercy'. Job in effect says 'I know none of us stands a chance apart from God's mercy.' He anticipates the crucial question of the book of Romans: "How can a man be made righteous before God?' Paul answers by telling us that it is only God who can make us right before himself by imputing his own righteousness in Christ. 

 c) Zophar is a bit more subtle. In effect he says 'Job, if only you were a bit more God-centred, if only you worshipped God truly (w.14-16), then you would have his peace.'  Job displays indignation at their arrogance. But false comforters do behave like this when something calamitous occurs in other people's lives It may be subtle, but those who don an air of superiority, secretly believing that somehow they must be more righteous because no such fate has befallen them, are really only half-sympathizing with the sufferer. When I suffered from glandular fever and depression in my early twenties, people told me that if only I would repent, then God would take it all away. That bothered me. But the thing that bothered me even more was that they could never tell me exactly what it was that I was supposed to repent of. They were miserable comforters. Just like Job's three friends. C.S. Lewis wrote: God whispers in our pleasures but shouts in our pain; it is His megaphone to arouse a deaf world, {The Problem of Pain). 
 God finally comes to speak in chapter 38. Job was beginning to be beaten down by his so-called comforters, and questions God's ways. God responds (vv4ff.) 'Where were you when I made this world? Do you know the end from the beginning? Are you able to know how it is that I am working out my good purposes among you? Are you God? Do you have any right to question my justice?' Job reacts humbly (42:2-6) by repenting that he had questioned God's purposes. It seems that Job got perilously dose to charging God with injustice. 

IV Development In the New Testament 

 Let me draw out a few principles: first from the teaching of Jesus, and then from his example. 

 1 The teaching of Jesus 

 a) Jesus tells us that we are blessed when we suffer unfairly or even unjustly 
 Do you remember the last Beatitude in the Sermon on the Mount (Matt. 5:10-12)? James says something similar in 5:11, 'We are blessed if we suffer for Christ's sake, even if it is unfair and unreasonable.' 

 b) Jesus denied that there Is a simple equation between sin and suffering 
 In John 9 the Pharisees clearly believe there to be a link between a person's sin and the suffering that follows. They are rather like Job's comforters. They parade a blind man before Jesus, questioning whose sin was responsible for his blindness (because he was bom blind, was it his own sin or was it that of his parents?). 

 Jesus denies that this man's sin or his parents' sin is pertinent but indicates that the suffering is here so that the work of God may be displayed. Jesus indicates that the way in which God deals with sin must in fact be for his glory and for no other reason. 

 Certainly, suffering is in the world because of sin. But my suffering is not necessarily the direct result of my sin, although it can be if my conduct is irresponsible. I suffer because I live in a world that is under the judgement of God, and I am reaping the consequences of that. 

 2 The example of Jesus 

 Peter encourages his readers to suffer for good out of a dear conscience, in order that they may stop the mouths of their accusers (1 Peter 3:13ff.). He cites as an example Jesus himself (2:23ff.) who did not retaliate even though he hung on a cross unjustly and was insulted by those who stood and watched (Job's three friends?). 

 3 The sin-bearing suffering servant 

 The righteous servant of God, promised in the Old Testament, was Jesus himself, and Job anticipates the scorn that will be experienced by God's servant. Isaiah 53 is the most famous Old Testament passage looking forward to God's glorious servant and the suffering that he will experience. When people looked at Jesus hanging on the cross, they assumed that he was being judged for his own sin (v.4). He suffered unjustly and silently (v.7). It was the Sovereign God (v.10) who initiated his suffering. He bore sin (v.l2b) by providing atonement, and satisfying the just wrath of God (v.10). 

 All the unresolved questions for Job were answered in Jesus. David cried out in Psalm 22, "My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?' (v.1). As that psalm progresses, we realize that though God <i>felt</i> distant from him, he was not abandoned, and not cut off from God. But when Christ uttered those same words on the cross, he was indeed abandoned by the Father. God, who is too holy to look upon sin, turned his back on his Son and judged him: not for his own sin but for the sin of the world. And as Peter said: 'Christ died for sins once for all, the righteous for the unrighteous, to bring you to God' (1 Peter 3:18). 

 The injustice of Job's suffering only makes sense when we appreciate the injustice that was done to God himself in order that sin can finally be dealt with. 

V Application 

 There are answers to the problems of suffering, but they are not simple or simplistic answers; they are not the glib equations of Job's comforters. Here are a few principles introduced in Job which help answer the question of suffering. 

 1 Notice the wise advice that Job gives to the counsellors in 13:5 
 The most useful thing that his three friends did was during the first seven days when they sat down in silence, wept with him, and said nothing! They showed little sympathy in the latter part of the book. They judged Job from afar. But we are called to weep with those who weep, to mourn with those who mourn, to share the emotional experiences of others (see Rom. 12:15). We are not to toss pious hand grenades at a safe, detached distance from the suffering of those around us. 

 2 Watch out for bitterness in suffering 
 That was the heart of Elihu's rebuke of Job (chapter 32 onwards). Many have endured suffering stoically. Our British 'stiff upper lip' can be to our detriment because we endure without really engaging with God. The persistent mysterious plans of God's sovereign purposes remain unanswered, and that mystery frequently caused the psalmist to cry out to God. It is better to cry out to him in our anguish than to bury it in bitterness. 

 3 Recognize that God uses suffering for our humbling 
 Surely that was the reason why Job prayed the prayer at the end of the book (42:1-6)? Satan's initial challenge was: "Job only loves God for what he can get out of it&quot;. The challenge of this passage is: 'Do we love God for who he is? Whatever hand he may deal us, do we trust him?'. For that is at the heart of faith. This is not a blind faith: it is faith which trusts God on the basis of who he says he is and how he has revealed himself.

 4 Finally, take comfort in the fact that suffering is not for ever 
 Our future hope is for reward, not in this life but in heaven, where there will be no more crying and no more pain (see 1 Cor. 10:11). In 1 Corinthians 13:13 Paul says: 'Faith, hope and love will abide, but the greatest of these is love.' I have pondered why Paul says that all three will abide for eternity, but that love is the greatest. Of course, the reason is that love is actually at the heart of God. Even within the three persons of the Trinity, love is given, received and communicated (as Augustine noted). 

 The testing of our faith is there in order that our love for God may grow. His unconditional love chose Israel from among all the nations. His free love chose us in Christ whilst we were still sinners and undeserving (Romans 5). And now God wants us to love him in the same way - unconditionally, for no other reason than that he is God. 

 After the total failure of Peter, the resurrected Jesus approaches him on the beach and asks one question: 'Do you love me?'. For that is the only thing that matters. Someone has said: 'Suffering makes you either bitter or better'. Now is the time to chose which it will be - it will be too late to make that decision when suffering is upon you. Examine God's character and decide whether he is trustworthy and having trusted him find him to be true even when your world may fail apart around you. 
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