Over the last two weeks, we have looked at a series of biblical realities concerning suffering in this world – particularly suffering encountered by the people of God.  In short, we have seen that 1) suffering is sure, 2) God has ordained that suffering as part of His sovereign plan for all things, and 3) there is hope in the midst of this suffering because God is doing something through it.  As we have seen, the Bible testifies abundantly to all three of these realities.  

But, as we come to the third part in this series, we must remember that this is not merely an academic discussion.  We are not talking about suffering simply so that we will have answers to give when suffering comes.  Rather, we are examining what the Bible says about this topic so that we might respond rightly in the midst of suffering.  Ultimately, this is not an academic discussion that focuses on putting information in your head.  Rather, this is a spiritual discussion that is intended to pierce, prepare, encourage and stir your heart.  

That being the case, our focus today will be on answering this question: “How should we respond to suffering?”  If it is true (as we have seen) that suffering sure to come, and if it is true (as we have seen) that God intends this suffering for good – both to accomplish His plan and bring good for His people – then how should we respond to it when it happens?  We have already seen that we should not be surprised (1 Pet. 4:12; 1 John 3:13), but how should we act?  What should we do?  The Bible gives us a number of answers.

We should trust the promises of God and persevere in faith – entrusting ourselves, and our well-being to God.  

In the midst of suffering, probably the primary thing that we must do is actually have faith in the many promises and declarations that God has made regarding both ourselves and our circumstances.  Foundationally, the essence of Christianity is faith and trust in God.  And with regard to suffering, that foundation is no different – our first and primary response should be to actually believe what God has said and trust the declarations and promises He has made.  And we see these promises throughout the Scriptures in various forms.  

David, in Psalm 23:4, declared, “Even though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil, for you are with me; your rod and your staff, they comfort me.”  David understood that God was with him – even in the midst of suffering.  And Jesus told us the same thing (Matt. 28:20).  We should not fear or worry.  In Romans 8:35-39, Paul says, 

Who shall separate us from the love of Christ?  Shall tribulation, or distress, or persecution, or famine, or nakedness, or danger, or sword?  As it is written, 'For your sake we are being killed all the day long; we are regarded as sheep to be slaughtered.'  no, in all these things we are more than conquerors through him who loved us.  For I am sure that neither death nor life, nor angels nor rulers, nor things present nor things to come, nor powers, nor height nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord.

Once again, this is a promise that should bolster faith in the midst of suffering because no amount of suffering – even to the point of death – can separate us from the love of God.  Our destiny is sure, and our souls are safe.  In 2 Cor. 12:9, God says, “My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness.”  In context, this was intended to help Paul endure his suffering with hope – and it should have the same effect on us.  God's grace is sufficient to keep us and sustain us.  The author of Hebrews, writing to a group of people who were suffering for the faith, says we should “hold fast our confession” because “we have a great high priest who has passes through the heavens” (Heb. 4:14).  In light of the sacrifice of Christ, we should endure and hold fast to the end – even through suffering.  We should do this because we know that we have an advocate in heaven and our destinies our sure.  James encouraged his readers to remain steadfast under trial because God has promised the crown of life to those who love Him and stand the test of trial (James 1:12).  All of these texts – and there are many others – give us specific promises that are intended to elicit faith and perseverance.  

We also have the example of others in Scripture who continued to trust the Lord in their sufferings.  And their example should motivate us to imitate them.  Hebrews 11 is a chapter full of illustrations of those who suffered and yet still had faith.  In fact, the author writes, 

Some were tortured, refusing to accept release, so that they might rise again to a better life.  Others suffered mocking and flogging, and even chains and imprisonment.  They were stoned they were sawn in two, they were killed with the sword.  They went about in skins of sheep and goats, destitute, afflicted, mistreated – of whom the world was not worthy – wandering about in deserts and mountains, and in dens and caves of the earth. (Heb. 11:35b-38)

