Biblical perspectives on Suffering

Regarding the subject of suffering, Paul indicated to the Philippians that suffering for Christ is a privilege. Phil. 1:29 “For it has been granted to you on behalf of Christ not only to believe on him, but also to suffer for him.” If that is true for us today as well, then we would do well to take a look at some of the Biblical perspectives on Suffering.

As we look at the following verses, let’s ask ourselves 1) what each verse means, and 2) what we can learn from each passage that we can apply to our own lives? (Note to leaders: I give a hint at some of the answers in the parenthesis after the questions. Don’t read these until you’ve discussed the questions thoroughly.)

We become more reliant upon God: 2 CORINTHIANS 1:8-10 We do not want you to be uninformed, brothers, about the hardships we suffered in the province of Asia. We were under great pressure, far beyond our ability to endure, so that we despaired even of life. Indeed, in our hearts we felt the sentence of death. But this happened that we might not rely on ourselves but on God, who raises the dead. He has delivered us from such a deadly peril, and he will deliver us. On him we have set our hope that he will continue to deliver us.
What does “despaired even of life” and “felt the sentence of death” mean? 
Does “But this happened” indicate there is a always a purpose to our suffering, and what does Paul say that purpose is for him? (Makes him more dependant on God.)

We gain God’s eternal perspective: ROMANS 8:18 I consider that our present sufferings are not worth comparing with the glory that will be revealed in us.
Why is it “not worth comparing”? Where should our focus be? How does this help us cope? (Keep our eyes on the goal – eternity … like a farmer needs to keep his eye on the horizon in order to plow his rows straight.)

We grow in faith: 2 CORINTHIANS 4:16-18 Therefore we do not lose heart. Though outwardly we are wasting away, yet inwardly we are being renewed day by day. For our light and momentary troubles are achieving for us an eternal glory that far outweighs them all. So we fix our eyes not on what is seen, but on what is unseen. For what is seen is temporary, but what is unseen is eternal.
Even as our bodies decay (“wasting away”), our faith continues to grow (“renewed day by day”). Which do we focus most on in our culture? (man looks at the external appearance – 1 Sam. 16:7)

We can anticipate future glory: 1 PETER 4:13 But rejoice that you participate in the sufferings of Christ, so that you may be overjoyed when his glory is revealed.
How do we rejoice in our sufferings? How does that lead to being overjoyed? (We realize it’s not about this life but the life to come.)

We can identify with Christ: PHILIPPIANS 3:10 I want to know Christ and the power of his resurrection and the fellowship of sharing in his sufferings, becoming like him in his death.
How is Paul able to say this? Check out the pattern he sets in Phil. 4:6-8. (Turn from anxiety, pray, be thankful, and God will give peace. Focus on excellence.)

We can grow in character: HEBREWS 12:11 No discipline seems pleasant at the time, but painful. Later on, however, it produces a harvest of righteousness and peace for those who have been trained by it.
What’s the key to producing righteousness and peace? (Be willing to be trained by it. It takes time and patience.)

We persevere toward hope: ROMANS 5:3-5 Not only so, but we also rejoice in our sufferings, because we know that suffering produces perseverance; perseverance, character; and character, hope. And hope does not disappoint us, because God has poured out his love into our hearts by the Holy Spirit, whom he has given us.
How do we persevere? (Let perseverance do its work. Don’t fight it. Wait and endure.)

We persevere toward maturity and completeness: JAMES 1:2-4 Consider it pure joy, my brothers, whenever you face trials of many kinds, because you know that the testing of your faith develops perseverance. Perseverance must finish its work so that you may be mature and complete, not lacking anything.
What does it mean to “Consider it”? (Takes active thought, doesn’t come naturally.) What does perseverance finishing it’s work look like? (More of a process, not a single benchmark.)

