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TITLE: PURPOSE IN SUFFERING

TEXT: Mk. 8:34; Lk. 14:27; 2 Co. 11:21-30, 12:7-10;

Phil. 4:13; Ro. 5:4-5; 1 Pet. 5:10; Job 1:1- 22, 2:2-10, 19:26-27, 42:12-17; Heb. 11:1; Is. 43:1-3

INTRODUCTION: This morning I want to talk about suffering. Last week we celebrated Easter. In it, in Easter we really have a powerful life lesson. One of the lessons we can learn from Easter is that suffering has purpose. Whether we see or recognize that purpose or not, the purpose is always there somewhere hidden within the suffering.

 Jesus suffered as no man has ever suffered! We talked about His suffering last week.. The burden of sin causing Him to sweat great drops of blood in the garden! The suffering of betrayal by a close friend! The suffering of being abandoned and deserted by all His friends in His greatest time of need! The physical suffering He endured by the Roman whip and then being crucified in Calvary’s cross! The suffering, of even God the Father having to turn away from Him as He who knew no sin became the sacrifice for all sin!

But all that suffering had its purpose! The tomb was found empty and Jesus rose victorious over sin and death and then ascended to Heaven to secure that same promise of a future resurrection into eternal life for all who come to believe in and upon Him!

Jesus suffering had great purpose!

 The same is true in our lives as well! Suffering has purpose, many times great purpose! Sometimes we come to realize or recognize the purpose of suffering in our lives and sometimes we may not but the fact is that all suffering has purpose whether we see that purpose or not!

I think, too many times, we have the thought that when we come to Christ that all of our problems and troubles will be forever over!

Some have even taught that! Come to Jesus and all of your troubles will come to an end! Come to Jesus to put an end to your suffering!

 If you come to Christ just because you think that it will put an end to all your suffering, all of your troubles, then you will most probably be sadly disappointed by your Christian experience!

 The thing is, Jesus never promised that coming to Him would end all of our troubles, all of our suffering!

Coming to Christ will put an end to our greatest trouble and our greatest suffering….An eternity of separation from God in Hell….But that is as far as the promise goes in relation to our suffering!

 In fact Jesus taught just the opposite while He lived among us! That we would have times of suffering and trouble because we come to believe in Him!

 Mark 8:34 (NIV) 34 ….“If anyone would come after me, he must deny himself and take up his cross and follow me.

Luke 14:27 (NIV) 27And anyone who does not carry his cross and follow me cannot be my disciple.

 What is a cross! A cross was an instrument of death!

 A cross represents trouble! The cross represents suffering!

Jesus said: If anyone would come after me, he must deny himself and take up his cross and follow me.

Those of you who have seen the movie the Passion. Picture Jesus as He is being so mercilessly whipped and beaten by the Roman soldiers! Picture Him as He makes that long and agonizing journey from Jerusalem up to Golgotha, the place of execution! Picture Him being nailed to that cross and hoisted into the air!

And then hear Him say---- If anyone would come after me, he must deny himself and take up his cross and follow me.

Does that sound like the promise of “a bed of roses” like life?

 Does that sound like the promise of a life free from trial, tribulation and suffering?

Philip Yancey

“Suffering can never ultimately be meaningless, because God himself has shared it.”

Contemplate the life of the Apostle Paul….

Paul took up the invitation of Jesus to take up his cross and follow Him…

Paul had a devotion and service to Christ that probably makes our devotion and service to Christ pale in comparison!

Paul was 110% sold out and committed to Christ!

Listen to Paul’s personal testimony to the Corinthian Church….

2 Corinthians 11:21 - 30 (NIV) 
What anyone else dares to boast about—I am speaking as a fool—I also dare to boast about. 27I have labored and toiled and have often gone without sleep; I have known hunger and thirst and have often gone without food; I have been cold and naked. 
26I have been constantly on the move. I have been in danger from rivers, in danger from bandits, in danger from my own countrymen, in danger from Gentiles; in danger in the city, in danger in the country, in danger at sea; and in danger from false brothers. 25Three times I was beaten with rods, once I was stoned, three times I was shipwrecked, I spent a night and a day in the open sea, 24Five times I received from the Jews the forty lashes minus one. 23Are they servants of Christ? (I am out of my mind to talk like this.) I am more. I have worked much harder, been in prison more frequently, been flogged more severely, and been exposed to death again and again. 22Are they Hebrews? So am I. Are they Israelites? So am I. Are they Abraham’s descendants? So am I. 
29Who is weak, and I do not feel weak? Who is led into sin, and I do not inwardly burn?
28Besides everything else, I face daily the pressure of my concern for all the churches. 
What a prelude to an invitation to accept Christ into your life and follow Him!

Paul not only talked about his suffering in serving Christ but he was proud of his sufferings!

30If I must boast, I will boast of the things that show my weakness.

In the next chapter Paul explains why he can boast in his sufferings!
2 Corinthians 12:7 - -10 (NIV) 
7To keep me from becoming conceited because of these surpassingly great revelations, there was given me a thorn in my flesh, a messenger of Satan, to torment me. 9But he said to me, “My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness.” 
8Three times I pleaded with the Lord to take it away from me. 
 Paul says I get it! I Understand!

