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The problem of pain and suffering

We all know what it means to be broken – to be shattered, to feel as if our entire world has fallen apart, or perhaps
been blown apart.  We’ve all had times in our lives when we didn’t want to raise our heads off the pillow, when we
felt certain the tears would never stop flowing, or our bodies would never stop hurting. The pain and suffering that
comes our way can make life very difficult and tough!

When we suffer, sometimes it causes us to ask the questions – “Why does a good God allow suffering, hardships,
trials, adversity, pain, sorrow, heartache, tragedy, and death, even among His own children? Why does God allow
diseases to strike, terrorists to kill, tornadoes to destroy, children to die, and criminals to commit crimes against the
innocent?”

These questions are as old as the first tear, and as recent as the latest newscast. They were asked by Job, and have
been asked by every person who has walked upon the face of the earth and who believes in God. If our faith cannot
answer these questions, then we have nothing to say to a broken world.

In Revelation 21:4 God says that pain and suffering will not exist in heaven. “And God will wipe away every tear
from their eyes; there shall be no more death, nor sorrow, nor crying; and there shall be no more pain, for the
former things have passed away.”

But while Christians are waiting for that day to come, many other people reject God precisely because of the evil and
suffering that is in the world.  Their reasoning goes something like this:

 A God who is all-powerful and all-loving at the same time would not allow evil and suffering in His world.
 Yet evil and suffering exist in His world.
 If God is all-loving, then it’s clear He doesn’t have the power to remove evil and suffering.
 On the other hand, if God is all-powerful but still allows evil and suffering to exist, He cannot be all-loving.
 Yet evil and suffering remain - growing worse at times.
 Therefore, an all-powerful and all-loving God must not exist!

Oscar Wilde once said, “There is enough misery on every street in London to disprove God.” Gideon, in Judges
6:13 asked a good question. “...If the Lord is with us, why has all this happened to us?” This is a powerful
argument, because there is no question that evil and pain and suffering are massive problems here on earth.  Atheists
use this as their main argument to support their belief that God does not exist.  One well known atheist said, “The
problem of suffering is of crucial importance, because it shows that the God of popular theism does not exist.”

I. The origin of evil, pain and suffering

The Bible teaches us that God did not create evil and suffering.  The world He made was good (Genesis 1:31; Psalm
19:1-7). Where, then, did evil, pain and suffering come from?

When God created human beings, He created us with free moral will. God did not manufacture robots who would
mindlessly do whatever they were programmed to do. Instead, He made people who could say “yes” or “no” – He
gave us a choice!  But we chose wrong, turned against God, and have used His gift of free will and choice to rebel
against Him.

When this moral rebellion began, the perfect world God created was no longer perfect, and people began to suffer
(Genesis 3; 6:1-8; Romans 1:18-32; 2 Peter 2:4-11; Jude 5-11).
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Murder, robbery, child abuse, and terrorism make our spirits groan and cause us to scream out, “Why?” Surely, God
could stop such suffering, so why doesn’t He? At least part of the answer is “free will.” God told us to not commit
these sins which bring suffering to ourselves and others, yet we do it anyway, because we want to.  Then we wonder
why it hurts so bad!

There is also a great outside influence involved in all of this - Satan. He hates God and everything to do with Him.
He is out to destroy everything - especially humans.  To accomplish this he promotes all of the evil in the world and
as much suffering as he can, especially if it will cause us to turn away from God (Job 1-2; 2 Corinthians 11:14-15;
Ephesians 6:10-20; 1 Peter 5:8-9; Revelation 12:7-12).

So it’s not God’s fault that evil is in the world.  Man himself is responsible for evil in the world, both moral and
natural. Suffering is the consequence of sin (not necessarily personal sin, but sin being in the world).

II. The reality of suffering

Sometimes we suffer because of our own sin – sin has consequences and sometimes these consequences are
immediate and not pleasant – “Why should a living man complain, a man for the punishment of his sins”
(Lamentations 3:39).

But what about those times when suffering isn’t related to sin, like Job? Job 10:2 – “…show me why You contend
with me.”

One of the most difficult parts of the Christian life is the fact that becoming a Christian does not make us immune to
life’s trials and tribulations.  Paul said in Acts 14:22 - “…we must suffer many hardships to enter the Kingdom of
God.” Sometimes that includes good/innocent Christians suffering from persecution and tragedies such as accidents
and disasters and diseases.

But why? Why are there tornados, earthquakes, or accidents in which people get hurt or die? Why would God let a
Christian get sick and even die from cancer, infection, and disease? It’s because we live in a fallen, messed up world
filled with troubles! Job 14:1 – “How frail is humanity! How short is life, how full of trouble!”

