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SUFFERING & PAIN--LIFE'S GREAT DILEMMA 

SCRIPTURE: Ecclesiastes 2:22-23, Pew Bible page 576 
--vs. 22 "For what hath man of all his labour, and of the 

vexation of his heart, wherein he hath laboured under 
the sun? 

--vs. 23 "For all his days are sorrows, and his travail 
grief; yea, his heart taketh not rest in the night. 
This is also vanity." 

INTRO: Her name was Kris. It was evident from the moment 
she entered the world that, unlike some other children, she 
was not well. A beautiful child, she was born with a rare 
disease that caused her outer skin to slough off, leaving 
the inner muscle tissue exposed. The physicians described 
her condition as a "one-in-ten-million" occurrence, noted 
that there was no cure, and informed her parents that she 
could not be expected to live long. They had not, however, 
counted on Kris' extraordinary desire to live. 

She went on, day after day, week after week . Each day, 
the dressings needed to be changed over the exposed muscle 
tissue, a painful process for her that tore at the emotions 
of her parents and robbed Kris of her badly needed strength. 
Eventually, as one organ after another shut down, some three 
months after birth, she died. 

She left all those near to her asking, Why? Why was 
she born with the disease? Where was God when her parents 
lifted their prayers for healing? What kind of God allows a 
beautiful child to suffer as Kris did? 

These questions are typical. They are at the heart of 
the problem of suffering and pain. The questions are at 
least as old as faith itself. With every decision to 
believe in God comes also an expectation that making the 
leap of faith will result in a better life for those who 
make the commitment. 

Reinhold Niebuhr was not the first to note that the 
"natural instincts of religion demand that my life be given 
meaning by a special security against all the insecurities 
of life." Indeed, as one watches the slick, professional 
presentation of Christianity on much of today's religious 
television, one is struck by how deeply imbedded is the 
notion that faith in Christ will somehow protect one from 
the vicissitudes of life. 

One searches these programs in vain for a vision of the 
lame, the halt, and the blind. It is no wonder, then, that 
suffering and pain remain Life 's Great Dilemma. 
(Preaching To Sufferers, Kent D. Richmond, pgs. 19-21) 

We can begin to understand Solomon as he wrote, 'For 
all his days are sorrows, and his travail grief ... This also 
is vanity!" Suffering and pain remain Life's Great Dilemma. 

We can work through this dilemma if we will consider: 
I. The questions that are raised 
II. The answers that are offered 
III. The options that are yours 
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I. QUESTIONS 
--NOTE : James S . Stewa rt: "It is precisely our Chris

tian faith that creates the problem. There is no real 
problem of evil for the man who has never accepted the 
Christian revelation [for] only the Christian says, 
'God is love! ' " (Preaching To Sufferers, Kent D. 
Richmond, pg. 23) 

But when, as Christians who believe in a good and 
loving God, we experience suffering and pain all sorts 
of disturbing questions arise--and we must face them! 

1. Why Would A Good God Allow s uffering? 
7 1 "For God is good ... 11 

- -Mark 10:lSb (Chri st) "There is none good but one, 
that is God." 

--NOTE: If God is good, then why does God allow 
evil and suffer i ng in the creation? Does God not 

about the welfare of the creation? Or is 
God, perhaps, too busi to be bothered with 
monitoring the conditions in the created world? 
If that is so, then the question arises as to 
whether God can truly be called good. That is 
the nature of the problem with which we contend. 
It is a problem that does not yield to easy solu
tions. 

A line from MacLeish's drama about Job, J .B.: 
"I f God i s God He is not g ood , 
If God is good He is not God. " 

(Preaching To Sufferers, Kent D. Richmond, pgs. 24 
& 25) 

--ILLUS : 

on the wall I hit 
blame 

blame him 

2. Why Doesn ' t God Answer My Prayer? 
--James 5:16b " The effectual fervent prayer of a 

righteous man availeth much. " 
--NOTE : If God is good why doesn ' t He answer? 
--ILLUS: Sometimes we would like to coerce God, as 

the little Catholic boy who had been watching to 
much T . V. He prayed for a bicycle ... statue of 
Mary in the bottom drawer of his dresser ... "Dear 
Jesus, if you ever want to see your mother 
again ... " 

3. What ' s wrong With My Fai th? 
"According to your FAITH be it unto 

you. " 
--NOTE: our faith seems not to insulate us from 

suffering. Job was a " blameless and upright" man. 
If suffering could happen to him, it can happen to 
anyone. 



