
Why Does God Allow Suffering?

The Bible doesn’t sugarcoat suffering. In John 16:33, Jesus said, “In this life there will be trouble.” James says, “When you fall into various trials” (James 1:2). Notice James doesn’t say, “if,” but “when.” Trouble is a certainty-a fact of life. That word “fall” means “to stumble unexpectedly.” Suffering comes without warning.  The word “various” means that suffering comes in many different shades.  As many shades as the paint chips at a Benjamin Moore paint store.  Suffering comes in various shades-illness, injury, betrayal by a friend, loss, even violence, rape, murder. And all this causes people to ask, “If God is good, and God is great, why does He allow suffering?  Put another way, if He cares, and if He can, why doesn’t he step in and stomp it out?  And some people have trouble believing in the God of the Bible because of the problem of suffering.

I should say at this point that the problem of suffering is not limited to Christianity.  Every world faith has to answer the same question.

When the Indonesian Tsunami hit the beaches in 2005, every faith had to wrestle with the reality of God and the existence of suffering.  Some just couldn’t accept that a good and powerful God could allow suffering of that magnitude. The Archbishop of Canterbury said, “This has made me question God’s existence.”  Others just accepted it as an unexplainable mystery. Derrick Kidman, a British evangelical, said, “God is not accountable, and we can just never know the reasons why.”  Others believe that God is just not powerful enough to control catastrophes like the tsunami. Rabbi Michael Learner said “God is simply not omnipotent. He’s not powerful enough to stop a tsunami.”  Others believe suffering is God’s judgment.  A Saudi Cleric said about the tsunami, “The water rose to strike non-Muslim vacationers who lay sprawled immorally on the beach during Christmas break.”  In Sri Lanka, a Buddhist monk said, “The people are not living according to religious virtue.  Nature is giving a punishment because people are not following the path of Lord Buddha.” A Roman Catholic priest said the Tsunami was a, “punishment from God because everybody is living a wretched life.”  A fisherman in one of the worst hit villages said, “The mother has butchered her own children. Either there is no god or god must be cruel to do something like this.” 
Rabbi Harold Kushner wrote a book in the 1980s entitled “Why Do Bad Things Happen To Good People?” and asked this question:  “How can  God be a good and loving God, and also be a God who is all powerful and yet allow suffering, especially on such a cosmic scale?” 

He goes on to suggest that one of three things must be true.  Either He is a loving God who would love to prevent tsunamis and suffering, but can’t, because He is not powerful.  Or He is powerful and could prevent tsunamis if He wanted to , but He doesn’t, because He’s a cruel, malevolent God who doesn’t care.  Or maybe He is neither good or powerful, because he exists only in the figment of our imagination.  Kushner’s conclusion was that God is a good God.  But He’s not omnipotent.  He’s not all-powerful.  He would love to help, but He can’t.  Warren Weirsbe wrote a rebuttal to Kushner’s book, entitled, “Why Do Bad Things Happen To God’s People?” and for his answers he turned to the Bible.  That’s what we want to do here. So let’s get back to the Bible and get God’s perspective on suffering.
The Reality of Suffering,

