Questions About Suffering

Preached by Pastor Andrew Ong to Adam Road Presbyterian Centre on 29-30 September 2001.

Job 38

1 Then the LORD answered Job out of the storm. He said:

2 "Who is this that darkens my counsel with words without knowledge?

3 Brace yourself like a man; I will question you, and you shall answer me.

4 "Where were you when I laid the earth's foundation? Tell me, if you understand.

5 Who marked off its dimensions? Surely you know! Who stretched a measuring line across it?

6 On what were its footings set, or who laid its cornerstone--

7 while the morning stars sang together and all the angels shouted for joy?

8 "Who shut up the sea behind doors when it burst forth from the womb,

9 when I made the clouds its garment and wrapped it in thick darkness,

10 when I fixed limits for it and set its doors and bars in place,

11 when I said, `This far you may come and no farther; here is where your proud waves halt'?

12 "Have you ever given orders to the morning, or shown the dawn its place,

13 that it might take the earth by the edges and shake the wicked out of it?

14 The earth takes shape like clay under a seal; its features stand out like those of a garment.

15 The wicked are denied their light, and their upraised arm is broken.

16 "Have you journeyed to the springs of the sea or walked in the recesses of the deep?

17 Have the gates of death been shown to you? Have you seen the gates of the shadow of death ?

18 Have you comprehended the vast expanses of the earth? Tell me, if you know all this.

19 "What is the way to the abode of light? And where does darkness reside?

20 Can you take them to their places? Do you know the paths to their dwellings?

21 Surely you know, for you were already born! You have lived so many years!

22 "Have you entered the storehouses of the snow or seen the storehouses of the hail,

23 which I reserve for times of trouble, for days of war and battle?

24 What is the way to the place where the lightning is dispersed, or the place where the east winds are scattered over the earth?

25 Who cuts a channel for the torrents of rain, and a path for the thunderstorm,

26 to water a land where no man lives, a desert with no one in it,

27 to satisfy a desolate wasteland and make it sprout with grass?

28 Does the rain have a father? Who fathers the drops of dew?

29 From whose womb comes the ice? Who gives birth to the frost from the heavens

30 when the waters become hard as stone, when the surface of the deep is frozen?

31 "Can you bind the beautiful Pleiades? Can you loose the cords of Orion?

32 Can you bring forth the constellations in their seasons or lead out the Bear with its cubs?

33 Do you know the laws of the heavens? Can you set up [God's ] dominion over the earth?

34 "Can you raise your voice to the clouds and cover yourself with a flood of water?

35 Do you send the lightning bolts on their way? Do they report to you, `Here we are'?

36 Who endowed the heart with wisdom or gave understanding to the mind ?

37 Who has the wisdom to count the clouds? Who can tip over the water jars of the heavens

38 when the dust becomes hard and the clods of earth stick together?

39 "Do you hunt the prey for the lioness and satisfy the hunger of the lions

40 when they crouch in their dens or lie in wait in a thicket?

41 Who provides food for the raven when its young cry out to God and wander about for lack of food?

Subject: How should we respond to suffering?

Complement:
·
Suffering is not explained by simple cause and effect – Book of Job

·
We have no definitive answer to suffering but to trust God – Book of Job, Luke 13:1-5

·
Our trust is found in Jesus – Romans 5:8-10

i) Jesus is God’s demonstration of his love

ii) Jesus is the promise of eternal life

Purpose: Prepare people to suffer well

Introduction: My own suffering

I became a Christian sometime in November 1989. It happened in my last year of university in Australia. At that stage, I felt that I had my whole life in front of me. I was confident that I would pass my final exams and get my degree. I had a job waiting for me. The future seemed very secure, very bright. It seemed full of promise.

In February 1990, 2 months later, I started my new job in a prestigious accountancy firm. I can remember the first weekend after I started work almost like it was yesterday.

One Sunday night, I went to bed early to get to work. But I couldn’t sleep because I had a terrible stomach pain. It was unlike any stomach pain I had in my life. I can honestly say that it was the worst pain I ever felt in my life. I didn’t feel like going to toilet. I hadn’t eaten anything bad. It was just a deep intense pain which made me curl up in a ball. I broke out in cold sweat

From that moment on, my life which had seemed so full of promise 2 months ago turned to darkness and despair. I suffered that agonizing pain for 3 weeks before the doctors put a tube down my throat to view my stomach and discovered that I had some small ulcers in my stomach. My bosses were unhappy that their new employee had taken so much time off at the start of his job and watched me very closely. Even after the ulcers were diagnosed and I was prescribed some medicine, I experienced regular pain for the next few months.

