A 1000 WHYS
THE PROBLEM OF SUFFERING

We tackle today a profound and difficult subject with no easy answers.

It is the dilemma we face when we believe in a God who is both all-loving and all-powerful.

How can such a God have allowed the devastating slaughter of human life which marked the 20th c and shows no sign of abating in the 21st?

There has been no day free of war on planet Earth since WWII. On average a new war starts every 3 ms. And with indiscriminate Terrorist attacks on civilians the horror of war seems perhaps worse than anything the world has experienced before.

And then there is AIDS, and the 1000s of orphaned children; famine in the Sudan and emaciated children; and now the Congo and Rwanda tribal strife rumbling into life again bringing its new toll in human lives.

And nearer home, children die of tumours, cancer strikes, marriages fold, businesses collapse; why was she taken so young?
When it comes to natural disasters – hurricanes and earthquakes – there were more in the calendar year 1999 than in any other year recorded.

And each of us is faced with unanswerable ‘whys’ in our own lives and families.

After the great Lisbon earthquake in the 18th c, Voltaire said:

Either God is not good or He is not almighty

Either He wishes to relieve suffering and cannot

Or He can relieve suffering and will not.

That’s our topic today!

Now as Christians we reject Voltaire’s logic.

Christianity is nothing if not full of paradoxes – the paradox of ‘Who chose whom?’, the paradox of man running away from God and God constantly patiently pursuing him, the paradox of the Cross – Satan’s biggest own goal.

What we hold on to is this:
Better a mystery than a bad answer. All the pages of the Bible rustle with the promise that its not that there isn’t an answer, its just that there isn’t an answer now.

There’s a bigger plan.

Let’s look at some scriptures:

John 9.1-3
John 11.1-4

Suffering is never arbitrary; God always has a purpose in it.
Our understanding is very limited.

Our horizons are very short

If only we could look out of the windows of time, and catch a glimpse of eternity, we would see that God’s glory and the extension of his K matter much more than anything on earth

We need to see for example the significance of one soul in God’s eternal plan. There is joy in heaven said Jesus over one soul that repents; the good shepherd left the 99 sheep to go after the one who was lost.

Billy Graham the great evangelist used to say that when Jesus died on the Cross, because he was God as well as man, He was able to think of each person individually for whom he was dying.

God’s plan and purposes are so much bigger than anything we can ever imagine.

It’s against that background that,

CS Lewis, that great Christian luminary of both Oxford and Cambridge Universities used to say:

‘Suffering is God’s megaphone to a deaf world.’
When I gave a talk similar to this one at our Berea group in Durban in 2004, a man in his 60s came up to me afterwards and told me that his son had died in an air-crash and that experience had led directly to him  finding the Lord. God caught his ear through the tragedy of losing his son; there was joy in heaven as a result of that sinner repenting. One man’s human life was cut short – a time period that is but a moment in eternity. But another’s man’s soul was saved for all eternity.

And we know don’t we from our experience of those who have endured chronic illness, that personal suffering is the path to maturity and greater holiness.

There develops, doesn’t there, an indefinable something, a fragrance, about those who take their suffering well? Paul writes to the Romans:

RO 5:1 Therefore, since we have been justified through faith, we have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ, 2 through whom we have gained access by faith into this grace in which we now stand. And we rejoice in the hope of the glory of God. 3 Not only so, but we also rejoice in our sufferings, because we know that suffering produces perseverance; 4 perseverance, character; and character, hope. 
Indeed, the writer to the Hebrews tells us that suffering is God’s greatest teacher. None of us want to graduate in that school but its God’s best training:

Heb 12. 4-11 (Turn and read)

You see the object of it all: v.10 –That we might share His holiness!

And verse 11 – its long term training. We live in the age of instant everything – coffee, communications, and credit – but there’s no instant holiness.
Its training we shrink from, but ‘later on’ it produces a harvest of righteousness and peace.

Dr Joseph Parker, one of great London preachers at end of last century :

Up to age of 68 never had a doubt of any kind. Then his wife died.