The Hindu faith teaches that suffering is an illusion. But the Bible clearly acknowledges the reality of suffering.  In 2 Corinthians 12:7, we see an example of suffering in the life of the Apostle Paul.  He writes, “A thorn in the flesh was given to me.”  Let’s stop there for a moment.  A thorn in the flesh.  We’re familiar with that idiom.  It’s a common expression in the English language.  If you have ever pruned roses, you know the pain of a misplaced thumb over the thorn of a rose bush, or the pain of a thorn that has gotten down into your shoe and under your foot.  If someone is a real annoyance to you, or causes you a lot of grief, they are “a thorn in the flesh.”  Like a thorn in your shoe. So Paul has an assailant causing him a lot of grief, a lot of suffering.  The text says it buffeted him.  That’s the reality of suffering. Paul suffered.  We all experience suffering. Job says, “As the sparks fly upward so is a man born for trouble.” In 2 Corinthians 11:24-27, Paul  lists all the ways in which he suffered.  James said, “When you face troubles of many kinds.”  
The Perplexity of Suffering
Paul pleaded with God to get rid of the suffering.  Three times he prayed that God would take it from him (v.8). That’s understandable.  We hate suffering.  We want rid of it.  Habakkuk 1:2 says, “How long shall I cry and you will not hear?  Why do you show me iniquity and cause me to see trouble?”  The Bible never teaches that suffering should be glorified, or sought after.    Job said, “Lord, why is this happening to me?”  Even the Lord Jesus, in the Garden of Gethsemane, said, “Father, if it is possible take this cup from me.”  Charles Templeton lost his faith because of human suffering.  When he looked at the picture of a starving little girl in a country torn by famine, he couldn’t reconcile a good and powerful God with the stark reality of human suffering.  Paul said, in 1 Corinthians 13:12, “For now we see in a glass darkly.”  In other words, there is much that we don’t understand.  Some years ago someone took a survey and asked the question, “If there was one question you could ask God, what would it be?”  And the number one answer was, “Why is there suffering in the world?”  Suffering is very perplexing.
The Origins of Suffering

There’s three answers to the question about the origins, or causes, of suffering.  First, Satan is the prime cause of much suffering.  There’s been a lot of speculation about the nature of Paul’s thorn in the flesh.  Some say it was a physical affliction, maybe blindness. Or perhaps a leftover physical injury type damage from the time he was stoned.  But the text says it was a messenger from Satan. That word “messenger” is the word “angelos” meaning “Angel.”  A satanic angel is a demon.  I believe the thorn in the flesh was a demonic spirit that dogged Paul and caused him a lot of grief.  The extreme example of this kind of suffering is seen in people  who are demon possessed.   Note how many people Jesus encountered, who suffered because of satanic possession. Many of them were basically sociopaths, and caused much damage to themselves and other people.  Psychopathic and sociopathic killers in our society, are possessed by the same evil presence Jesus encountered in the Gospels.

The second cause of suffering is moral corruption. Some people say, “Why didn’t God just make a world without pain and suffering and evil and death?” The answer is that He did. Genesis 1:31 says, “God saw all that He had made and it was very good.”  Some people say, “Then why didn’t He just make Adam and Eve incapable of sin?”  He didn’t do that because He wanted people to love, and you can’t love, without choice.  If you pull the string on a Barbie doll and it says “I love you,” you wouldn’t get terribly excited about that.   Because it’s just a doll and it’s programmed to say that.  It doesn’t have any choice.  You can’t create the potential to love without also creating the potential for the flip side-namely evil and wickedness.  God said to Adam, “Don’t eat of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, for in the day you disobey me and eat it you will die.”
Two things happened when Adam disobeyed.  First, he became intimately acquainted with evil.  Notice, it was the tree of the Knowledge of Evil.  He didn’t know what evil was until that point, and from that moment on, evil began to pollute the universe. Romans 1:30 says that man will invent ways to do evil.  And we see that happening in our day.  The second thing that happened was that death entered the world as a result of moral impurity.  So much suffering is caused by the moral pollution in the world. 
The third cause of suffering is natural corruption.  Genesis 3:18 says that because sin entered the world, “thorns and thistles grew.”  The creation was tainted when moral corruption spilled into the cosmos. Rom 8:22 says all creation groans with pain like the pain of childbirth. 

The world, because of moral corruption, became a dangerous place.  Natural corruption is the cause of earthquakes, tornadoes and underwater earthquakes that produce tsunamis which all cause unspeakable suffering.  God never created evil and pain and death.  It was humanity exercising self-centred free will that opened the door for human suffering.  Larry King asked Anne Graham after Hurricane Katrina, why a good God would allow such suffering, and Graham said, “Larry, for years this nation has been telling God to leave them alone, and God being the Gentleman that He is, honoured that request. 

The Redemptive Value Of Suffering
God uses suffering to advance His redemptive and good purposes in your life.  God never wastes a hurt.  Romans 8:28 says, “For we know that all things (including pain and suffering) work together for good to those who love God.”  All suffering can produce God’s benevolent and good purposes.

