Today, we come to the end of our examination of the topic of suffering.  Also today, we celebrate Easter – the day of Jesus' resurrection.  Though these are two separate things, they are – in reality – very closely related.  In fact, my hope this morning is that we can close out this series on suffering by seeing just how closely related they truly are.  

First, with regard to suffering, we have seen very clearly that it does not happen in a vacuum.  Rather, suffering is part of something bigger and larger – the ultimate plan and purpose and direction of this entire world.  Your particular suffering, and the particular suffering of everyone around you, cannot be separated from the whole.  It all works together – and, as we have seen, it all works together as part of God's grand plan for all things.  

And, with regard to Jesus' resurrection, we must remember that it did not occur in a vacuum either.  The reason the resurrection was necessary was because Jesus had died.  He had suffered at the hands of wicked men, even to the point of death.  The glory of Easter is bound up, inextricably, with the suffering of Good Friday.  

In short, we must understand that our suffering and Jesus' suffering are tied together.  It is only as we understand the latter (Jesus' suffering) that we can truly understand and endure the former (our own suffering).  The only way our suffering makes sense, and the only way we are not crushed in it, is by looking to the suffering of Jesus Christ.  And the Scriptures make this clear – the author of Hebrews (writing to people who were suffering) tells his readers to run the race with endurance “looking to Jesus, the founder and perfecter of our faith, who for the joy that was set before him endured the cross, despising the shame, and is seated at the right hand of the throne of God.  Consider him who endured from sinners such hostility against himself, so that you may grow weary or fainthearted” (Heb. 12:2-3).  The author of Hebrews wanted his readers to “look to Jesus” and to “consider Him.”  This is our goal today.  As we close this series on suffering, we should “look to Jesus.”  As we celebrate Easter, we must “consider Him.” 

In doing this, I want to do two things.  First, we will see that all the things we have seen about suffering over these last three weeks applied to Jesus just like they apply to us.  He was not exempt from those realities but subject to them.  Second, we will look at how that reality directly affects and shapes our own experience of suffering in this world.  How does the suffering of Jesus affect our suffering?  What is the connection?  That will be how we close.   

I. Everything we have seen regarding suffering, we see evidenced in Jesus Himself. 

First, we must understand that Jesus was not exempt from the hard realities we have seen over these last three weeks.  He was not on some higher plain where pain and trial and difficulty were not real to Him.  As Hebrews says, He was “tempted as we are” in ever way (Heb. 4:15).  He was “made like his brothers in every respect” (Heb. 2:17) – especially in the final days of His life.  

Jesus suffered.

The first reality we saw as we began this study of suffering is that suffering is sure.  We are going to suffer.  And this reality was true for our Savior as well.  Even if we simply focus our attention on the events surrounding His death, we see suffering so immense it is almost unfathomable.  In Matthew's account alone we read of Jesus being scourged (27:26), shamefully stripped of his clothes (27:28), crowned with a crown of thorns (27:29), mocked, spit upon, and abused (27:29-30).  Then, in culmination, they nailed Him to a cross – all the while continuing to heap abuse and mockery on Him (27:32-44).  And even on top of this, Jesus was forsaken by His heavenly Father (Matt. 27:46) – the Son who had known fellowship with God for all of eternity was cursed and abandoned.  

And as we contemplate this reality, we must keep some things in mind.  First, Jesus had done absolutely nothing wrong.  All of this suffering was completely undeserved.  Second, we must remember that this was the Son of God – the One by whom and for whom all things were created.  He was actually holding together the very lives and bodies of those causing His suffering as they were causing it.  Understanding those things, we see that this was the most horrible, egregious, and heinous sin ever committed.  Jesus suffered, and His suffering was the worst instance of suffering that has ever occurred in all the world.  

And we know this is vitally important because the suffering of Jesus actually becomes the central theme throughout the rest of the New Testament and for Christianity as a whole.  As Paul declared, “we preach Christ crucified” (1 Cor. 1:23).  The pages of the New Testament are splattered all over with the suffering of Jesus.  God does not want us to forget that Jesus suffered.  He was not exempted from the pain we feel but entered directly into it.    

The suffering of Jesus was ordained by God – it was part of His plan.  

But just as we saw that our suffering is not just random but actually occurs under the sovereign hand and plan of God, we see the same reality evidenced in our Savior.  Just as it is blindingly clear that Jesus suffered, it is also blindingly clear that God ordained that suffering.  