We can overcome sin: 1 PETER 4:1-2 Therefore, since Christ suffered in his body, arm yourselves also with the same attitude, because he who has suffered in his body is done with sin. As a result, he does not live the rest of his earthly life for evil human desires, but rather for the will of God.
What is it about suffering that helps us put aside sin? (1. It’s a wake-up call, 2. Guilty pleasures don’t seem as important, 3. Also, without suffering we may be more inclined to sin because of the “idleness is the devil’s playground” adage. Check out what led to David and Bathsheba’s sin – 2 Sam. 11:1-3)

We can resist temptation: HEBREWS 2:18 Because he himself suffered when he was tempted, he is able to help those who are being tempted.
What’s the connection between suffering and resisting temptation?

We become more conscious of God: 1 PETER 2:19 For it is commendable if a man bears up under the pain of unjust suffering because he is conscious of God.
How do we become more conscious of God? What are some examples from your own life or the lives of others?

We are blessed: MATTHEW 5:3-12 "Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. Blessed are those who mourn, for they will be comforted. Blessed are the meek, for they will inherit the earth. Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they will be filled. Blessed are the merciful, for they will be shown mercy. Blessed are the pure in heart, for they will see God. Blessed are the peacemakers, for they will be called sons of God. Blessed are those who are persecuted because of righteousness, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. "Blessed are you when people insult you, persecute you and falsely say all kinds of evil against you because of me. Rejoice and be glad, because great is your reward in heaven, for in the same way they persecuted the prophets who were before you.
How many times is “Blessed” mentioned? Why are we blessed by these things?

Therefore, we need to deepen our commitment: 1 PETER 4:19 So then, those who suffer according to God's will should commit themselves to their faithful Creator and continue to do good.
What happens if we don’t do this? (We most likely fall into despair. James Dobson shares in his book “When Bad Things Happen to Good People”, that when we go through suffering we have a choice: deepen our commitment to God, or fall into despair.)

Good will result for those who love him: ROMANS 8:28 And we know that in all things God works for the good of those who love him, who have been called according to his purpose.
How many things? (“All”) What’s the key to all things working for good? (“those who love him”)

We need to thank God for our suffering: 1 THESSALONIANS 5:16-18 Be joyful always; pray continually; give thanks in all circumstances, for this is God's will for you in Christ Jesus.
How many circumstances? (“All”) What’s that look like? What’s God’s will, that we suffer, or that we give thanks? (Cross reference Eph. 3:20) Why is this God’s will? (Our peace comes from Christ, not from our circumstances.)

We can never fully understand why God allows some of us to suffer: ISAIAH 55:8-9 "For my thoughts are not your thoughts, neither are your ways my ways," declares the LORD. "As the heavens are higher than the earth, so are my ways higher than your ways and my thoughts than your thoughts.
What happens when we dwell on trying to understand why we suffer? (We end up putting ourselves in judgment over God, as if we know better than him what we need.) 

God’s wisdom is deeper than we can understand: ROMANS 11:33 Oh, the depth of the riches of the wisdom and knowledge of God! How unsearchable his judgments, and his paths beyond tracing out!
What does this lead to? (Trusting Him.)

All we can do is trust God: PSALMS 62:8 Trust in him at all times, O people; pour out your hearts to him, for God is our refuge ... and trust Christ: JOHN 14:1 "Do not let your hearts be troubled. Trust in God; trust also in me [Jesus].
What does that trust look like?

Christ has overcome the world: JOHN 16:33 "I have told you these things, so that in me you may have peace. In this world you will have trouble. But take heart! I have overcome the world."
How do we obtain that peace? (Comes down to placing our total trust in Christ.)

(The following verses cover the basics of what it means to trust in Christ.)

Jesus is the only way: JOHN 14:6 Jesus answered, "I am the way and the truth and the life. No one comes to the Father except through me.

Eternal life is only through total trust in Christ: JOHN 3:36 Whoever believes in the Son has eternal life, but whoever rejects the Son will not see life, for God's wrath remains on him."

There is no other way: ACTS 4:12 Salvation is found in no one else, for there is no other name under heaven given to men by which we must be saved."