Psalm 34:17-19: “The Lord hears His people when they call to Him for help. He rescues them from all their
troubles.  The Lord is close to the brokenhearted; He rescues those whose spirits are crushed. The righteous
person faces many troubles, but the Lord comes to the rescue each time.”

Christians suffer like anybody else, they get sick, they get hurt, they can be persecuted, and they eventually die, just
like anyone else. Pain and suffering is going to come, when it does, don’t ask “Why me?” Ask God to use it for His
glory and to bring good out of it (Romans 8:28 – “And we know that God causes everything to work together for
the good of those who love God and are called according to his purpose for them”).

III. The purpose of our pain and suffering

Suffering keeps this world from becoming too attractive! This world is not truly our home – we are pilgrims
passing through: 1 Peter 2:11 – “Dear friends, I warn you as temporary residents and foreigners to keep away
from worldly desires that wage war against your very souls.” Hebrews 13:14 – “For this world is not our
permanent home; we are looking forward to a home yet to come.” The Bible is clear on this – when we die we
will have a house in heaven, a new body that will never suffer or die again – so don’t get too attached to this world –
get ready for the next one!
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Suffering gets our attention! Some lessons we learn only through pain and failure. It's likely that as a child your
parents told you to not touch a hot stove. But you probably learned to not touch a hot stove by being burned.
Sometimes we only learn the value of something - health, money, a relationship, by losing it. Sometimes it takes a
painful situation to make us change our ways. Sometimes it takes God’s direct involvement, His discipline to get our
attention:

Psalm 119:71 - “My suffering was good for me, for it taught me to pay attention to Your decrees.”

Proverbs 20:30 - “Physical punishment cleanses away evil; such discipline purifies the heart.”

Hebrews 12:5-6: “My son, do not despise the chastening of the Lord, nor be discouraged when you are rebuked
by Him; For whom the Lord loves He chastens, and scourges every son whom He receives.”

Suffering builds character! Romans 5:3-4: “We can rejoice, too, when we run into problems and trials, for we
know that they help us develop endurance. And endurance develops strength of character, and character
strengthens our confident hope of salvation.”

It’s been said that “People are like tea bags - if you want to know what's inside them, just drop them into hot
water!” It has also been said that “Whatever a person is filled to the brim with will spill out when they are
bumped!” Have you ever been bumped, dropped in hot water, or had your faith tested with a problem? What did
your problems reveal about you?

God is far more interested in your character than your comfort – James 1:2-3: “Dear brothers and sisters, when
troubles come your way, consider it an opportunity for great joy. For you know that when your faith is tested,
your endurance has a chance to grow.”

1 Peter 1:6-7: “So be truly glad. There is wonderful joy ahead, even though you have to endure many trials for
a little while. These trials will show that your faith is genuine. It is being tested as fire tests and purifies gold—
though your faith is far more precious than mere gold. So when your faith remains strong through many trials,
it will bring you much praise and glory and honor on the day when Jesus Christ is revealed to the whole
world.”

Suffering makes us sympathetic! 2 Corinthians 1:3-4: “Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus
Christ, the Father of mercies and God of all comfort, who comforts us in all our tribulation, that we may be
able to comfort those who are in any trouble, with the comfort with which we ourselves are comforted by
God.”

We may think we can sympathize with someone, but until we have been there personally, there is no true
understanding of their hurt.  Experiencing suffering makes us more likely to “weep with those who weep” (Romans
12:15) and better enables us to comfort others who are suffering!

IV. God’s refinement process

Isaiah 48:10 – “Behold, I have refined you, but not as silver; I have tested you in the furnace of affliction.”

Zechariah 13:9 – “I will bring the one-third through the fire, will refine them as silver is refined, and test them
as gold is tested…”

Malachi 3:3 – “He will sit as a refiner and a purifier of silver; He will purify the sons of Levi, and purge them
as gold and silver; that they may offer to the Lord an offering in righteousness.”
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One woman read these verses and wanted to find out what they really meant, so she went to watch a silversmith do
his work.  As she watched the silversmith, he held a piece of silver over the fire and let it heat up. He explained that in
refining silver, one needed to hold the silver in the middle of the fire where the flames were hottest in order to burn
away all the impurities.

The woman thought about God holding us in such a hot spot; then she thought again about the verse that says: ‘He
sits as a refiner and purifier of silver.’ She asked the silversmith if it was true that he had to sit there in front of the
fire the whole time.

