Last week, we began this series on suffering by looking at some of the basic Biblical statements about suffering.  First of all, we saw that suffering is certain for those who seek to follow Christ and honor God.  We will suffer.  Secondly, we saw that there are various “causes” of suffering – including the fact that both we, and this world, are under God's curse for sin as well as the fact that Satan is real and active and seeking to destroy God and His kingdom.  But we also saw that the ultimate and central reason that suffering exists is because God has ordained it as part of His sovereign plan for all things.  He ordained the greatest instance of suffering that has ever happened – the torture and death of Jesus Christ -  in order to achieve His ultimate goal, an eternity in which His people glorify Him by exalting the Lamb who was slain forever.  

But this reality leads to some pressing – and possibly distressing questions - namely, “If we are going to suffer, and God has ordained it for His ultimate and grand purposes, is it going to turn out okay for us?  Even if God's plan works out, can we be sure that it will be good for us or will it just be good for Him?  Does God care about our well-being in the midst of carrying out His plan?  How do we figure into this?  Is it just tough luck that we will get the raw end of the deal because we are the creature and not the Creator?”  

In answering this question, we really need to go no further than Romans 8 where we read, 

“For the creation was subjected to futility, not willingly, but because of him who subjected it, in hope that the creation itself will be set free from its bondage to decay and obtain the freedom of the glory of the children of God.  For we know that the whole creation has been groaning together in the pains of childbirth until now.  And not only the creation, but we ourselves, who have the firstfruits of the Spirit, groan inwardly as we wait eagerly for adoption as sons, the redemption of our bodies.  For in this hope we were saved.  Now hope that is seen is not hope.  For who hopes for what he sees?  But if we hope for what we do not see, we wait for it with patience” (Rom. 8:20-25).

As we look at these verses, we see a few things very clearly.  First, the text is clear that the creation was subjected to futility in hope.  The futility and “bondage to decay” is not the final word – there is hope at the end of the tunnel.  Second, we see that the content of this hope is the “freedom of the glory of the children of God.”  We do have a part in this – specifically, we are going to be set free.  And we are going to be set free because we are the children of God.  And we are going to be set free to rejoice in and delight in and experience the unfathomable glory and perfection and majesty of God.  And, in particular, we are told that we will receive “adoption as sons, the redemption of our bodies.”  This is the glorious hope we have – it will be incredible, not only for God but for us as we share in it.  In the midst of the suffering that God has ordained, there is hope.  More specifically, there is hope for us.

We see this again a few verses later in Romans 8 as we read, “And we know that for those who love God all things work together for good, for those who are called according to his purpose” (Rom. 8:28).  Notice that the verse says all things work together for good – without question this must include suffering.  And notice that the verse says all things work together for good for those who love God – for us!  The only way I can understand this verse is to believe that there will be a day when I look back over everything I experienced and everything you experienced and – in light of where we will be on that day and who we will be on that day and what we will be on that day – declare, like God in Genesis 2, “This is very good.  This worked together for good.”  The Bible is clear that God is using the suffering He has ordained for good – to bring about good results.

But still there are questions in our minds - “Why would God do it this way?  What good can possibly come from this?”  It is those specific questions that I want us to examine today.  As we look through the Bible, it is not silent about these questions.  Through its specific teaching on suffering, and through numerous examples it holds up of those who suffered, it gives us a number of positive things that come about through suffering.  Though the Bible does not give us the answer for exactly what is being accomplished in every particular instance of suffering (meaning, I might add, that we should not purport to possess such insight), it does give us great insight into some of the grand purposes God has in mind as he guides us through the path of suffering in this life.  Today, we will look at four of those purposes in particular that seem to stand out.  So, what good can come from suffering?  What hope can we have that suffering is working together for good?

1) It refines our faith and causes us to grow.

The first thing that Scripture says suffering can do is refine us and test us so that we are holier and more pure than we were before.  This is explained in a number of texts that we can examine one at a time.  