--ILLUS: Church member and T.V. "name it and claim 
it" programs. " I f you have enough faith ... If you 
aren't healed it is because of your lack of 
faith." His repl y, "This is cruel ... !" 

What About All The Good I Have Done? 
1:8 (God notes that) "There is none like Job 

on the earth, ... one who fears God and turns away 
from evil." 

--NOTE: From childhood, we have been taught that 
success comes to those who work hard, love the 
Lord, and deal 

Certainly , there is no inherent harm to be 
found in such vir tues, except as our acceptance of 
them makes us sel f-centered. Every pastor has 
called in the homes of church members who have 
become disillusioned when they encounter misfor
tune. 

A reading o f the book of Job will quickly 
disabuse us of the notion that 
protects those who believe. (Preaching To 
Sufferers, Kent D. Richmond, pgs. 29-30) 

s. Innocent Suffer? 
"I am clean without 

I am innocent; n e ither is there in me." 
--NOTE: The greate r degree of innocence on the part 

of the suffering person, the more difficulty we 
have in accepting the pain. 

This is never more true than when the 
sufferer is an i n fant or a child. We can readily 
identify with Job 's agony at the loss of his 
children (1:18ff). 
(Preaching To Sufferers, Kent D. Richmond, pg. 31) 

--ILLUS: Rabbi Harold S. Kushner, whose book IihfilJ 
Bad to Good People became a national 
bestseller, speaks for many who have experienced 
the suffering or death of a child. "what 
grounds," he asked, did his son "have to suffer? 
He was an innocent child, a outgoing three
year-old. Why should he hav e to suffer physical 
and psychological pain every day o f his li fe?" 

6. What Possible Purpose Could This Serve? 
--Ecc. 12:8 (KJV) "Vanity of vanities, saith the 

preacher all is vanity." 
--NOTE: This issue is most often troublesome for 

those whose faith leads them to feel that most 
instances of suffering contain a purpose or 
meaning. It is not uncommon to hear it said that 
"God is trying to teach me something through my 
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suffering." But when the suffering becomes so 
intense , its quantity so g reat , that it seems no 
longer to serve any conceivable purp ose , then 
faith in a God of love and omnipotence often 
wavers or is destroyed. (Preaching To Sufferers, 
Kent D. Richmond, pgs. 31-32) 

7. Why Is Suffering and Pain So Random? 
--NOTE: "Why do those who are faithful suffer, 

while someone down the street, who has no faith at 
all, seems to lead a life of bliss?" It almost 
looks as though it is the faithful follower who i s 
especially select ed to experience anguish. Cer
tainly this seems to be the case in the story of 
Job. 

Moreover, it often seems that an individual 
or particular groups of people, or races, come in 
for a disproportionate share of pain. Can any
thing in history compare to the systematic 
persecution that has been visited upon the Jews? 

--BRIDGE: In another age, under other circum
stances, a king called to the prophet Jeremiah, 

there any from the Lord?' (Jer. 27:17). 
That is still the question on the lips of those 
who suffer. Can we interpret their suffering and 
help them understand how suffering can be held in 
the context of faith in a God of love and omni
potence? It is a responsibility that we cannot 
evade. What are some answers offered? (Preaching 
To Sufferers, Kent D. Richmond, pg. 33) 

II. ANSWERS 

--NOTE: We are not asked to play amateur physician or 
therapist. We are asked to speak from the perspective 
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of our faith. It is t he word of faith that enables us 
to continue to hope in the face of suffering and pain. 

Not all suffering and pain can be explained by any 
one answer. But within the several answers offered by 
our faith there should be an answer suffering 
and pain. 

Punitive 
3:2b (God) "I will punish you for all your 

iniquities." 
--NOTE: This is one of the oldest and often the 

most misapplied a nswer given. 
9:2: (In the story of the healing of the man 

born blind the d i sciples asked Jesus:) "Rabbi, who 
sinned, this man or his parents, that he was born 
blind?" 