There are four purposes for suffering revealed in the text here.  The first is that suffering shapes character.  Verse 7 says, “and lest I should be exalted above measure by the abundance of the revelations…”  Paul has been talking about being taken up to the third heaven and receiving visions and revelations.  What an experience that must have been.  That kind of thing could go to a guy’s head.  Make him proud.  But he says, “lest I should be exalted above measure… a thorn in the flesh was given to me.”  Suffering taught him humility.  Romans 5:3 says, “We rejoice in our suffering because we know that suffering produces perseverance, perseverance character, and character, hope.”  Romans 8:29 says, “We have been called according to his purpose to be conformed to the character of Jesus Christ.” One of the core characteristics of the character of Jesus is His prayer life.  And suffering is part of God’s curriculum to produce His character in our lives.  Notice Paul prays three times for the suffering to end, and God says no.  Nowhere in the Bible does God use the term “unanswered prayer.”  What we often mean by unanswered prayer is that our prayers are not answered in a way that we expect, or even demand, God to answer them.  Suffering has a way of producing an attitude adjustment, and conforming us to the character of Jesus Christ.  Sometimes that suffering is discipline.  Heb 12:10-11 says, “Our fathers disciplined us for a little while as they thought best.  But God disciplines us for our good that we may share in his holiness.  No discipline seems pleasant at the time, but painful.  Later on however, it produces a harvest of righteousness and peace for those who have been trained by it.”   

The second purpose of suffering is that suffering produces a deeper level of intimacy with God. In verse 8, Paul goes on to say, “I pleaded with the Lord three times that it might depart from me.”   Paul’s suffering has the result of drawing Him closer to the Lord through prayer, as a direct result of his suffering. Paul said in Philippians 3:10, “I want to know Christ and the power of his resurrection…”  That’s understandable.  That’s what we all want.  But he goes on in that verse to say, “and the fellowship of His suffering.”  He knows that the pathway to knowing Christ, runs straight through the valley of suffering. When he suffers for Christ, he experiences the fellowship of Christ at an entirely new level. 

C.S. Lewis said, “God whispers to us in our pleasures. He speaks to us in our conscience.  But He shouts to us in our pain.  Pain is God’s megaphone to arouse a deaf world.”  God speaks most clearly in the context of our pain.  Many people have bowed the knee in surrender to Jesus Christ, because of the redemptive crucible of suffering.  God used the suffering of a young 16 year old by the name of Joni Erickson when she dived off a rock and broke her neck on the lake bed, and became a quadriplegic, to bring her to faith in Jesus Christ. Joni Erickson said, “I would rather be in this wheelchair in the will of God, than out of it out of the will of God.”
Through the Book of Job, we read of Job saying over and over, “Why is this happening to me?” Then at the end of the book, God showed up and He never answered Job’s questions.  God just said, “Where were you when I laid the foundations of the world?  In other words, “Who do you think you are, questioning me? I’m God, and you’re not.”  And Job said, “My ears had heard of you.  Now my eyes have seen you.”  Once Job heard God speak, he didn’t need his questions answered.  God’s presence was enough.  Suffering moved Job to a new dimension of intimacy with God.    What we need in our suffering is not answers, as much as we need assurance of the reality of the Presence of God.  David would say the same about suffering’s redemptive power. In Psalm 119:67, David  said, “Before I was afflicted I went astray but now I keep Your Word.”  He goes on in verse 71, to say, “It is good that I have been afflicted that I may learn your statutes.”
The third purpose of suffering is that suffering exposes you to greater abundance of God’s Grace.  In verse nine, God responds to Paul’s prayer by saying, “My grace is sufficient for you.”  When we suffer, God supplies His grace to meet the need.  The greater the suffering the greater the supply of grace. The Bible says in James 4:6, “He gives more grace.”  There are two ways to respond to suffering, pain, injury and disappointment.  The first alternative is to turn away from God and resist His grace and become hard, bitter, angry, cynical and disillusioned.  That is a lonely, miserable road. The alternative is to turn toward God and open yourself to His grace.  Grace is a gift and when you receive that gift you become more gentle, gracious, loving, tender, hopeful, kind, compassionate and grateful. Detrich Bonhoffer was a German follower of Christ thrown into prison during the Second World War, for his faith and outspoken views against the Nazi Regime, and God used prison in his life so powerfully, that he said, “Thank you prison for having been in my life.” 
The fourth purpose of suffering is that suffering showcases God’s power.  God says to Paul, in verse 9, “My strength is made perfect in weakness.”  In a paradoxical way when we are at our worst God’s power is much more evident.  It’s like a diamond’s gleam which is more brilliant when set against a black velvet cloth, God’s power is more evident when set against the dark backdrop of suffering.