In Romans 5:3-5, Paul writes, “...we rejoice in our sufferings, knowing that suffering produces endurance, and endurance produces character, and character produces hope, and hope does not put us to shame, because God's love has been poured into our hearts by the Holy Spirit who has been given to us.”  The basics of this passage are clear.  Suffering is not useless.  It actually produces something in us – namely, endurance.  Such endurance occurs because we are having to bear up under difficult circumstances – implying that such endurance would not come about if the circumstances were different.  And this endurance, when occurring over time, produces a proven character in the life of the Christian.  Over time, as we endure various trials and various difficulties, we actually become the type of people who withstand such tests with confidence and, as the text itself makes clear, hope.  This sort of proven character, which has passed through the fire and come out the other side, truly knows hope – and knows that hope will not disappoint.  Clearly, in Paul's mind, the endurance and proven character and hope – all things that we no doubt would love to possess – are bound up with the suffering.  One produces the other and without one, the other will not exist.  

James makes the same point in James 1:2-4 as he writes, “Count it all joy, my brothers, when you meet trials of various kinds, for you know that the testing of your faith produces steadfastness.  And let steadfastness have its full effect, that you may be perfect and complete, lacking in nothing.”  Notice that James tells his readers that the “trials of various kinds” are “the testing of your faith.”  Who would be testing the faith of these Christians?  No doubt, Satan is testing it in hopes that it will break and collapse.  But the rest of the verse points in a different direction because it says that such testing produces “steadfastness.”  Moreover, the ultimate end of such steadfastness – its “full effect” - is that we may be “perfect and complete, lacking in nothing.”  Who would desire such an end?  Without question, it is our God.  James wanted his readers (and, in turn, us) to understand that one main purpose of sufferings is to test us and strengthen our faith and cause us to persevere so that,  in the end,  we are perfect and complete – tested and tried and firm and strong.  In James's mind, perfection and completeness are bound up with testing.  Just like in Romans, one is bound up with the other and without one, we will not have the other.   

We see the same idea in Peter as he writes, “In this you rejoice, though now for a little while, as was necessary, you have been grieved by various trials, so that the tested genuineness of your faith – more precious than gold that perishes though it is tested by fire – may be found to result in praise and glory and honor at the revelation of Jesus Christ” (1 Pet. 1:6-7).  Notice, first of all, that Peter says his readers have been grieved by various trials “as was necessary.”  Why is it necessary?  The text says it is “so that the tested genuineness of...faith...may be found to result in praise and glory and honor at the revelation of Jesus Christ.”  Ultimately, God desires that when Jesus returns in His glory, He will find a group of people who have remained firm to the end and expected His coming and who will be praising and honoring and glorifying Him.  And in order for this to be the case, according to Peter, it is necessary that trials be endured.  This is how the faith of God's people will be tested, and this is how we will be prepared for the coming of our Lord.  In essence, Peter pictures these sufferings as a means of weeding out those who do not have true faith so that when Jesus comes again, there will be pure praise and honor and glory from His people.  The point of sufferings is to purify, strengthen and prove our faith.  Once again, as Paul and James implied, perfect faith is bound up with suffering.  Without one, you cannot have the other.  

But, even on top of these verses, there are others that highlight how suffering can cause us to grow and mature by pointing us to this reality in Jesus Christ himself.  The author of Hebrews does this often.  First, in Heb. 2:10-11, he says, “For it was fitting that he, for whom and by whom all things exist, in bringing many sons to glory, should make the founder of their salvation perfect through suffering.  For he who sanctifies and those who are sanctified all have one origin.”  Amazingly, Jesus was “made perfect through suffering.”  This does not mean he was a sinner who was being perfected but rather that there were things that he had to endure in order to fulfill the purpose and task God had for Him.  In God's plan, Jesus had to endure suffering in order to carry out the task given to Him by God – in this case, to be a great high priest for the people of God (Heb. 2:12-18).  There was no way for Jesus to be and accomplish everything God intended without suffering.  And the reason this is important for us is because “he who sanctifies and those who are sanctified all have one origin.”  In short, both Jesus and His people have their “origin” in God – everything we are and have comes from God.  And just as Jesus could not fulfill His purpose except by suffering, so we cannot fulfill our purpose except by suffering.  Put simply, like Jesus, we are “made perfect through suffering.”