And then the author tells us that these people were “commended through their faith” (Heb. 11:39).  Paul also gives us an example of this.  In 2 Cor. 4:13-14, after talking about the suffering we as Christians will endure, he says, “Since we have the same spirit of faith according to what has been written, 'I believed, and so I spoke,' we also believe, and so we also speak, knowing that he who raised the Lord Jesus will raise us also with Jesus and bring us with you into his presence.”  Even in the midst of the suffering, Paul's hope rests on the fact that he believes.  Specifically, he believed that the One who raised Jesus will raise us also and bring us into glory.  Even further, Peter holds up Jesus as an example for us.  He writes, 

“For what credit is it if, when you sin and are beaten for it, you endure?  But if when you do good and suffer for it you endure, this is a gracious thing in the sight of God.  For to this you have been called, because Christ also suffered for you, leaving you an example, so that you might follow in his steps.  He committed no sin, nether was deceit found in his mouth.  When he was reviled, he did not revile in return; when he suffered, he did not threaten, but continued entrusting himself to him who judges justly. (1 Pet. 2:20-23)

Peter says that as Jesus suffered, He left us an example.  Specifically, he left us the example of entrusting himself to God in the midst of suffering.  Once again, the issue is faith.  Jesus trusted that God would care for Him – even in suffering.  

As we consider this for ourselves, we must see the importance of faith.  Ultimately,  as we encounter suffering, the central issue is whether or not we will believe the things God has said.  Do we really believe that all things work together for good?  Do we really believe that God is using suffering to refine us – and that this is good for us?  Do we really believe that knowing Christ is more valuable than anything else in the world – wealth, family, power, prestige, comfort?  Do we really believe the grace of God is sufficient for us?  Do we really believe that the reward that awaits us will make all of this worth it?  Ultimately, I would argue, we must believe this.  Do not despair in your suffering.  Trust the One who made all things.  Trust the One who gave His only begotten Son to save you from your sins!  As Peter told his readers, “entrust your soul to a faithful Creator.”  

We should pray.

Another exhortation the Bible gives us is that, in our suffering, we should pray.  James actually makes this point explicitly as he writes, “Is anyone among you suffering?  Let him pray” (James 5:13).  As we live in this world, and we endure suffering, we must bow before the throne of grace and seek the mercy and grace and help of our Lord.  In fact, I would argue, this should be one of our first responses upon encountering suffering.  When trials, tribulations, afflictions, difficulties and even persecutions come, we must train ourselves to turn to our Father.  

Throughout the Scriptures, we are told to bring our needs and anxieties before God.  Jesus declared, 

“Ask, and it will be given to you; seek, and you will find; knock, and it will be opened to you.  For everyone who asks receives, and the one who seeks finds, and to the one who knocks it will be opened.  Or which one of you, if his son asks him for bread, will give him a stone?  Or if he asks for a fish, will give him a serpent?  If you then, who are evil, know how to give good gifts to your children, how much more will your Father who is in heaven give good things to those who ask him!” (Matt. 7:7-11).

And Peter, likewise, says we should be “casting all [our] anxieties on him, because he cares for [us]” (1 Pet. 5:7).  Our suffering should cause us to fly to the throne of grace. 

But, we might ask, will God even care or listen?  Often times, it can seem like God is most distant in the times of darkest suffering.  Didn't Paul ask for help and get rejected (2 Cor. 12:7-10)?  In short, we can be sure that God hears us – even in the midst of darkest suffering, because Jesus Christ has died.  The author of Hebrews makes this clear as he writes, 

Since then we have a great high priest who has passed through the heavens, Jesus, the Son of God, let us hold fast our confession.  For we do not have a high priest who is unable to sympathize with our weaknesses, but one who in every respect has been tempted as we are, yet without sin.  Let us then with confidence draw near to the throne of grace, that we may receive mercy and find grace to help in our time of need. (Heb. 4:14-16)

This text gives us a series of amazing thoughts.  First of all, we have a high priest who is interceding for us at the right hand of God.  Moreover, he has been tempted in every way that we are tempted, and he never sinned.  Therefore, He is able to help us overcome those temptations because He overcame them Himself.  And the conclusion of the author of Hebrews is that we should “with confidence draw near to the throne of grace.”  We should pray!  Our God is attentive to those prayers.  And our Savior is able to help us.  In the midst of suffering, pray.  

We should rejoice.