I’ve been preaching for 24 years now, preparing sermons week in and week out. And I can recall times when I had nothing.  The reservoir was empty.  And Sunday was around the corner, and the pain of that emptiness drove me to my knees in desperation and I can recall that many times in the blackness of despair I preached those times with an unusual liberty of the Spirit and an unusual sense of impact on the congregation.  I understand Paul’s words, “I will take pleasure in my infirmities that the power of Christ may rest upon me.”  The suffering of Good Friday was the backdrop for the greatest demonstration of God’s power in history, the Resurrection on Easter Sunday. There is likely no greater testimony of the power of God to a watching world than a follower of Jesus Christ responding to pain and suffering with a spirit of grace and patience.  
My father grew beautiful roses.  He had roses at the front, side and back garden of our house where I grew up. The rag and bone man would come around our neighborhood once a year with his horse and cart to pick up old clothing.  The horse would inevitably drop it’s “exhaust” right outside our house. It almost seemed like the horse was doing my dad a favour, for he would come out with his shovel and scoop up the manure and throw it round his roses.  It always amazed me as a wee boy, how my dad could grow such beautiful roses in something so vile as horse manure. And yet, that’s what God does.  He grows redemptive and beautiful outcomes from the stench of suffering.   

The Temporal Nature Of Suffering  
 Verse 10 says, “Therefore I take pleasure in infirmities, in reproaches, in needs, in persecutions, in distresses, for Christ’s sake.”   That’s remarkable. “I take pleasure.” There’s something much bigger than pain.  It’s Christ and heaven and eternity.  Paul suffered much for the cause of Christ.  He experienced beatings, stoning, imprisonment, shipwreck, death of loved ones.  Yet in 2 Corinthians 4:17 he makes a remarkable statement.  He calls his suffering, “our light and momentary afflictions.”  Suffering is temporal.  He goes on to say “they are achieving for us an eternal glory that far outweighs them all.” Romans 8:18 carries the same thought. “I consider that our present sufferings are not worth comparing with the glory that will be revealed in us.”  How can Paul say that?
Imagine that on January 1, of this year, you had an unimaginably, terrible day.    Suppose you got robbed. You got a root canal. Your basement flooded. You totalled the car. You got a reassessment from the tax man that you didn’t pay enough tax. Your stock portfolio dropped by 50% in one day.  And that’s just the first day of the year.  It’s like the title of that kids’ book, “Alexander and the terrible, horrible, no good, very bad day.”  What a horrible start to the year.  But imagine if, from January 2, up until today and every day, from now till the end of the year you get nothing but terrific news.  Everything goes your way.  Your friend wins big at the lottery and gives you half, and you’re struggle is whether to accept because he won it on the lottery.  You get promotions and raises at work. You end up on the cover of Time Magazine and Family Magazine as Man of the Year and Family of the Year. Your wife tells you she’s pregnant, and she thinks you’re super-husband. Your husband makes you breakfast in bed. Your boss gives you a 3 month vacation because you’re such a good employee.  You get to the end of this incredible year and someone asks you how your year went.  And you say, “Unbelievable.” And they say, “But didn’t your year start out really bleak?”  And you say, “O, that was just a light and momentary setback.”  A lifetime of suffering in light of eternity is a light and momentary affliction.   
One young man fell down a flight of stairs when he was just a baby.  He lived a life of pain, and was asked, “Do you think God is fair, when you have spent so much time in pain?” The guy replied, “God has all eternity to make it up to me.”  One man said this. “In light of heaven, the worst suffering on earth, a life full of the most atrocious tortures on the planet will be seen to be no more serious than one night in an inconvenient hotel.”  1 Corinthians 2:9 says, “No eye has seen.  No ear has heard, no mind has conceived what God has prepared for those who love him.”  Heaven is the ultimate answer to the pain and suffering in the world.
God doesn’t answer the question of suffering with a philosophical explanation.  He answers it with the incarnation of Jesus Christ. The Word-Jesus-became flesh and, in the words of Eugine Peterson, “moved into the neighbourhood.”  And he suffered every pain you or I have ever known.  He was broken, despised, rejected, felt abandoned by the Father, betrayed by a close friend, a Man of Sorrows. Isaiah says, “They hid their faces from him.” Corrie Ten Boom wrote, “No matter how deep our darkness, He is deeper still.”   When you suffer you have two choices.  You can turn from God and embrace your misery, or you can turn to God and find yourself embraced by the One who became sin for you.  