We see this most clearly in the words of the apostles and the early Church as recorded in Acts.  At Pentecost, Peter declares that Jesus was “delivered up according to the definite plan and foreknowledge of God” (Acts 2:23).  And as the believers were praying together, they said, “...for truly in this city there were gathered together against you holy servant Jesus, whom you anointed, both Herod and Pontius Pilate, along with the Gentiles and the peoples of Israel, to do whatever your hand and your plan had predestined to take place” (Acts 4:27-28).  As boldly as they proclaimed that Jesus had suffered and died, they proclaimed that God had ordained it.  

We also see this in the mere fact that Jesus knew He was going to die and repeatedly told his disciples that.  In Matt. 16:21-23, we read, 

From that time Jesus began to show his disciples that he must go to Jerusalem and suffer many things from the elders and chief priests and scribes, and be killed, and on the third day be raised.  And Peter took him aside and began to rebuke him, saying, 'Far be it from you, Lord!  This shall never happen to you.'  But he turned and said to Peter, 'Get behind me, Satan!  You are a hindrance to me.  For you are not setting your mind on the things of God, but on the things of man.

Jesus also predicted His death in the same way on at least two other occasions (Matt. 17:22-23; 20:17-19).  And in Luke's account of some post-resurrection appearances, Jesus said it was “necessary that the Christ should suffer these things” (Luke 24:25-26).  And John tells us of Jesus saying, “'Now is my soul troubled.  And what shall I say? 'Father, save me from this hour'?  But for this purpose I have come to this hour.  Father, glorify your name.'  Then a voice came from heaven: 'I have glorified it, and I will glorify it again'” (John 12:27-28).  And even as He prayed in the Garden of Gethsemane, Jesus recognized that God's will was for Him to “drink this cup” and suffer and die (Matt. 26:39).

Here we see another crucial reality: a central aspect of our suffering (i.e. that it is ordained by God Himself and not out of His control) was also true in the life of Jesus. 

God ordained the suffering of Jesus for good.

But, as we have looked at suffering over the last few weeks, we have seen not only that God ordains suffering as part of His plan but that He ordains that suffering for good for His people.  We confess not only that God is sovereign but that He is good.  And, once again, we see this same reality evidenced in the suffering of Christ as well.  Even though Jesus' suffering was so horrendous and unjust, God used it for good, and it all happened in hope.  In fact, the New Testament itself tells us of a number of good things that happened as a result of Jesus suffering.  

First of all, we see that Jesus was made perfect through His suffering.  Heb. 2:10 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.”  And Heb. 5:8 says, “Although he was a son, he learned obedience through what he suffered.”  As He suffered, Jesus perfectly obeyed the Father – even unto death, and, by doing that, He demonstrated Himself as the perfectly obedient Son.  

Secondly, we see that through Jesus' suffering, He defeated Satan, his forces and death.  Paul told the Romans, “We know that Christ being raised from the dead will never die again; death no longer has dominion over him” (Rom. 6:9).  Jesus conquered death – a point also made clear in 1 Cor. 15:54-57 and 2 Tim. 1:10.  In Col. 2:15, we read, “He [God] disarmed the rulers and authorities and put them to open shame, by triumphing over them in him [Christ].”  Jesus overcame the rulers and authorities.  And Heb. 2:14-15 tells us, “Since therefore the children share in flesh and blood, he himself likewise partook of the same things, that through death he might destroy the one who has the power of death, that is the devil, and deliver all those who through fear of death were subject to lifelong slavery.”  Jesus even triumphed over the devil, defeating Him through death.  These verses make clear that when Jesus died – though it looked like He was losing – He was actually winning.  He was triumphing over His enemies, through death.  

Thirdly, and perhaps most significantly, we see that through His suffering, Jesus brought about salvation from sin and eternal life for those who follow Him in faith.  We see this reality in numerous places.  In Luke 24:45-48, we read, “Then he opened their minds to understand the Scriptures, and said to them, 'Thus it is written, that the Christ should suffer and on the the third day rise from the dead, and that repentance and forgiveness of sins should be proclaimed in his name to all nations, beginning from Jerusalem.  You are witnesses of these things.”  Notice the order – the Christ had to suffer and rise from the dead and then repentance and forgiveness should be proclaimed.  Even John 3:16 makes this point in saying, “For God so loved the world, that he gave his only Son, that whoever believes in him should not perish but have eternal life.”  What does it mean that God gave His Son?  It means that He gave Him to die.  And He gave His Son to die so that whoever believes would have eternal life.   Peter told his readers, “He himself bore our sins in his body on the tree, that we might die to sin and live to righteousness.  By his wounds you have been healed.  For you were straying like sheep, but have no returned to the Shepherd and Overseer of your souls” (1 Pet. 2:24-25).  Notice that Jesus suffered on the cross because He “bore our sins” so that “we might die to sin and live to righteousness.”  His suffering  brings our forgiveness.  If nothing else, we should see the suffering of Jesus as “worth it” because without it we could not be saved. 