Though it may sound like the oddest and most out-of-place of these various responses, this reality is as explicitly stated as any of the others throughout the Scriptures.  Jesus told his disciples, “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” (Matt. 5:11-12).  Notice that Jesus tells them to rejoice and be glad when they are reviled and persecuted.  In Rom. 5:3-5, Paul says, “More than that, 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.”  Paul said we should rejoice in our sufferings.  James also wrote, “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” (James 1:2-4).  James says that his readers should count it all joy when they encounter trials.  And Peter says the same thing in 1 Pet. 4:12-13 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.”  Rather than being surprised at the trials, Peter tells them to rejoice.  Clearly, of all the responses we should have to suffering, we should rejoice.  

But, what does this mean?  Though it is easy to see the reality in those verses, this question is more difficult.  Are we supposed to rejoice in the pain – as if we somehow enjoy trials and tribulations and the hurt they cause?  I would emphatically answer no – we are not masochists who take some perverse pleasure in feeling pain.  Moreover, the verses we just looked at make this clear.  The rejoicing that takes place in the midst of suffering is not a rejoicing in the pain itself but rather a rejoicing in faith in the midst of the pain.  God's people can rejoice in suffering because they understand that the suffering has a goal and is being used to bring about something good.  Notice that Jesus told His disciples to rejoice and be glad “for your reward is great in heaven.”  Paul said we rejoice in sufferings “knowing that suffering produces endurance, and endurance produces character, and character produces hope.”  James told his readers to count suffering as joy “for you know that the testing of your faith produces steadfastness” and that the full effect of steadfastness is perfect completeness.  And Peter said to rejoice in sharing Christ's sufferings “that you may also rejoice and be glad when his glory is revealed.”  The rejoicing is not in the suffering itself but in what the suffering is producing.  God's people should rejoice in suffering, because something more glorious is coming.  

So as we consider this reality, I would exhort you – as you suffer and face trials and tribulations and difficulties, look to the future reward and rejoice.  It is possible for you to find comfort and solace and even joy in the midst of pain and suffering – but only if you truly understand and believe that something better and superior and more valuable and glorious is coming.  Set your mind and your affections on the treasure that is to come rather than the fleeting pleasures of this life.  Do not store up treasure on this earth where moth and rust destroy and thieves break in and steal.  Rather, store up treasure in heaven that will never perish.  Wherever your treasure is, there your heart will be also.  If your treasure is on earth, and you lose it, your heart will be completely broken and your hope destroyed.  If your treasure is in heaven, you will have hope – albeit in the midst of terrible pain and hurt and loss.  It is possible to rejoice, and we are told to rejoice, because we are looking to something better.  

We should persevere in doing good – particularly toward those who might be causing our suffering.

Another thing that the Bible clearly tells us to do – particularly when our suffering takes the form of persecution – is to persevere in doing good, even toward those who are the actual cause of our suffering!  This comes up again and again.  Jesus said, “You have heard that it was said, 'You shall love your neighbor and hate your enemy.'  But I say to you, Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you” (Matt. 5:43-44).  Even in the midst of suffering, Jesus tells us to love and pray for those who oppose us.  Paul makes this same point in Romans as he writes,

Bless those who persecute you; bless and do not curse them....Repay no one evil for evil, but give thought to do what is honorable in the sight of all.  If possible, so far as it depends on you, live peaceably with all.  Beloved, never avenge yourselves, but leave it to the wrath of God, for it is written, 'Vengeance is min, I will repay, says the Lord.'  To the contrary, 'if your enemy is hungry, feed him; if he is thirsty, give him something to drink; for by so doing you will heap burning coal son his head.'  Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good. (Rom. 12:14,17-21)

Again, it is the same reality, when persecution comes, we should bless those who persecute us and seek to do good to them in any way we can.  