--ILLUS: The notion can still be found in our 
churches today. I vividly remember the bereaved 
parents of an infant who was born with a severe 
birth defect. Because the child had been con
ceived out of wedlock, the parents were convinced 
that God had taken their baby's life to punish 
them for their sin. (Preaching To Sufferers, Kent 
D. Richmond, pg. 47) 

--APPLY: On the other hand there are those times in 
our own lives when we know we suffered because we 
had sinned. 

Sin often bears its own seed of suffering and 
pain ... i.e. A person chooses to become involved 
in a homosexual affair and contracts aids. .A 
goes to a p rostitute and gets syphilis ... A 
on murders and is sent to the penitentiary or is 
executed. 

But this the answer. 

2. Disciplinary 
--NOTE: Whereas the "punitive" answer is for those 

who are not Christians, the "disciplinary" answer 
is for those who are Christians but who need the 
discipline of a loving Father. 

--Hebrews 12:7b (NAS BJ "God deals with you as with 
sons; for what son is there whom his father does 
not discipline?" 

--NOTE: Wallace Fisher contends, "God without 
violating human freedom, can and does allow, and 
occasionally sends, suffering in order to 
discipline a person, to correct his human 
to bring a 'good ' life into a position where it 
can accept him." (Preaching To Sufferers, Kent D. 
Richmond, pg. 47 ) 

--ILLUS: We have known some whose lives were being 
ruined by a chemical dependency and who believed 
that the experience of "hitting bottom" was the 
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s. 

6. 

means God chose to reveal to them their need for 
help. (Preaching To Sufferers, Kent D. Richmond, 
pg. 53) 

Mysterious 
--POEM: God moves in mysterious ways 

His wonders to perform. 
--NOTE: The word "mystery" appears 22 times from 

ark 4:11 to Rev. 17:7 . i.e. mystery of the 
faith," mystery of Christ," "the mystery of 
godliness." And there is a great deal of mystery 
in the Christian Faith, and much of it surrounds 
the problem of suffering and pain . 

Eschatological 
--I Cor. 13:12 (KJV) " For now we see through a 

glass, darkly; but then face to face: now I know 
in part; but then s hall I know even as also I am 
known." 

--NOTE : "We will understand it better by and by." 

Revelational/Educational 
--Ps. 119:71 " It is good for me that I have been 

afflicted; that I MIGHT LEARN THY STATUES." 
--ILLUS: In Alan Paton's brief essay, "Why 

Suffering?" He wrote: I myself cannot even 
conceive of life without suffering. I cannot even 
conceive that life could have meaning without 
suffering. There would certainly be no music, no 
theatre, no literature, no art. I suspect that
the alternative to a universe in which there is 
suffering. .would be a universe of nothingness. 
In other words, s uffering is instrumental in our 
appreciation of l ife. (Preaching To Sufferers, 
Kent D. Richmond , pg. 43) 

9:3 "Jesus answered, "Neither hath this man 
sinned, nor his parents: BUT THAT THE WORKS OF GOD 
SHOULD BE MADE MANIFEST IN HIM ." 

--NOTE: This is not to say t hat God made the man 
blind to use his as a tool. But rather that out 
of his blindness through the intervention of 
Christ others would learn something about God ... 
His compassion, His goodness, His mercy, His 
willingness to get involved in our suffering. 

Vicarious 

II 

--Isaiah 53:5 (KJV) "But was wounded FOR our 
transgressions , was bruised our iniquities: 
the chastisement of our peace was upon and 
WITH stripes we are healed." 
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1:29 "For unto you it is given in BEHALF OF 
CHRIST, not only to believe on Him, but also to 
suffer FOR HIS SAKE." 

--ILLUS: The suffering of a wife because of an 
alcoholic husband. 

7. Human Choice 
--Joshua 24:15 "Choose you this day whom ye will 

serve." 
--NOTE: This answer states that some suffering is 

the result of a person's misuse of his God-given 
freedom of choice. We have been created with 
freedom, whereby we can accept or reject God's 
leading. 

--BRIDGE: Regardless of the questions or the 
answers, the fact remains that we alone determine 
what options we shall use in coping with our suf
fering and pain. 

III. OPTIONS 
--NOTE: In the Bible we see many options. ,· 

1. 11curse God and die" 2: 9) . 
2. Blame God as did Mary, "Lord if you had been 

my would not have died' (John 
11:32). 

3. Glorify God as Paul suggested, "I will glory in 
my infirmities" (II Cor. 12:9b). 

But let me offer some practical suggestions. 