The man answered that yes, he not only had to sit there holding the silver, but he had to keep his eyes on the silver the
entire time it was in the fire. If the silver was left a moment too long in the flames, it would be destroyed. The woman
was silent for a moment. Then she asked the silversmith, “How do you know when the silver is fully refined?” He
smiled at her and answered, “Oh, that's easy – when I see my image in it.””

If today you are feeling the heat of the fire, remember that God has his eye on you and will keep watching you until
He sees His image in you. Romans 8:29 – “For whom He foreknew, He also predestined to be conformed to the
image of His Son…”

V. The potter and the clay

Jeremiah 18:1-6: “The Lord gave another message to Jeremiah. He said, “Go down to the potter’s shop, and I
will speak to you there.” So I did as he told me and found the potter working at his wheel. But the jar he was
making did not turn out as he had hoped, so he crushed it into a lump of clay again and started over. Then the
Lord gave me this message: “O Israel, can I not do to you as this potter has done to his clay? As the clay is in
the potter’s hand, so are you in my hand.”

Have you ever seen a potter at work on a potter’s wheel?  A vessel takes shape as the potter’s hands mold and guide
the upward flow of clay.  But then, if the vessel does not meet with the potter’s approval – perhaps because of a flaw
in the design or a bubble in the clay, the clay is smashed down again onto the wheel and reshaped.  The potter’s
purpose is not to destroy his work, but to make a more perfect work – to shape and fashion something more beautiful
and more functional.

Isaiah 64:8 - “And yet, O Lord, You are our Father; We are the clay, and You are the potter.  We all are
formed by Your hand.” Like the potter with the clay, God is at work in our lives, shaping and making us into the
people He wants us to be so that we might bring glory to Him and be of maximum use to Him in the building of His
kingdom, and He will use things like pain and suffering to do just that, to shape our lives, to mature us, if He feels it’s
necessary.

VI. Where is God?

Where is God? God would say in Jeremiah 29:11 – “For I know the plans I have for you,” says the Lord.
“They are plans for good and not for disaster, to give you a future and a hope.” Now if that is true, why does life
have to be so difficult, why doesn’t God just “fix” everything so we never have to suffer?

“Where is God when it hurts and when it won’t stop hurting – why won’t He intervene – why does He let these
things happen to us – why is He avoiding me – why won’t He answer!”

In asking these questions, we make an assumption that God must not have known what was about to happen to us or
else He would have prevented it.
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Or we assume that God must not love us, because surely, if He loved us, He would keep us from all hurtful times and
hard experiences.  Or maybe God messed up, or maybe He was busy somewhere else and forgot about you.  All of
these assumptions are wrong.  God knows, and God loves, and God never makes mistakes.

Yet so many people, including many Christians, have the idea that God is angry and looking to strike them down any
time they make a mistake.  Folks, somewhere along the way God has gotten some bad press.

God is not mad at us, He is mad about us; He isn’t looking to level us, He is longing to love us; God does not hate us,
He desires to help us; God doesn’t want to hurt us, He wants to heal us; God doesn’t want to be separated from us, He
wants to save us.  He wants to be more than our creator; He wants to be our Father. God cannot love you more – He
will not love you less.

VII. Conclusion

Why then, if God is all powerful, doesn’t He remove suffering from the world?  When we ask that question we are
assuming that He hasn’t done anything at all.  But in fact, He has, is, and will.

First, God Himself came into this world, with all its sorrow, pain, and wickedness, and lived as a man.  Jesus was well
acquainted with suffering.  He knew poverty, thirst, hunger, injustice, physical abuse, heartbreak, and betrayal.  He
ended his life in excruciating pain.

So God understands our condition.  He has personally experienced it (Isaiah 52:14 – “But many were amazed when
they saw Him.  His face was so disfigured he seemed hardly human, and from His appearance, one would
scarcely know He was a man”).

The image Jesus left with the world, the cross, the most common image in the Christian religion, is proof that God
cares about our suffering and pain.

The Bible says that God knows when every sparrow falls and that he has every hair numbered.  He has heard every
prayer, and He is as grieved by what happens here as we are.  For us to view the role of pain and suffering properly,
we have to wait for the whole story.

2 Corinthians 4:16-18: “That is why we never give up. Though our bodies are dying, our spirits are being
renewed every day. For our present troubles are small and won’t last very long. Yet they produce for us a
glory that vastly outweighs them and will last forever! So we don’t look at the troubles we can see now; rather,
we fix our gaze on things that cannot be seen. For the things we see now will soon be gone, but the things we
cannot see will last forever.”

Job 13:15 – “Though He slay me, yet will I trust Him…”

These can be difficult days, but because He lives, I can face tomorrow. Because He lives, all fear is gone. Because I
know He holds the future and life is worth the living just because He lives!