Later, the author of Hebrews writes, “Although he was a son, he learned obedience through what he suffered.  And being made perfect, he became the source of eternal salvation to all who obey him, being designated by God a high priest after the order of Melchizedek” (Heb. 5:8-9).  Again, this is an astounding verse because it says Jesus “learned obedience through what he suffered.”  Once again, this does not mean that Jesus was disobedient and had to learn to obey – like children in general.  Rather, it means that Jesus learned the true depth of what “obeying God” meant as he endured His sufferings.  The implications of this statement are staggering because it means that obedience, for Jesus – even though He was a Son – included suffering.  For Him to obey God perfectly meant He had to suffer.  In order to become “perfect”, in the sense intended here), He had to suffer.  And the reason this text is crucial for us is because the Bible is clear that we are sons as well – sons of God and joint heirs with Christ (Rom. 8:14-17; Gal. 3:26).  If the perfect Son, Jesus, learned obedience and was made perfect through suffering, we can expect to learn obedience and be made perfect the exact same way.  Suffering is a means of purifying us and perfecting us – just it was for Jesus.  

The author of Hebrews brings up the same point again in chapter 12 as he writes: 

Consider him who endured from sinners such hostility against himself, so that you may not grow weary or fainthearted.  In your struggle against sin you have not yet resisted to the point of shedding your blood.  And have you forgotten the exhortation that addresses you as sons?  'My son, do not regard lightly the discipline of the Lord, nor be weary when reproved by him.  For the Lord disciplines the one he loves, and chastises every son whom he receives.'  It is for discipline that you have to endure.  God is treating you as sons.  For what son is there whom his father does not discipline?  If you are left without discipline, in which all have participated, then you are illegitimate children and not sons.  Besides this, we have had earthly fathers who discipline us and we respected them.  Shall we not much more be subject to the Father of spirits and live?  For they disciplined us for a short time as it seemed best to them, but he disciplines us for our good, that we may share his holiness.  For the moment all discipline seems painful rather than pleasant, but later it yields the peaceful fruit of righteousness to those who have been trained by it. (Heb. 12:3-11)

Once again, this text makes the same point in a slightly different way.  It begins by saying that Jesus endured hostility from sinners as he struggled against sin.  And the author tells his readers to consider that reality – presumably because they will endure the same hostility.  But then, interestingly, the author launches into a discussion of the discipline of God on His children.  In his mind, struggling against sin by enduring hostility is actually God's way of disciplining His children – just like good earthly fathers discipline their children.  But why would God do that?  What is His purpose?  According to the author of Hebrews, it is “for our good, that we may share in his holiness.”  Once again, suffering and trial is a means by which God grows us and matures us.  

Peter makes much the same point in 1 Peter 4 as he writes:

Beloved, do not be surprised at the fiery trial when it comes upon you to test you, as though something strange were happening to you.  But rejoice insofar as you share Christ's sufferings, that you may also rejoice and be glad when his glory is revealed.  If you are insulted for the name of Christ, you are blessed, because the Spirit of glory and of God rests upon you.  But let none of you suffer as a murderer or a thief or an evildoer or as a meddler.  Yet if anyone suffers as a Christian, let him not be ashamed, but let him glorify God in that name.  For it is time for judgment to begin at the household of God; and if it begins with us, what will be the outcome for  those who do not obey the gospel of God?  And 'If the righteous is scarcely saved, what will become of the ungodly and the sinner?'  Therefore let those who suffer according to God's will entrust their souls to a faithful Creator while doing good. (1 Pet. 4:12-19)

Once again, this text is full of helpful instruction.  First of all, Peter tells his readers not to be surprised at trials as though experiencing them is strange.  Rather, he says, these fiery trials were sent “to test you.”  Rather than being surprised, we should rejoice because such tested, refined faith will result in even greater rejoicing when Christ returns.  But, even more interesting, is Peter's foundation for this instruction.  He says, “it is time for judgment to begin at the household of God.”  This cannot mean judgment in the sense of condemnation because those who are part of the household of God have no condemnation.  Rather, the idea seems to be one of judgment that purifies and cleanses – much like we have seen in these other texts.  The idea is the same – God is “judging” His people, conforming them to the image of Christ.  And He is doing this even through the avenue of suffering.  

So, the first thing that the Bible clearly says God does through suffering is purify and cleanse His people.  He uses those trials and tribulations to strengthen faith and transform us into perfect saints who will rightly honor and glorify God by exalting Jesus Christ.  