"The faith by which I had lived, and which I had preached to others, collapsed. I became almost an atheist. It seemed God set His foot upon my prayers and treated my petitions with contempt. If I had been a dog in such agony as mine, I would have pitied and helped the dumb beast ; yet God spat upon me and cast me out as an offence . ...out into the wasted wilderness, and into a night black and starless . "

Later he wrote :

"Plough  on, Lord, I want my life to be ploughed all over, that it may be sown all over, and that in every corner there may be golden grain or glorious flowers.  Pity me that I exclaimed when I first felt the ploughshare; Thou knowest my frame , Thou rememberest that I am but dust ; but now I recollect, I put things together, I see Thy meaning. So drive on, Thou Ploughman of Eternity."

The same theme is to be found in the parable of the vine told by Jesus in John 15, where Jesus talks of pruning the branches in order that we will bear more fruit.
This is how Amy Carmichael, that remarkable woman who gave her life to rescuing children from Buddhist temples in India expressed it…..she  suffered an accident that severely disabled her in her 40s:

Hast thou no scar?


No hidden scar on foot, or side, or hand?

I hear thee sung as mighty in the land?

I hear them hail thy bright ascendant star: 

Hast thou no scar?

Hast thou no wound?

Yet, I was wounded by the archers, spent,

Leaned me against the tree to die, and rent

By ravening beasts that compassed me, I swooned:

Hast thou no wound?

No wound? No scar?

Yet, as the master shall the servant be,

And pierced are the feet that follow Me;

But thine are whole. Can he have followed far

Who has no wound? No scar?

But let me tell you why above all I unhesitatingly reject Voltaire’s logic:

If you take 20 people who lived to a ripe old age……..each remembers the one before……John the Apostle….the first Good Friday:

‘I was there, says John, when they put him on the Cross. I saw it with my own eyes; it actually happened.’

Doesn’t God care? Is he indifferent to my pain? Does he sit in a celestial armchair with a smirk on his face, gloating over the sufferings of planet earth? Has he gone to sleep? Has he turned his attention to another planet? 
The CROSS answers a resounding NO to all those Qs.

The CROSS smashes that caricature of God to smithereens.

I couldn’t in a 1000 years be a Buddhist. Have you ever see a statue of the Buddha?  Cross-legged, faint smile on his lips, totally detached form the real world of pain and suffering.

I turn instead to the lacerated back and tortured limbs of the God-Man who became part of the real world of flesh and blood to endure the unthinkable sufferings of Calvary. Others suffered the physical pain of crucifixion, only Jesus the emotional pain of being separated from His Father, and the mental anguish of bearing the sins of the whole world in addition.

The Cross is therefore the answer – for now the only answer we have – to all those ‘whys’.

Or perhaps God says ‘I haven’t given you an answer, I’ve given you my Son instead.’ Listen to this:

Eleazor Visal, born a Hungarian jew.   He was not quite 15 years old when he was deported with his family from Hungary -  80 people, in each cattle wagon - a

train journey of three days. On their arrival at Aushwitz, the men and women were segregated from each other and Eleazor never saw his mother and sister again.

It has turned my 1ife into one long night.  Never shall I forget that smoke, the smoke of the crematoria in which the bodies were being burned.  Never shall I forget those flames which consumed my fate for ever.

Never shall I forget those moments which murdered my God and my soul and turned my dreams into dust.  Later he wrote " some talked of God, of His mysterious ways, of the sins of the Jewish people and of their future deliverance, but I had ceased to pray". 

 Perhaps the most horrifying experience of all was when the Gestapo first tortured and then hanged a young boy, who Eleazor Visal described as a child with a refined and beautiful face - a little sad eyed ange1. And just before the hanging Elezaor heard somebody behind him whisper , "Where is God, where is He now"   Thousands of prisoners were forced to watch the hanging. It took the boy half an hour to die. And then they were forced to march past and look at the corpse, and as they did so, Eleazor heard the same voice behind him ask, "where is God now?" . And Eleazor writes, " I heard a voice within me answer him, 'Where is He, here He is.  He is hanging here on the gallows.’