And on top of this, as we saw last week, Jesus – through His suffering – left us an example of how to act in the midst of our own suffering.  Peter wrote, “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, neither 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. 2:21-23).  Among the other things we have seen, Jesus showed us how to act in the midst of our own suffering.  Instead of leaving us to figure it out, He gave us a picture to help us.  

In sum, though there are other points that could be made, it is abundantly clear that the suffering of Jesus – which we have seen was God's purpose and plan – brought about an abundant amount of good.  We can look at what happened as a result of that suffering, and we can say emphatically that good has come from it.  But, simply seeing this in the life of Jesus is not quite enough.  We must be sure to apply these realities to our own life and suffering, which brings us to our second main point.  

* The suffering of Jesus is central to our understanding, and experience, of suffering.

As we consider the suffering of Jesus within the overall picture of suffering as a whole, I want us  to see very clearly that the suffering of Jesus – particularly the suffering surrounding His death – is essential if we are going to make sense of our suffering.  If we omit the suffering of Jesus or misunderstand the suffering of Jesus, our particular suffering – as well as the particular suffering of other people – will not make sense.  The suffering of Christ is the lynchpin that holds the whole thing together.  And this is the case for a number of reasons.  

First, the suffering of Jesus helps us make sense of our suffering by showing us that our suffering is not pointless.  If God can use the suffering of Christ for good, He can use our suffering for good.  As we have seen, God did use the suffering of Christ for good, so we can be sure that God is using our suffering for good.  Rom. 8:28-29 make this clear: “And we know that for those who love God all things work together for good, for those who are called according to his purpose.  For those whom he foreknew he also predestined to be conformed to the image of his Son, in order that he might be the firstborn among many brothers.”  Paul is clear that all things work together for good.  And the reason they work together for good is because we are being conformed to the image of Christ.  Jesus was made perfect through suffering, so we will be made perfect through suffering.  As Romans 6 makes clear, the pathway to living with Christ in His glory is dying with Christ through His suffering.  On a very personal level, this means that God is not toying with us or playing with us.  He has a goal in mind – namely, our sanctification – and He is pursuing that goal in our lives by purifying us through suffering.  It is not pointless. 

Second, the suffering of Jesus helps us make sense of our suffering by reminding us that there is someone who understands our suffering and sympathizes with it and is able to help us in the midst of it.  Heb. 2:16-18 says, “For surely it is not angels that he [Jesus] helps, but he helps the offspring of Abraham.  Therefore he had to be made like his brothers in every respect, so that he might become a merciful and faithful high priest in the service of God, to make propitiation for the sins of the people.  For because he himself has suffered when tempted, he is able to help those who are being tempted.”  Jesus was “made like his brothers in every respect.”  The implication, then, is that he understands our struggles and difficulties because He experienced them as well.  And now, having experienced them, He is a faithful high priest for us with God, and He is able to help us when we are tempted.  Later, in Heb. 4:15-16, we also read, “For we do not have a high priest who is unable to sympathize without 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 time of need.”  Once again, we see that Jesus “has been tempted” in every way we have been tempted.  Yet, He was able to overcome those temptations without sinning.  And now He is able and willing to help us as we encounter those temptations.  

Third, Jesus' suffering helps make sense of our suffering by showing us that true sons of God will suffer.  God loves His people enough to make them perfect – and that perfection only comes through the purifying fires of suffering.  We have already seen that Jesus was made “perfect through suffering” (Heb. 2:10) and “learned obedience through what he suffered” (Heb. 5:8).  Those texts about Jesus' suffering connect with our suffering through Heb. 12:7-11 which says,

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 disciplined 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.