During those times, I felt really angry with God. I was angry because only 2 months before I accepted Jesus. I became a follower of his son Jesus. But now I have this suffering.

I truly truly despaired. I truly truly lost hope. I would literally be crying in bed. Tears flowing down my face. Asking God to take away the pain. Demanding, "why are you doing this to me?" "Why me…why not someone else?" "Why are you doing this now – just 2 months after I became a Christian?" " Why don’t you do this to someone else who is living in sin and rejecting you?" "Don’t you care about me?" "Don’t you care that I am suffering so much?"

In this sermon, I want to share with you the insights that I have discovered during that time and over the years which helped in my times of suffering. The insights that I have discovered during that time and over the years which helped in my times of despair which invariably follow suffering, in my times of anger.

Over time, I think that I found the answer in the book of Job.

1) Not a simple answer of cause and effect

The book begins with an introduction on:

· Job the good man

· Job the upright man

· Job the innocent man

3 times in the first 2 chapters, it is stressed just what a good, moral and upright person he is. 3 times it says that:

· he was blameless

· he was upright

· he feared God

· he shunned evil

Right from the start, the narrator tells the reader that Job was a good man.

Job 1:1

In the land of Uz there lived a man whose name was Job. This man was blameless and upright; he feared God and shunned evil.

Twice in the first 2 chapters, God tells Satan how good and blameless his servant Job is.

Job 1:8, 2:3

8 Then the LORD said to Satan, “Have you considered my servant Job? There is no one on earth like him; he is blameless and upright, a man who fears God and shuns evil.”

Yet we immediately:

· see Job the good man suffer,

· see Job the innocent man suffers

· and he suffers terribly:

·
his property is taken away from him,

·
his servants struck down or enslaved,

·
his children killed,

·
his own body afflicted with painful sores.

·
in complete degradation, by the end of chapter 2 he sits in the ash pit and scratches his scabs with pieces of broken pottery.

Job starts to question. Job’s friends come round to comfort him. They share his sorrow and comfort him for 7 days. After Job gets over the shock of his loss, he reaches the stage where I was, “lying in bed in pain in the early hours of the morning asking God why? Why me?”

His 3 friends try to make sense of his suffering. 

Eliphaz tries first: he comes from the position of experience.

Job 4:7-8

7 “Consider now: Who, being innocent, has ever perished? Where were the upright ever destroyed?

8 As I have observed, those who plow evil and those who sow trouble reap it.

Eliphaz says that he has seen life. Or like Hokkiens say:  Job I have eaten more salt than you have eaten you have eaten rice. Eliphaz's answer is that Job you must have done something evil in the past, that is why God is punishing you.

Bildad tries next: He comes from the perspective of tradition.
Job 8:8-9; 20

8 “Ask the former generations and find out what their fathers learned,

9 for we were born only yesterday and know nothing, and our days on earth are but a shadow…

20 “Surely God does not reject a blameless man or strengthen the hands of evildoers.

Bildad says “Job you are being rejected because you are not blameless

Zophar tries next: Zophar is your typical simple gospel person, everything is black and white.

Job 11:13-15

13 “Yet if you devote your heart to him and stretch out your hands to him,

14 if you put away the sin that is in your hand and allow no evil to dwell in your tent,

15 then you will lift up your face without shame; you will stand firm and without fear.

If you suffer, you must have sinned.  You must devote your heart to him.

Explanation:

Job’s friends answer to suffering was based on:

·
cause and effect,

· 
action and consequence

· 
simplistic doctrine of retribution

·
tight theology with no loose ends

·
no place for innocent suffering.

This simple doctrine of suffering does have its place.

Yes, sometimes people do suffer for things they have done:

·
Person might get AIDS because he lives an immoral lifestyle

·
Person might end up in hospital if he drinks and drives

·
Person might get lung cancer from smoking too much.

The Bible does support this doctrine of suffering. The book of Proverbs says that

Proverbs 24:33-34

33 A little sleep, a little slumber, a little folding of the hands to rest—

34 and poverty will come on you like a bandit and scarcity like an armed man.

If you are lazy, you become poor.