Jesus, in the Garden of Gethsemane, is the greatest example of the appropriate way to respond to suffering.  He said to the Father, “If it is possible let this cup pass from Me.”  In other words, it’s natural and normal to want to by-pass suffering.  In His humanness, Jesus asked that.  However, His life was driven by something bigger than a desire to side-step suffering.  He said, “Not My will, but Thine be done.”  Jesus was more concerned about fulfilling the will of the Father, than He was in avoiding the horror of suffering and the cross.  The mark of maturity in our lives is when we seek the will of the Father in the midst of our suffering, rather than in seeking to remove the suffering.

Veronica and Jim were a couple who served as missionaries in the country of Peru, about 625 miles northeast of Lima.  Ronnie, as she was called by her friends, was 35 years of age, and at the age of 12 she came to faith in Christ.  At the age of 13, she began to talk about giving her life in service as a missionary.  Her dream came true but Ronnie’s major life disappointment was that she could not have children of her own.  But God in His kindness, in 1994, allowed Ronnie and Jim to adopt a little boy that they named Cory.  And then God doubled their blessing by allowing them to adopt a second child.  A little girl this time.  Her name was Charity.  Just after Easter they flew to the border near Brazil to obtain the paperwork to get Charity’s permanent visa.  Mission accomplished they headed back to the little village where they would serve as missionaries in the small Cessna plane.  

About forty minutes out from landing, something happened that would forever change the destiny of their family.  The Peruvian military mistakenly decided that this small plane was carrying illegal drugs.  Without any radio communication from the Peruvian Air Force, the fighter jets opened fire.  More than fifty bullets penetrated the plane, and it began a downward spiral and crashed in the Amazon River.  As the plane was sinking into the murky waters, Jim had enough presence of mind to pull his wife Ronnie and his little girl Charity from the sinking wreckage.  It did not take him long to figure out that neither one of them were alive. A single bullet had gone through Ronnie’s back, and through her heart and that same bullet had lodged itself in Charity’s skull. They were both killed instantly.  

Here’s a seven-month-old innocent baby and a 35-year-old woman who had sacrificed much to go to a difficult part of the world to serve God.  If you allow yourself very long to linger over stories like this one it takes you to a place of asking some hard and uncomfortable questions.  Shortly before being killed, Ronnie wrote the following words in her journal: “Life doesn’t always give you a storybook ending.  You don’t always end up with the answers to your prayer that you desire.  God often chooses to do something different with your life than you envisioned.  But it’s ok.  He’s still God and He still loves you.  As long as your confidence in God remains strong in the midst of all the questions and the myriad of emotions you’ll be ok.  He is the only one who remains constant.  And life is good if you stay in his arms, God's loving arms.  You may not understand where He leads but you will be safe and secure with Him anywhere.  Even in death.” 

An old hymn writer expressed far better than I can, the truths we have been considering here, when he wrote the hymn, “When We See Christ”

Oft times the day seems long,

And sorrows hard to bear,

We’re tempted to complain, 

And murmer and despair,

But Christ will soon appear,

And catch His Bride away,

All tears will soon be over,

In God’s eternal Day

It will be worth it all

When we see Jesus,

Life’s trials will seem so small 

When we see Christ.
One glimpse of His dear face,

All sorrow will erase,

I’ll gladly run the race,

Till we see Christ 
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