There are some who teach that true children of God will never suffer because they are children of God.  But this text says the exact opposite – precisely because we are children of God, we will suffer.  In fact, our suffering is a sign of God's pleasure rather than his displeasure.  If we were not suffering (“being disciplined” in the specific language of the text), we would not be sons.  But because we are sons, God is disciplining us “for our good, that we may share his holiness.”  Though our “discipline” (i.e. suffering) may seem painful, it eventually “yields the peaceful fruit of righteousness to those who have been trained by it.”  Jesus was the perfect Son of God – the only begotten Son – and He suffered.  So when we suffer, we should not see it as God's disfavor but as His favor.  He is making us something we could never become on our own by means of a path we would never choose for ourselves.  And He loves us.  

Fourth, the suffering of Jesus gives hope in the midst of our suffering by reminding us that – regardless of our struggles here on earth – our eternal destiny is sure if we have genuinely repented of our sins and trusted Jesus as our Savior.  1 Pet. 2:24-25 says, “He himself bore our sins in his body on the tree, that we might die to sin and live to righteousness.  By his wounds you have been healed.  For you were straying like sheep, but have now returned to the Shepherd and Overseer of your souls.”  The suffering of Jesus, unlike our suffering, was actually redemptive.  His suffering actually achieved redemption and made us right with God.  We never suffer as a means to salvation.  Rather, because we have been redeemed, God purifies us through suffering.  1 Pet. 3:18 reminds us of this as well - “For Christ also suffered once for sins, the righteous for the unrighteous, that he might bring us to God, being put to death in the flesh but made alive in the spirit.”  Christ suffered “once for sins, the righteous for the unrighteous.”  And because of that righteous suffering, according to 2 Cor. 5:21, we have become righteous as well.  Our eternal destinies are sure.  And that should give us immeasurable hope in the midst of the most horrible difficulties as we think that these brief moments and hours and days and even weeks and months and years of suffering will be offset by decades and centuries and millenia and eons of pure joy.  Your soul is secure, so rejoice – even in the midst of suffering.  

Finally, the suffering of Jesus helps make sense of our suffering by reminding us that suffering is not the final word – resurrection and life are.  Every one of the gospel accounts ends – not with the cross – but with the empty tomb.  After suffering comes glory.  After pain comes inexpressible joy.  After death comes ultimate, eternal life.  So it was for Jesus, and so it is for us.  The suffering is necessary, but it is not final.  Paul highlights this beautifully in 1 Cor. 15:42-49, 

So is it with the resurrection of the dead.  What is sown is perishable; what is raised is imperishable.  It is sown in dishonor; it is raised in glory.  It is sown in weakness; it is raised in power.  It is sown a natural body; it is raised a spiritual body.  If there is a natural body, there is also a spiritual body.  Thus it is written, 'The first man Adam became a living being', the last Adam became a life-giving spirit.  But it is not the spiritual that is first but the natural, and then the spiritual.  The first man was from the earth, a man of dust; the second man is from heaven.  As was the man of dust, so also are those who are of the dust, and as is the man of heaven, so also are those who are of heaven.  Just as we have borne the image of the man of dust, we shall also bear the image of the man of heaven.

As human beings our natural bodies are perishable, dishonorable, and weak – because we have born the image of the man of dust (Adam).  But, our spiritual bodies will be imperishable, and they will be raised in glory and power – because we have also born the image of the man of heaven (Jesus).  Glory will follow our suffering, just as it did for Jesus.  

Conclusion  

As we close this series on suffering as well as this Easter service, I want to focus every bit and ounce of our attention on Jesus Christ.  If you are here, and you have never truly repented of your sins and trusted Jesus as your Savior, then I want you to understand that the suffering you are experiencing in this life is nothing compared with the suffering that will last for eternity in hell.  If you refuse to trust Christ, you are storing up wrath for yourself.  And on the day of judgment, it will be poured out on your head.  Repent and believe – flee from the wrath to come.  That suffering will far surpass any suffering in this life.  

And for those who have trusted Christ as your Savior, I want to remind you that the suffering you are experiencing is nothing compared with the glory that is coming.  As you suffer and endure trials and tribulations, look to your Savior.  Remember that He suffered so that your suffering would one day end.  Remember that He has been tempted just as you are and can help you in that struggle.  Remember that God disciplines those whom he loves, and He is treating you as a true son.  And remember that joy follows the dark night of mourning.  It was so with Jesus, and it will be so with us.  As we take communion, look to Jesus and consider Him, so that you may not grow weary.