But the problem was that Job’s friends were using this thinking as a blanket rule for all suffering. They were taking a one rule fits all approach. They were saying take all suffering and fit into the box that it must be explained by the simple rule of cause and effect.

Illustration:  Short

It's not just Job’s friends who took the cause and effect theory of suffering and applied it to every situation.  Some modern day Christians of today still think in those terms

·
BBC interview on WTC being judgment of God on America for forsaking God

·
Philip Yancey in his book “Where is God when it hurts” tells a true story of a young woman who was diagnosed with cancer.  A deacon in her church advised her to reflect on what God was trying to teach her and asked her “Surely you have done something to displease him”

BUT it is clear from the Bible--some suffering falls outside simple cause and effect. The book of Job seems to deliberately to underline that point.

1.
First of all, in the introduction, the reader knows that each of Job’s 3 friends were inadequate because we know from the introduction that he is innocent. He has not sinned against God, therefore his sin is not because of his wrongdoing.

2.
Also, in case we missed the point, it is clear from the conclusion that God Himself charges that each of Job’s 3 friends were wrong.

Job 42:7

7 After the LORD had said these things to Job, he said to Eliphaz the Temanite, “I am angry with you and your two friends, because you have not spoken of me what is right, as my servant Job has.

Diagram:  The simple cause and effect approach of Proverbs does explain some suffering. But there is some suffering where we don’t see that simplistic cause and approach

The simple cause and effect carried the simple view of suffering as

·
cause and effect,

·
action and consequences

· 
simplistic doctrine of retribution

It's not the blanket answer to all suffering. It is not the one-rule-fits-all answer to innocent suffering. Does not answer the question of suffering when a good man suffers. Does not answer the question of suffering when an innocent person suffers.

Transition:  Frustrated at not getting a satisfactory answer from his friends, Job gets more and more frustrated

2) God’s answer: Don’t seek to understand but to trust

He demands an answer from God. He questions God’s justice. He accuses God of being unjust and unfair. He accuses God of not loving him.

He calls out to God:

2 “As surely as God lives, who has denied me justice, the Almighty, who has made me taste bitterness of soul,

Job 27

20 “I cry out to you, O God, but you do not answer; I stand up, but you merely look at me.

21 You turn on me ruthlessly; with the might of your hand you attack me.

Job 30

And finally, God has enough and he does answer. But as we read in the Bible reading of Job 38, he doesn’t actually answer. Instead he asks questions. He asks Job 4 chapters of questions – Ch 38 to 41.

Job were you there at creation?

Job can you harness the seas?

Job can you command the sun to rise in the morning?

Job do you know the world after Death?

Job where do light and darkness come from?

Job can you control the forces of nature?

Job who makes the stars keep their places in the sky?

Job do you have the power to send lightning and snow?

He questions Job about the marvels of creation –

·
the wild ox,

·
lion and the raven,

·
the mountain goat,

·
the ostrich,

· 
the horse,

·
the hawk and the eagle,

Job do you have the power to enforce justice and moral govt in the world?

Job can you capture and subdue the most powerful primal cosmic powers in the world?

And that is it.

What sort of an answer is that? Job asks God about why he is suffering and God answers about whether he can control nature.

Did God answer Job’s question on suffering? Not really.

God is basically saying to Job:

“If there are so many things you do not understand, then why should you so angrily and persistently demand that you understand your suffering?

God is basically saying to Job:

“If you can’t even understand a fraction of the world around you, should you expect to understand your suffering?

God is basically saying to Job:

“There are some things you will not understand, for you are not God”

·
But God says even though you don’t understand, you need to continue to trust in me.

·
Even though you don’t understand, you need to continue to commit your life to me.

·
Job, even if you do not understand you should not drift away from me and accuse me of injustice or lack of love and care

·
Job, even if you do not understand you should draw closer to me.

That is why Job’s answer is so appropriate.

Prov 42

5 My ears had heard of you but now my eyes have seen you.

6 Therefore I despise myself and repent in dust and ashes.”

After hearing God’s answer, Job does not say “I understand”. Instead Job says “I repent”. Job chooses to trust God. Job chooses to trust instead of to understand.

When people ask me, "why do good, upright honest people suffer needlessly?", my honest true answer is I don’t know.

After 42 chapters of discussion, argument, demands, dialogue and debate in the book of Job, God doesn’t answer Job’s question. He is just told to trust God. God just says you don’t have to know. God just says for you to trust him.