Therefore I will boast all the more gladly about my weaknesses, so that Christ’s power may rest on me. 10That is why, for Christ’s sake, I delight in weaknesses, in insults, in hardships, in persecutions, in difficulties. For when I am weak, then I am strong.

 It is only in my weakness that I fully realize Gods strength!

It is only when I come to the place of realizing that I just can’t that I am forced to trust and rely upon the sufficiency and grace of my God and I know that my God can! I know that His grace will always be sufficient! It will always be, not just enough, but abundantly more then enough!

It is this truth that caused the Apostle Paul to cry out in:  Philippians 4:13 (NIV) 13I can do all things through him who gives me strength.
 And Paul understood something else, another biblical truth that I believe contributed to his view of suffering as a Christian…

Romans 5:4 - 5 (NIV) 3Not only so, but we£ also rejoice in our sufferings, because we know that suffering produces perseverance; 5And hope does not disappoint us, because God has poured out his love into our hearts by the Holy Spirit, whom he has given us.
4perseverance, character; and character, hope. 
WE also rejoice in our sufferings, because we know that suffering produces perseverance; 5And hope does not disappoint us!
4perseverance, character; and character, hope. 
 What hope is Paul talking about that is an end result of suffering?

The hope of restoration! The hope of being restored after the suffering!

1 Peter 5:10 (NIV) 10And the God of all grace, who called you to his eternal glory in Christ, after you have suffered a little while, will himself restore you and make you strong, firm and steadfast. 

There is a promise that comes with suffering for a child of God… The promise of restoration!

10And the God of all grace, who called you to his eternal glory in Christ, after you have suffered a little while, will himself restore you and make you strong, firm and steadfast. 

You can’t adequately talk about biblical suffering without mentioning Job…..

 First, why did Job suffer? 

The only answer that we have in Scripture is because he was a righteous and Godly man!

 Job 1:1 (NIV) 1In the land of Uz there lived a man whose name was Job. This man was blameless and upright; he feared God and shunned evil.

 Job 1:7 - -12 (NIV) 
6One day the angels£ came to present themselves before the LORD, and Satan£ also came with them. 7The LORD said to Satan, “Where have you come from?”
Satan answered the LORD, “From roaming through the earth and going back and forth in it.”
8Then the LORD said to Satan, “Have you considered my servant Job? There is no one on earth like him; he is blameless and upright, a man who fears God and shuns evil.”
11But stretch out your hand and strike everything he has, and he will surely curse you to your face.”10“Have you not put a hedge around him and his household and everything he has? You have blessed the work of his hands, so that his flocks and herds are spread throughout the land. 9“Does Job fear God for nothing?” Satan replied. 
12The LORD said to Satan, “Very well, then, everything he has is in your hands, but on the man himself do not lay a finger.”
Satan then comes against Job with all the fury of Hell!

 Jobs 7 sons and three daughters are all killed on one night

 The same night all his sheep and the servants tending them are destroyed!

 The same night all of his camels are taken and most of his servants are killed!

 In one night Job lost almost everything that he had!

 How did he respond? By blaming God and saying why me?

 No! 

Scripture says that he shaved his head and tore his robe as an act of mourning but then simply said:

 Job 1:21-22 (NIV) 
Naked I came from my mother’s womb,
    and naked I will depart.£
    The LORD gave and the LORD has taken away;
    may the name of the LORD be praised.”
22In all this, Job did not sin by charging God with wrongdoing.

So Satan comes before God a second time….
Job 2:2 - 10 (NIV) 
1On another day the angels£ came to present themselves before the LORD, and Satan also came with them to present himself before him. 2And the LORD said to Satan, “Where have you come from?”
Satan answered the LORD, “From roaming through the earth and going back and forth in it.”
3Then the LORD said to Satan, “Have you considered my servant Job? There is no one on earth like him; he is blameless and upright, a man who fears God and shuns evil. And he still maintains his integrity, though you incited me against him to ruin him without any reason.”
5But stretch out your hand and strike his flesh and bones, and he will surely curse you to your face.”4“Skin for skin!” Satan replied. “A man will give all he has for his own life. 
6The LORD said to Satan, “Very well, then, he is in your hands; but you must spare his life.”
8Then Job took a piece of broken pottery and scraped himself with it as he sat among the ashes.7So Satan went out from the presence of the LORD and afflicted Job with painful sores from the soles of his feet to the top of his head. 
9His wife said to him, “Are you still holding on to your integrity? Curse God and die!”
£10He replied, “You are talking like a foolish woman. Shall we accept good from God, and not trouble?”
In all this, Job did not sin in what he said.
Job suffered so much that his very name we associate with suffering!

 How could Job, not just endure all this suffering, but remain true to God through all of his suffering?

Job understood that if God allows suffering He will always bring restoration at the end of it and in the end we will be better for it then in the beginning!

 It was this understanding of suffering, that with suffering their always lay hope that allowed Job to say these words in the midst of his suffering….

