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The Christian and Suffering

' Margaret R. STREET

uman suffering is a great mystery. The pain of past distress

is evident in the everyday lives of Cambodian people. The

legacy of that pain is felt in the bitterness of many who
have survived horrendous years of suffering.

Often family groups are gatherings of extended relatives
who have survived. Then there is the non-ending cycle of floods
and the heavy burden of poverty. All this is made more difficult
with the constant fear of HIV infection from an unfaithful partner
or past indiscretion. With this is the fear that innocent children will
be affected or left as orphans. Those already infected deny the
cause and seek endless medical help, thus depleting the family
resources. When a cure fails to materialize the family struggles
with bitterness, anger, and a need to ﬁnd purpose and meaning to
life.

People from all cultures spend time, energy, and
resources to avoid suffering. When it is impossible to eliminate,
some decide to end their own lives through suicide, or seek help to
remove the suffering person through euthanasia.

What is the Christian response
in such times of hardship and pain?

¢ Do Christian attitudes to the suffering celebrate the hope of
the Christian message?

o Do Christians deny non-believers ~the knowledge of
Christian hope and eternal salvation?

¢ How can we share the good news in a way that those who so
desperately need it can understand?
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First-century Christians faced intense persecution and
oppression. The Bible does not record their complaints about
suffering and pain. But there are accounts of how Christians spent
their time supporting those who were suffering. See I Per 4: 12—
15; 2 Cor 8:1-2; Gal 6:2 '

The good life

When we seek the good life, with its material helps to feel
healthy, wealthy and successful, we give little thought to
understanding the God of creation and His love for those in pain
and suffering. But when unemployment, poverty, hardship or
debilitating illness comes, we are led to believe we must have done
something wrong to deserve such distress.

How world view influences a person’s response to-suffering

A person’s worldview is largely influenced by his religious
beliefs. Animists believe suffering comes from the spirit world of
ancestors. They must appease these spirits by offerings and
sacrifices. Hindus believe suffering comes from a bad karma. The
sufferer is paying for something wrong done in a previous
existence. The Buddhist sees suffering as the result of human
desire and attachment to people and things. The goal of each
Buddhist is to attain nirvana, a release from suffering, desire and
the finite self. In nirvana there is no enduring self but a total
awareness in the midst of total being leading to enlightenment.
Thus a person escapes from bad karma.

For many people a mixture of these beliefs is evident in
their response to suffering. It is a simple matter of cause and effect.
Much effort may be made to appease the aggrieved spirits. Others
accept a bad karma as the cause and suffer in silence.

Christian beliefs about suffering

1. Suffering came into the world through sin.

God gave the freedom to choose to obey Him or to disobey
Him. Suffering came into the world as a result of man’s
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disobedience to God. Genesis 1-3 records the events.
Therefore, all people and all creation suffer. See Rom 8.:18-38.

It is true that some suffering is the result of individual lifestyle,
but we cannot know enough about other people to make a
judgment. We have no right to blame an individual for his or
her suffering. See John 9:1-7; Job 1-2.

Most suffering comes from other factors over which we have
no control. The record of Satan’s conversation with God shows
Satan is responsible for some suffering. See / Pet 5:8-9; Rev
2:10.

It is also true that involvement in Christian ministry often
brings suffering. See 2 Cor 6:4-10; 2 Tim 1.8.

Suffering is part of life. See I Pet. 4:12-19.

2. God is involved in human suffering.

Isaiah 43:1-7 speaks of suffering and of God’s concern and
care for those who suffer. God can and will help us in our
suffering. We need to acknowledge Him and seek to follow
His ways. He suffers for us. See Luke 22:1-71; 23:32-49;
Heb 4:14-16.

It is through the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ that the
curse and power of sin has been broken. One day suffering will
cease. See Rev 21:1-4; Isa 35:1-10; 53:1-12.

In the meantime, God has given us the privilege of using our
suffering for Him. See Phil:1:29.

He uses suffering to refine, mature and discipline us. See Isa
48:9—11; Heb 12:3-13; 1 Pet 1:6-9.

God demonstrates His power and love in the midst of suffering.
See 2 Cor 12: 7-10.
3. We can respond to suffering in faith.

Our own suffering equips us to help others who suffer. See 2
Cor 3:3~11; Rom 5:1-5.
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We can join together with the church, the body of Christ to care
for those who suffer either physically or spiritually. See Matt
25:31-46; Luke 10:1-12; 25:1-12, 25-37; 1 Cor 12:26.

4. We endure suffering with patience and hope, trusting in
God’s compassion and mercy. See James 5:7-11.

Suicide and euthanasia are not acceptable to God. See Ex
20:13; Num 11:15; Job 3:11-13, Jer.20:14~15; Phil.1:19-24.

Suffering remains a mystery that cannot be fully understood or
controlled. Read Job, especially chapters 1-2 and 42.

Christians often struggle to accept suffering. Some revert to old
family beliefs based on a worldview that fails to trust in God.
Young Christians in particular need help to
e understand their suffering from a biblical perspective;
e accept the finished work of Jesus Christ who took the
punishment for man’s sin;
e put their faith in God;
rejoice in the Christian Hope of eternal salvation.
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