The Cross doesn’t solve the problem of  suffering; but it provides the essential perspective to it; it proves that Jesus is infinitely compassionate and understanding because he’s been there before us; and it enables us with confidence and humility to say:

I don’t know all the answers; but I do know the One who does.

And sure it is that no other faith, philosophy or religion has any answers to the mystery of suffering.. Only Jesus, the God-Man, collapsed under the weight of a huge Roman Cross; he stumbled to His throne.
Here’s how Edward Shillitoe puts it in the final stanza of his poem ‘Jesus of the Scars.’
The other Gods are strong

But Thou wast weak,

They rode, but Thou didst stumble

To a throne.

But to our wounds, only God's wounds can speak,

And not a God has wounds

But Thou alone.

And there we leave it for this weak; the sacred ground of the Cross is next week’s subject.

I want however to say one final very practical thing:
There is no place in Scripture for the idea that  our suffering is a punishment for our sin.

Why? Because the very essence of our Faith as we shall see next week is that He took the punishment I deserved instead of me.

BUT,  suffering may of course be an inevitable consequence of sin  

Eg the drunkard who gets knocked over by a car

     The promiscuous person who contracts HIV

And we have already seen in Hebrews 12 that suffering is a form of discipline that God uses to train us.
But we are never to judge or point the finger at another person because of his suffering. It may be that indeed that that person is specially chosen to graduate in God’s best school of holiness; it may be that the suffering we see is in order that God’s name will be glorified in some special way as with the man blind from birth and Lazarus.
SO LET ME TRY AND SUMMARISE:

1. If I knew the answer to the mystery of suffering, I would be God.

The scripture encourages and indeed commands us not to delve into what is God’s prerogative. I find these scriptures particularly helpful:

ISA 55:8 "For my thoughts are not your thoughts,

    neither are your ways my ways,"

      declares the LORD.

  ISA 55:9 "As the heavens are higher than the earth,

    so are my ways higher than your ways

    and my thoughts than your thoughts.

PS 131:1 My heart is not proud, O LORD,

    my eyes are not haughty;

  I do not concern myself with great matters

    or things too wonderful for me.

  PS 131:2 But I have stilled and quieted my soul;

    like a weaned child with its mother,

    like a weaned child is my soul within me.

  JOB 26:14 And these are but the outer fringe of his works;

    how faint the whisper we hear of him!

    Who then can understand the thunder of his power?"

  DT 29:29 The secret things belong to the LORD our God, but the things revealed belong to us and to our children forever, that we may follow all the words of this law.
2. There’s a bigger plan – God’s works and God’s glory – John 9 and 11

3. Suffering may be God’s megaphone to catch our ear.

4. Suffering is God’s greatest school of holiness when we take it rightly:  Jn 15, Heb 12 and Romans 5.3-4

5. The experience of suffering enables us to comfort others: 2 Cor 1.3-4

6. The CROSS puts it in perspective: Only the Christian’s God has wounds, only He stumbled to His throne.

Do you know the parable of the bar of steel?
As it emerges from the forge it is worth R50.

If it is made into nails they are worth R100

If it is made into needles they are worth R200

If it is made into knives they are worth R500

If it is made into watch-springs, their value is many 1000s of rands.

What so enhanced the value of that bar of raw steel?

The more it was heated in the furnace, the more it was beaten and hammered, the greater its value became.

Finally, remember, when suffering comes, what matters most of all is how I respond.

A Christian who spent 10 years in a Communist jail said on his release:

‘Those were the richest years of my life’

Hudson Taylor of the 19th century China Inland Mission used to quote Rev 21:
‘When J comes He will wipe away every tear. I would not like to be one of those with no tears to wipe away, would you?’

Robert Murray McCheyne the Scottish preacher who died aged 29 of a chronic disease said:

Some believers are much surprised when called upon to suffer. They thought they would do some great thing for God; but all that God permits them to do it seems is to suffer. Everyone in heaven will have a different story, but everyone a tale of suffering.
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