2) It helps us see and know the all-surpassing worth and value and sufficiency of God and Jesus Christ.

A second thing that we see in Scripture that can come about by means of suffering is that suffering can help us see and know the all-surpassing worth and value and sufficiency of God and Christ.  Put more simply, suffering and enduring trial and tribulation and loss actually helps us understand that the greatest, most precious thing that we can have – and actually, the only thing we really truly need – is Jesus Christ.  We see this most particularly in the example of Paul.

First of all, in Phil. 3:8-11, Paul wrote: 

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 rubbish, in order that I may gain Christ and be found in him, not having a righteousness of my own that comes from the law, but that which comes through faith in Christ, the righteousness from God that depends on faith – that I may know him and the power of his resurrection, and may share his sufferings, becoming like him in his death, that by any means possible I may attain the resurrection from the dead.

Paul teaches us a great deal in these verses from His own example.  First of all, he says he counts everything as loss “because of the surpassing worth of knowing” Jesus.  For Paul, knowing Christ was more valuable than anything else.  But Paul did not merely “count” everything as loss, he says that because of his allegiance to Christ, he has actually “suffered the loss of all things.”  No doubt, Paul has in mind his myriad sufferings (2 Cor. 11:16-29).  And he makes clear that he has suffered the loss of all things but counts them as “rubbish” in order that he may gain Christ.  For Paul, his trials and tribulations were worth it because he understood that such suffering would result in his gaining Christ.  For Paul, Christ was far more valuable than “all things” - he could lose them all and still say “gain” because he had Christ.  And it seems that it was the incredible suffering he experienced that drove him to that point.  The same can be true for us.  

We see this same reality in 2 Cor. 12:7-10 where Paul recounts: 

So to keep me from being too elated by the surpassing greatness of the revelations, a thorn was given me in the flesh, a messenger of Satan to harass me, to keep me from being too elated.  Three times I pleaded with the Lord about this, that it should leave me.  But he said to me, 'My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness.'  Therefore I will boast all the more gladly of my weaknesses, so that the power of Christ may rest upon me.  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.

Once again, we see God ordaining suffering for His people – in this case a “thorn in the flesh.”  And interestingly, this thorn was given, according to Paul, “to keep me from being too elated by the surpassing greatness of the revelations” he had received.  In response to Paul's pleas for the thorn to be removed, God tells him, “My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness.”  In essence, God told Paul that he had to endure the suffering so that he might learn to depend on God rather than on anything else.  The goal, it seems, was to cause Paul to cast himself upon the Lord in order to prove that the Lord was enough to sustain him.  The point was to prove that God was sufficient and that God was all Paul needed.  

These two examples from Paul's life illustrate the point amply enough.  Suffering is a means God uses to cause us to rely on Him and trust Him and treasure Him over everything else.  It should come as no surprise if God chooses to take away those things that we treasure and depend on more than Him because if we are His people, he wants to teach us to trust Him.  And this happens, among other ways, by means of suffering.  

3) It produces much fruit by giving opportunity to point to Christ.

A third good thing that suffering can bring about is the opportunity to bear witness to Christ and, in turn, see much fruit produced.  We see this in a number of texts.  First of all, in describing future suffering for his disciples told them, 

Then he said to them, 'Nation will rise against nation, and kingdom against kingdom.  There will be great earthquakes, and in various places famines and pestilences.  And there will be terrors and great signs from heaven.  But before all this they will lay their hands on you and persecute you, delivering you up to the synagogues and prisons, and you will be brought before kings and governors for my name's sake.  This will be your opportunity to bear witness. (Luke 21:10-13)

Jesus did not sugercoat anything for his disciples.  He wanted them to know that suffering and trials would come.  But he also made clear to them that this would be their “opportunity to bear witness.”  

Jesus also told His disciples, “Truly, truly, I say to you, unless a grain of wheat falls into the earth and dies, it remains alone; but if it dies, it bears much fruit” (John 12:24).  No doubt, Jesus was speaking first and foremost about his own death and the fruit that it would bear.  However, immediately afterward, he also said, “Whoever loves his life loses it, and whoever hates his life in this world will keep it for eternal life.  If anyone serves me, he must follow me; and where I am, there will my servant be also.  If anyone serves me, the Father will honor him” (John 12:25-26).  Clearly, even in Jesus' own mind, there is a connection between his own death producing fruit and the “deaths” of his followers producing fruit in the same way. 