1. Remember That God cares 
--I Peter 5:7 (KJV) "Casting all your care upon him; 

for he careth for you." 
--ILLUS: William Sloane Coffin shortly after his 

son, Alex, died i n a car, that plunged into the 
water said: 

"My own consolation lies in knowing that 
was not the will of God that Alex die; that when 
the waves closed over the sinking car, God's heart 
was the first of all our hearts to break." 
(Preaching To Sufferers, Kent D. Richmond, pg. 69) 

2. That Christ Suffers With You 
- assures us that Christ enters into our 

suffering. 
He has been "despised and rejected by men," 

"acquainted with grief," "wounded for our trans
gressions," and "numbered with the transgressors" 
(53:3-12). 

In the Garden of Gethsemane, "agony" 
in prayer became "like great drops of blood 
ing down upon the ground" (Luke 22:44). 
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III. OPTIONS 
1. Remember That God Cares 
2. Realize That Christ Suffers With You 

Before the tomb of Lazarus, "Jesus in 
great sadness (John 11:35). (Preaching To 
Sufferers, Kent D. Richmond, pg. 71) 

--Martin Marty: "God participates in the life of 
the people and suffers at their side, thus 
meriting [our] trust.'' (Preaching To Sufferers, 
Kent D. Richmond, pg. 72) 

--Jesus "Lo, I am with you always, even to 
the close of the age " (Matt. 28: 20). 

3. Renew Your confidence In God 
--NOTE: You can renew your confidence in Him by 

reminding yourself of the many wonderful truths in 
the Word of God. 

Along with the Apostle Pa ul you should be 
able to say, "We know that all things work 
together for good to them that love God, to them 
who are the called according to his purpose" ( om. 
8: 28) . 

Psalm 34:19 assures us that "many are the 
afflictions of the righteous: the Lord deli-
111ereth out of them " (Why Do Christians 
Suffer?, Theodore H. Epp, pg 114) 

4. Pray 
--NOTE: After you have renewed your confidence in 

God, you should p r ay earnestly, definitely and 
believingly. 

18: 1 says that "men ought always to 
pray, and not to faint." 

Psalm 50:15 records God's promise: "Call upon 
me in the day of trouble: I will deliver thee, and 
thou shalt glorify me." (Why Do Christians 
Suffer?, Theodore H. Epp, pg. 116) 

5. count Your Blessings 
--Eph. 1:3 (KJV) "Blessed be the God and Father of 

our Lord Jesus Christ, who hath blessed us with 
all spiritual blessings in heavenly places in 
Christ:" 

--HYMN: Count Your Blessings 
upon life's billows you are tempest 

tossed, 
Whe you are discouraged, thinking all is 

lost, 
Count your many blessings, name them one by 

one, 
And it will surprise you what the Lord h a th 

done." 

6. saturate Yourself with The Word Of God 
--Psalm 119:49-50 "Remember the word unto thy 

servant, upon which thou hast caused me to hope." 
--vs. 50 "This is my comfort in my affliction, That 

Thy WORD has revived me." 
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--,Psalm 23 "The Lord is my shepherd. II 

--John 14 "In my Father's house. II 

7. Praise The Lord 
--NOTE: Remember Paul and Silas who were put in 

prison after they had been beaten. Their backs 
were no doubt so sore they could not even lie 
down. yet we are told that at midnight they were 
praising God and singing hymns cts 16:25). They 
praised the Lord even though they were suffering. 
What was the result? A great earthquake shook the 
foundations of the prison which opened the doors 
of the prison and freed every prisoner from his 
bonds .•• (Why Chr i stians Suffer?, Theodore H. Epp, 
pg 12 0) 

8. Forget Yourself--Love others 
--Gal. 6:2 "Bear ye one another's burdens, and so 

fulfill the law of Christ." 

9. submit Yourself To God 
12:1 (KJV) "I beseech you therefore, bre

thren, by the mercies of God, that ye present 
your bodies a living sacrifice, holy, acceptable 
unto God, which is your reasonable service." 

CON: Will you submit y ourself to God? Will you do it 
right now. Then reach out in fa i th and take hold of 
the hand of God and say: 

"He leadeth me! 0 blessed thought! 
o words with heavenly comfort fraught! 
Whate'er I do, where'er I be, 
Still tis God's hand that leadeth me." 
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