Transition:  Not just the OT that tells us that we have no definitive answer to innocent suffering, the NT confirms this.

Jesus' Time

Thousands of years later, the crowds around Jesus asked Jesus for an answer to the suffering of those around them.

One was an act of religious persecution when the Romans had slaughtered a religious minority. Another was a construction accident which killed 18 people.

Luke 13:1-5

1 Now there were some present at that time who told Jesus about the Galileans whose blood Pilate had mixed with their sacrifices.  2 Jesus answered, “Do you think that these Galileans were worse sinners than all the other Galileans because they suffered this way? 3 I tell you, no! But unless you repent, you too will all perish. 4 Or those eighteen who died when the tower in Siloam fell on them—do you think they were more guilty than all the others living in Jerusalem?  5 I tell you, no! But unless you repent, you too will all perish.”

· 1st century asking hard questions.

· But it could easily be us in the 21st century asking Jesus why those people in the WTC and Pentagon had to die.

· Jesus’ answer is like a synopsis of the whole book of Job.

· His answer is like a summary of the book of Job.

Jesus offers the same warning as in Job:

Well, they didn’t die because they were more guilty or worse sinners. The simple cause and effect are not adequate answers here. Simple cause and effect answer cannot be used as a blanket answer.

And just like his Father, Jesus avoids the question of cause. Jesus never say “here is why these people suffered." Instead, in the face of suffering Jesus calls them to repent. He calls them to turn back to God. He calls them to trust God.

Transition: God’s words in book of Job are hard to accept Jesus’ words in book of Luke are difficult to swallow

Our condition

For those of you who have experienced any suffering of any sort, that can be a very unsatisfactory answer.

I know that as I lay in bed in pain, it was also a very unsatisfactory answer.

For those people who are suffering in America, that can be a very unsatisfactory answer.

On the Thursday night news a week ago, they were interviewing people who had survived the attacks and were in hospital. They interviewed a black man who had burns to most of his body, arms completely bandaged, every word took a tremendous effort, kept shivering and shaking. How do you say to him:  I don’t have an answer why this happened but trust God?

Just Friday’s paper reported the birth of Gabriel Benjamin Jacobs to Jenna Jacobs. But Gabriel will grow up never knowing his father Ariel Jacobs because he died at the WTC.

How does you say to his mother Jenna:  I don’t know why this happened but trust God?

Letter from someone at ARPC

How do I say to this person: I don’t have an answer why this happened but trust God. I don’t have an answer to why this happened but he still cares for you, you do matter to him, he does love you?

Is it possible?

I think it is. In fact I know it is.

It's only possible because of Jesus

· In the midst of your deepest darkest hours of suffering

· In the midst of your despair and doubt

You can only trust God because of Jesus. We know that God continues to love and care for us is Jesus. Might not know why this or that happened but I can still trust in God because of Jesus. Fact of Jesus is the reason to trust God

Look at what it says in Romans 5:8-10

8 But God demonstrates his own love for us in this: While we were still sinners, Christ died for us.

9 Since we have now been justified by his blood, how much more shall we be saved from God’s wrath through him!  10 For if, when we were God’s enemies, we were reconciled to him through the death of his Son, how much more, having been reconciled, shall we be saved through his life!

This verse reminds us that God’s motivation toward people is love. God’s attitude toward the world is one of love. God loves us.

And do you know how great his love for us was.

God love us because he gave us his one and only Son.

God’s love was expressed in the giving of His most priceless gift—His unique Son. Involved giving his one and only son in death.

Illustration:  Readers' Digest

Readers' Digest tells a true story of how a father in his 2 children were caught in a snowstorm. Dug a snow cave. But still the snow came in, threatening to freeze them all. The father lay across the entrance to protect his children. But at a cost, in the morning he had frozen to death. But the children survived.

That was how the father demonstrated his great love for his children. And God demonstrated his great love for us by giving us his Son.

God loves us because his Son died for sinners, for enemies

While we were still sinners, Christ died for us. While we were God’s enemies, Christ died for us.

Illustration:  Give Blood

After the attack on WTC, many Americans lined up to give blood. 

How many of you give blood?

How many of you give blood for your enemies?

How many Americans would line up to give blood for the Afghans?

Yet God gave not just blood but his very own Son for his enemies.

Can you think of a greater demonstration of love?

·
Father dying for a son is a demonstration of great love

·
Mother dying for a daughter is a demonstration of great love

·
Someone were to die for his enemies, surely that must the demonstration of greatest love.