This is vitally important because, more often than not, it seems that suffering causes us to turn inward and pull away from interacting with other people.  Our response to suffering is often to hole up, dwell on the suffering, and – if we are functioning well – fight to trust God and find hope in that struggle.  If we are not functioning well, we might hole up, dwell on the suffering and throw a pity party for ourselves.  But the Bible gives us a different focus.  Rather than turning inward and shrinking back in the midst of suffering, the Bible urges us to persevere and continue laboring in the midst of our struggles – particularly persecution.  Peter told his readers, “Therefore let those who suffer according to God's will entrust their souls to a faithful Creator while doing good” (1 Pet. 4:19).  Peter wanted his readers to entrust their souls to God while they suffered, and he wanted them to keep doing good.  He was not urging them primarily to introspective inactivity but to faith-filled labor.  This is not to say that there is no place for individual meditation and contemplation – especially for the sake of feeding your soul with the truth in the midst of suffering – but it is to urge you to do what the Bible urges – bless those who are persecuting you and look for ways to do good to them.  As you suffer, entrust your soul to God while doing good.  

We should be bold and take risks for the sake of Jesus Christ and the Kingdom of God.

Yet another thing that it seems we should do in light of the Bible's teaching on suffering is that we should be bold and be willing to take risks for the sake of Jesus Christ.  In particular, we should be bold and willing to take risks in sharing the Gospel with those who need to hear it.  

We see this reality in a few different places.  First of all, in Matt. 10:26-33, after telling his disciples that they will suffer, Jesus says,

So have no fear of them, for nothing is covered that will not be revealed, or hidden that will not be known.  What I tell you in the dark, say in the light, and what you hear whispered, proclaim on the housetops.  And do not fear those who kill the body but cannot kill the soul.  Rather fear him who can destroy both soul and body in hell.  Are not two sparrows sold for a penny?  And not one of them will fall to the ground apart form your Father.  But even the hairs of your head are all numbered.  Fear not, therefore; you are of more value than many sparrows.  So everyone who acknowledges me before men, I also will acknowledge before my Father who is in heaven, but whoever denies me before men, I also will deny before my Father who is in heaven. 

This text is incredible because Jesus has just told them they will suffer, but he then tells them not to fear.  Rather, he tells them to be bold in proclaiming his message to the world because they fear the One who can destroy their soul more than those who can only destroy the body.  He tells them not to fear because God cares for them and they are valuable to Him.  Then, astoundingly, he points them to the heavenly reward.  After saying all of that, he does not promise them that they will not lose their lives.  Rather, he tells them they will have eternal reward.  Jesus is calling His disciples to be bold with the gospel because of their fear of God.  

We see this same reality in Hebrews 11 as the author tells us about people who were bold and took great risks, even undergoing suffering, because they trusted God.  Noah, in faith, built an ark – and was ridiculed.  Abraham, in faith, obeyed God's call to a far-off land – and had no idea where he was going.  Abraham, in faith, obeyed God's command to offer up Isaac – his beloved, promised son.  Moses, in faith, was willing to suffer with the people of God because he valued the treasures of God more than the treasures of Egypt.  After telling of those who in faith “conquered kingdoms, enforced justice, obtained promises, stopped the mouths of lions, quenched the power of fire, escaped the edge of the sword, were made strong out of weakness, became mighty in war and put foreign armies to flight,” we are told of those who in faith “were tortured, refusing to accept release, so that they might rise again to a better life.  Others suffered mocking and flogging, and even chains and imprisonment.  They were stoned, they were sawn in two, they were killed with the sword.  They went about in skins of sheep and goats, destitute, afflicted, and mistreated”.  And all of these people were “commended through their faith” (Heb. 11:32-39.  They were willing to be bold and take risks – and even suffer – because they understood that God was faithful and would work all things together for their good.  

Then, near the end of Hebrews, the same reality arises again as we read, 

For the bodies of those animals whose blood is brought into the holy places by the high priest as a sacrifice for sin are burned outside the camp.  So Jesus also suffered outside the gate in order to sanctify the people through his own blood.  Therefore let us go to him outside the camp and bear the reproach he endured.  For here we have no lasting city, but we seek the city that is to come. (Heb. 13:11-14)

Once again, this is an illuminating text because it calls us to join Jesus in the place of His suffering.  He suffered outside the gate – in the place of rejection and condemnation and alienation.  It was the place of outcasts and rejects – not the place of power and prestige and favor.  And the author says, “Let us go to him outside the camp and bear the reproach he endured.”  Because of what we know to be true, we should be willing to go outside the camp.  For us today, this is not as literal as it was for the original readers, but nonetheless, we are called to go to the place of rejection and condemnation.  We are called to go out to the place were we will very likely suffer for the sake of our King who went to such a place and suffered.  For us today, “outside the camp” could refer to any number of things.  Basically, the idea is that we should go to the place where it is hard and difficult because suffering most likely awaits.  Whether that is half-way around the world or across the street, that is the call.  And because of what we know to be true – because of what we saw last week – we should be willing.  And we should be going.  