We see this same idea in Paul as he writes, “Now I rejoice in my sufferings for your sake, and in my flesh I am filling up what is lacking in Christ's afflictions for the sake of his body, that is, the church” (Col. 1:24).  In order to understand this, we have to understand Paul's language – what does he mean that he is “filling up what is lacking in Christ's afflictions”?  He is obviously not saying that Christ's afflictions are lacking in any sort of redemptive way – as if Paul is redeeming people.  Rather, since Jesus lived in a particular time and place, there are those who did not observe those sufferings.  Instead, God has ordained that those who trust in Christ – like Paul – suffer so that the suffering of Christ might be proclaimed to those who do not know.  In essence, Paul understood that as he suffered, it would provide opportunity to speak of the afflictions of Christ to those before whom he suffered.  In that sense, he was filling up what was lacking in those afflictions by proclaiming them to others.  In the same way, as we suffer, it is an opportunity to bear witness to the One who suffered for us.  Like Paul, we can fill up the afflictions of Christ if we are faithful in taking the opportunity our afflictions present.  

Peter says the same sort of thing as he writes,

But even if you should suffer for righteousness' sake, you will be blessed.  Have no fear of them, nor be troubled, but in your hearts regard Christ the Lord as holy, always being prepared to make a defense to anyone who asks you for a reason for the hope that is in you; yet do it with gentleness and respect, having a good conscience, so that, when you are slandered, those who revile your good behavior in Christ may be put to shame.  For it is better to suffer for doing good, if that should be God's will, than for doing evil. (1 Pet. 3:14-17)

In telling his readers how to respond to the suffering they experience, Peter reminds them that they are blessed and tells them to have no fear.  Moreover, he tells them to always be ready to make a defense for the hope that is in them as they suffer persecution.  In essence, he is telling his readers to be ready to bear witness to Jesus Christ as they suffer.  Such suffering will provide an opportunity, and he wants them to be ready to seize it.  

These few verses make clear that one other good thing that can come about as a result of suffering is that we will have opportunity to speak of Christ and, by God's grace, see the fruit of that proclamation.  

4) It points us to the ultimate reward in heaven.

The final hope that Scripture gives us in the midst of suffering is that there is a glorious future reward awaiting us in heaven.  This is probably the most prominent and most glorious thing that can come through our suffering.  We not only endure suffering because of the prospect of this future reward, but our present suffering actually helps prepare us for that reward – enabling us to truly appreciate it and long for it.  This reality appears throughout the Scriptures.  

We see it first in Jesus' words from Matt.  5:11-12 as he says, “Blessed are you when others revile you and persecute you and utter all kinds of evil against you falsely on my account.  Rejoice and be glad, for your reward is great in heaven, for so they persecuted the prophets who were before you.”  Notice that Jesus tells his disciples to rejoice and be glad when they are persecuted because they are blessed.  And the blessing he holds out for them is that the “reward is great in heaven.”  

Paul holds this out in Romans 8 – a text we mentioned earlier – as well.  First, he says, “For I consider that the sufferings of this present time are not worth comparing with the glory that is to be revealed to us” (Rom. 8:18).  In Paul's mind, the suffering we are enduring will not only be outweighed by the glory that is coming, they will not even be worthy of comparison.  The sufferings of this life and the glory that is coming ought not even be weighed on the same scale because they are so vastly different – like weighing a car against a feather.  In the same text, Paul writes, “For we know that the whole creation has been groaning together in the pains of childbirth until now” (Rom. 8:22).  This image of childbirth is astoundingly deep in its significance in this context.  As most people know, childbirth is extremely painful, but I have yet to meet a woman who says it was not worth it when they look at their child.  Great pain is soon replaced by inexpressible joy at the new life that has entered the world.  It never occurs to the parents to consider if avoiding the pain would have been worth not having the child.  And this same reality will hold in eternity.  It will never occur to anyone experiencing glory to even consider if the suffering was worth it.  Glory is coming – and the suffering helps us anticipate that even more.  As Paul also says in this text, we “groan inwardly” because we “wait eagerly.” (Rom. 8:23).  