Job 19:26 -27 (NIV) 
25    I know that my Redeemerlives,
    and that in the end he will stand upon the earth.
26    And after my skin has been destroyed,
    yetin my flesh I will see God;
27    I myself will see him
    with my own eyes—I, and not another.
    How my heart yearns within me!
 And then we see the hope of Job realized in the last of the book of Job… 

Job 42:12 - 17 (NIV) 
12The LORD blessed the latter part of Job’s life more than the first. He had fourteen thousand sheep, six thousand camels, a thousand yoke of oxen and a thousand donkeys. 15Nowhere in all the land were there found women as beautiful as Job’s daughters, and their father granted them an inheritance along with their brothers.….. 13And he also had seven sons and three daughters. 
17And so he died, old and full of years.
16After this, Job lived a hundred and forty years; he saw his children and their children to the fourth generation. 
That is the restoration of the Lord! That is the hope in suffering for the child of God!

The promise of restoration! Whether that restoration come in this life of the life to follow this one!

Job said: 25    I know that my Redeemerlives,
    and that in the end he will stand upon the earth.
26    And after my skin has been destroyed,
    yetin my flesh I will see God;
27    I myself will see him
    with my own eyes—I, and not another.
    How my heart yearns within me!

 Even if I die and decay I know I will yet see God and I will see Him in my flesh!

 Job looked forward to the resurrection of the body even in his time!

 Job didn’t have to wait for that resurrection to find the reward of his suffering….

 For God made the latter part of Job’s life better then the first……

 God restored all that was lost and then some!

  Job simply remained faithful even in his suffering…..especially in his suffering…

Job believed the promise even though he couldn’t see it!

And isn’t that what true faith is?

Believing without seeing…

Hebrews 11:1 (NKJV) 1Now faith is the substance of things hoped for, the evidence of things not seen.
There is no greater testing ground, proving ground for faith then in the time of suffering!

Job’s faith was tested through his suffering and Job passed the test with flying colors because his trust and hope was in God! 

 Paul’s faith was tested through his suffering and Paul passed the test with flying colors because his trust and hope was in God!  

The hope that we have this morning is that if we have received Jesus as the Lord and Savior of our life we have the same hope that Job, Paul and all the great men and women of the faith have had….

The hope and promise of the sustaining grace of God in our times of suffering and the hope and promise of restoration after our suffering is over….

-- C. S. Lewis 

God whispers to us in our pleasures ... but shouts in our pains.   

Some time ago a fascinating article appeared in the Reader's Digest telling about a most unusual tree called the "Bristlecone Pine." 

   Growing in the western mountain regions, sometimes as high as two or more miles above sea level, these evergreens may live for thousands of years. The older specimens often have only one thin layer of bark on their trunks.     Considering the habitat of these trees, such as rocky areas where the soil is poor and precipitation is slight, it seems almost incredible that they should live so long or even survive at all. The environmental "adversities," however, actually contribute to their longevity. Cells that are produced as a result of these perverse conditions are densely arranged, and many resin canals are formed within the plant. Wood that is so structured continues to live for an extremely long period of time. The author Darwin Lambert says in his article, "Bristlecone Pines in richer conditions grow faster, but die earlier and soon decay." The harshness of their surroundings, then, is a vital factor in making them strong and sturdy.

 How similar this is to the experience of suffering in the life of a Christian … As we graciously accept the hardships, the suffering God allows to come into our lives they will actually make us stronger in our faith.

If you find yourself in a difficult place today because the winds of trial are sweeping over your life? Instead of complaining, thank God for the assurance that after you have suffered a little while, He will himself restore you and make you strong, firm and steadfast. 

I want to close with some wonderful words of promise and hope that God has for us in the book of Isaiah..

Isaiah 43:1 - 3 (NIV) 
    
    “Fear not, for I have redeemed you;
    I have summoned you by name; you are mine.
2    When you pass through the waters,
    I will be with you;
    and when you pass through the rivers,
    they will not sweep over you.
    When you walk through the fire,
    you will not be burned;
    the flames will not set you ablaze.
3    For I am the LORD, your God,
    the Holy One of Israel, your Savior;

Possibly you are going through a hard time, a time of suffering right now…

Maybe it is a physical, an emotional, a financial, or even a spiritual suffering…..

 Maybe you feel like Job as he sat in a pile of ashes scraping his boils…or like Paul as he was treading water in the open sea, or in the despair of a Philippian jail….

 Or all alone like Elijah as he faced down the 450 prophets of Baal….

Or even despised, abandoned and rejected as Jesus must have felt as he heard the crown cry out for him to be crucified….

Whatever your suffering may be, hear the Lord speak to you this morning…..

“Fear not, for I have redeemed you;
    I have summoned you by name; you are mine.
2    When you pass through the waters,
    I will be with you;
    and when you pass through the rivers,
    they will not sweep over you.
    When you walk through the fire,
    you will not be burned;
    the flames will not set you ablaze.
3    For I am the LORD, your God,
    the Holy One of Israel, your Savior;