That is the love that God has shown us in the death of his Son Jesus. That is why in the midst of our deepest, darkest suffering we can be comforted, strengthened by the love of God in Jesus.

Illustration:  Lecturer in pastoral counseling in theological college kept telling us over and over again.

When you visit someone in hospital in great pain and suffering. What can you say to them? What words can comfort them?

·
Surely not the reason for their suffering.

·
Surely not a philosophical exposition on suffering.

·
Surely not the usual, cheer up, you’ll get better soon.

·
What the person needs to hear is that God still loves them.

·
You point them to the cross

·
You say that the love of God who gives up his very own son for them, means that he will always care for them, always love them.

Transition: You tell them that because of Jesus they also can look forward to a future with no suffering and no pain.

God loves us because in the death of Jesus is the promise of eternal life

9 Since we have now been justified by his blood, how much more shall we be saved from God’s wrath through him!  10 For if, when we were God’s enemies, we were reconciled to him through the death of his Son, how much more, having been reconciled, shall we be saved through his life!

By dying on the cross, therefore Jesus recognizes that it is not just the physical pain of death of the crucifixion but that the whole force of God’s wrath would be on him.

Imagine, Jesus would be punished for the sins of the whole world Jesus would bear God’s anger for:

1.      All the sins of every man in the past

2.      All the sins of every man in the present

3.      All the sins of every man in the future

The Son who had a perfect relationship with the Father from before the creation of the earth would for the first time by:

·
turned away from his Father

·
cut off from the Father

·
face the Father’s wrath

That is why the writer continues to affirm that our salvation and going to heaven is guaranteed, assured, fool-proof.

God has loved us so much that he has assured us of a future home. That is why the Christian is described as:

·
a stranger

·
or an alien

·
or a tourist

who sees this world as merely a transit stop to a better place

Conclusion

Summary:

Surely, it is those 2 irrefutable truths which:

· comfort us during times of suffering

· strengthens us during times of suffering

· calms our fears

· In Jesus, God loves us

· In Jesus, We have a better place waiting for us, we are going home

Not that we know the answer to suffering…even if we did, how would that comfort us?

Over and Over again

Christian thinkers have arrived at the same conclusion

1.
Although we know that some suffering is caused by simple cause and effect

2.
We do not know the reason to innocent suffering

3.
Yet the solution is not to look backwards and ask why did this suffering occurs

4.
The solution is to look forward - to trust God and look forward to a time when there will be no suffering.

CS Lewis said:

·
It is idle for us to speculate on the origin of evil and suffering.

·
The problem we all face is the fact of evil and suffering.

·
And the only solution to evil and suffering is Jesus Christ.

Francis Schaeffer
Famous theologian and philosopher who was dying of terminal leukemia.  A reporter asked him how he could still see God as good and loving while he suffered. He answered:

1. “Why shouldn’t I get cancer?

2. I live in a fallen world and am subject to all the plagues of the world just as the non-Christian.

3. The difference is that I know my eternal future because I belong to Jesus Christ.”

Bruce Smith
My lecturer in seminary for philosophy and Christian doctrine was a man called Bruce Smith. Bruce suffered a lot in his life. In my last year, he was diagnosed with cancer. Earlier this year he died. He never complained, he never asked why he caught cancer, he never asked why he suffered so much in life.

Past of the reason I think was in a sermon I heard:

Talked about how as Christians:

· We look forward to a better city.

· We look forward to our heavenly city.

· We look forward to going home.

3 Christian thinkers offer the same conclusion:

1. We don’t why we suffer

2. Solution lies in Jesus

- in Jesus we know God loves us

- in Jesus we know we are going home

Boarding School

At the age of 13, I was sent to boarding school in Australia.

No heaters

4 to a room

Cold showers

Bullied

Some racists

Remembering scrubbing the communal showers and toilets with a toothbrush.

Hard life

I suffered

I was homesick

I was lonely

What kept me going was 2 things – comforted, strengthened me.

I knew my parents loved me…phoned me, wrote me. Promise of going home…back to my parents, own bed, own room, no more bullying, no more suffering

Same for us here as Christians

We suffer like everyone else. We don’t have the answer to innocent suffering.

Unlike world, find true comfort, true strength, true assurance

Because in Jesus, we know that God loves us. Because in Jesus, Promise of going home – heavenly city…no suffering, no pain.

Pray
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