Paul also speaks about this in 2 Cor. 4:16-18 as he says, “So we do not lose heart.  Though our outer nature is wasting away, our inner nature is being renewed day by day.  For this slight momentary affliction is preparing for us an eternal weight of glory beyond all comparison, as 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.”  Once again, Paul says we should not lose heart in the midst of suffering.  And the reason we should not is because “this slight momentary affliction is preparing for us an eternal weight of glory beyond all comparison.”  We should take note of Paul's declaration that affliction is “slight” and “momentary.”  Paul had suffered much, and the only reason he could say such a thing is because he understood that the weight of glory is “beyond all comparison.”  Moreover, Paul did not just say we should endure because of this coming glory – he actually said that the affliction “is preparing” the glory for us.  What does that mean?  It means that our sufferings and afflictions here are causing us to look forward to and desire future glory.  In that way, our thoughts are turned away from this world to the world to come – a reality which, in every circumstance, will make us more useful for the kingdom.  

We also see this point made through the example of various people in the Bible.  In Heb. 10:34, the author reminds his readers that they were willing to suffer because they knew they had “a better possession and an abiding one.”  They were motivated by the reward that was coming.  Likewise, Heb. 11:24-26 says, “By faith Moses, when he was grown up, refused to be called the son of Pharaoh's daughter, choosing rather to be mistreated with the people of God  than to enjoy the fleeting pleasures of sin.  He considered the reproach of Christ greater wealth than the treasures of Egypt, for he was looking to the reward.”  Moses, likewise, was motivated by the future reward.  Heb. 12:2 even says Jesus acted this way by saying that he endured the cross “for the joy that was set before him.”  And, near the end of the same letter, the author tells us to go “outside the camp” and “suffer with Christ” because “here we have no lasting city, but we seek the city that is to come” (Heb. 13:13-14).  

All of these Scriptures help us understand how – as we saw at the beginning – all things can work together for good.  Suffering is being used for a purpose.  God ordained it – not because he enjoys suffering – but because something is being produced that is better than what would have been produced without suffering.  In short, God's power over sin is being demonstrated as sinners are transformed into the image of Christ.  God's love for sinners is demonstrated as his people suffer and bear witness to Christ in the midst of those sufferings.  And God's glory is demonstrated as his suffering saints grow all the more fervent in their longing for future reward as they bear up under their sufferings with patient endurance.  And in all of this, God is glorified.  

To sum up, I will close with a quote from David Livingstone: 

For my own part, I have never ceased to rejoice that God has appointed me to such an office. People talk of the sacrifice I have made in spending so much of my life in Africa. . . . Is that a sacrifice which brings its own blest reward in healthful activity, the consciousness of doing good, peace of mind, and a bright hope of a glorious destiny hereafter? Away with the word in such a view, and with such a thought! It is emphatically no sacrifice. Say rather it is a privilege. Anxiety, sickness, suffering, or danger, now and then, with a foregoing of the common conveniences and charities of this life, may make us pause, and cause the spirit to waver, and the soul to sink; but let this only be for a moment. All these are nothing when compared with the glory which shall be revealed in and for us. I never made a sacrifice.
 

Mr. Livingstone understood the very realities we have been speaking about this morning.  Suffering is sure.  God has ordained it.  And he has ordained it for good.  

As we suffer, we should always have hope.  As Paul told the Corinthians, we will be afflicted, perplexed, persecuted and struck down because we are always carrying around the death of Christ.  But he also told them we will never be crushed, driven to despair, forsaken or destroyed because the life of Jesus is also being manifested in us (2 Cor. 4:8-10).  There is hope, so we should always walk in hope.  

Conclusion

And as we close by coming to the table, we will remember the only reason we have such hope.  Jesus Christ died on the cross (suffering in our place) and rose from the dead (triumphing over Satan and death) so that we who trust in Him might have eternal life.  It is an amazing and astounding reality.  And it is crucial for us to remember.  Just like Jesus suffered before entering into His glory, we will suffer before entering into glory.  And that reality should give us hope.  God is doing something grand; He is working out His purposes – even in the midst of terrible, horrific suffering.  Let us keep our eyes on the cross so that we do not despair in the midst of that suffering.  Amen.  
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