We should comfort others who are suffering.

Yet another way we should respond in the midst of suffering is by comforting others who are suffering.  This response is a bit different because it shifts the focus away from ourselves to other people.  And yet, in light of the truths we have seen over the last two weeks, we cannot reach any other conclusion.  If it is sure and promised that we are going to suffer, then that means it is also sure and promised that others are going to suffer.  As we endure suffering, we must keep in mind that we are not the only people in the world.  No matter what sort of suffering, we are enduring, we are not the only ones enduring it.  We are not the only ones in this position.  And moreover, the Bible is clear that we have responsibility to others who are suffering around us – even if we are suffering ourselves. Particularly within the body of Christ, we have responsibility to each other.  

The Bible makes this point repeatedly.  Paul says, “Rejoice with those rejoice, weep with those who weep” (Rom. 12:15).  And in 1 Cor. 12:24b-26, in speaking about the nature of the Church, he writes, “But God has so composed the body, giving greater honor to the part that lacked it, that there may be no division in the body, but that the members may have the same care for one another.  If one member suffers, all suffer together; if one member is honored, all rejoice together.”  God has arranged His people in a particular way so that they might share each others sufferings.  The body is supposed to suffer together.  As Paul told the Galatians, we are supposed to “bear one another's burdens” - surely this includes each other's sufferings.  And in 2 Cor. 1:3-7, Paul is even more explicit in saying that part of the reason we suffer is so that we can comfort others when they suffer.  He writes, 

Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of mercies and God of all comfort, who comforts us in all our affliction, so that we may be able to comfort those who are in any affliction, with the comfort with which we ourselves are comforted by God.  For as we share abundantly in Christ's sufferings, so through Christ we share abundantly in comfort too.  If we are afflicted, it is for your comfort and salvation; and if we are comforted, it is for your comfort, which you experience when you patiently endure the same sufferings that we suffer.  Our hope for you is unshaken, for we know that as you share in our sufferings, you will also share in our comfort.

Paul is explicit – God comforts us in our suffering, so that we may be able to comfort those who are in any affliction.  We have responsibility to comfort others in their suffering.  

Recognizing that this is the case, we must take responsibility and get to work.  As I mentioned earlier, our tendency as human beings is often to turn inward and focus on our own trials and struggles and difficulties.  It seems that almost everyone – at least as demonstrated by their actions – assumes they have it most difficult at this point.  And yet, our Savior came not to be served but to serve – and we should have the same attitude.  Instead of dwelling on ourselves and our struggles and our difficulties, we should look out on the world and at those around us and see how they are suffering.  Moreover, we should look at how we might alleviate that suffering or, at least, comfort them in the midst of that suffering.  The Bible is clear about this task – it is our responsibility.  May we be found faithful.   

Conclusion

As we close our time together today, we will take communion together.  And it is appropriate that we do so, because yet another thing we are told to do in the midst of our suffering is to look to the One who suffered for us.  The author of Hebrews writes, “Consider him who endured from sinners such hostility against himself, so that you may not grow weary or fainthearted” (Heb. 12:3).  As we consider suffering, we must never forget to consider the One who suffered for us.  Everything that the Bible says about suffering was endured by Him.  In fact, as we gather next week, we will celebrate Easter by highlighting the truths we have seen throughout this series in the life of Christ.  And the reason for this is because suffering is ultimately intended to point us to Him and to magnify Him.  So as we come to the table, I would urge you – perhaps as you are in the midst of suffering yourself – to look to Jesus.  He suffered the wrath of God so that your suffering would one day end.  He was forsaken so that you would be accepted.  He was cursed so that you might be blessed.  Delight in that and rejoice in Him.  Amen.  

