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LIVING WITH OR MINISTERING TO OTHERS WITH CHRONIC ILLNESS 

FAITH COMMUNITY INSTITUTE 2020 
Dr. Craig Svensson 

Goal: To provide practical and Biblical help for those enduring the pain and suffering of chronic 
illness, or those who wish to minister to others who are living with chronic illness. 

 

CLASS 1 – Overview of Chronic Illness and the Challenges for Patients 

Part I – Understanding Chronic Illness and Pain 

I. What is the Frequency of Chronic Illness? 
 

1. 1 in 2 American adults have some form of chronic illness.  
2. In ~25%, this illness impairs daily activities. 
3. Degenerative diseases (such as multiple sclerosis, Parkinson’s, Arthritis, Lupus) are those that 

cause a progressive, and usually irreversible, deterioration of health and loss of function 
4. For many, this results in pain, fatigue, immobility, or other physiological problems that lead 

to long-term suffering.  
5. Estimates suggest 25 to 50 million Americans live with chronic pain. 
6. Cause of most chronic pain is unknown 
7. Chronic pain is very different from acute pain – it usually vacillates in severity 
8. Chronic pain has broad effects on health 

 
 

 
 
 Source: Rheumatology 42:1133–1137, 2003: https://doi.org/10.1093/rheumatology/keg313 

https://doi.org/10.1093/rheumatology/keg313
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Most who suffer from chronic illness have a disabling condition 
that is invisible to those with whom they live life. 

 

II. How Does Chronic Illness Differ from Acute Illness? 

Since most people have only experienced acute illness, it is imperative to gain an understanding of 
how chronic illnesses differ from acute illnesses. A common source of misunderstanding is when 
people export personal experience of acute illness into how people likely experience chronic illness! 
 

 Acute Chronic 
Onset Rapid Gradual, up and down 

Duration Limited Indefinite 
Cause Singular Multiple or unknown 

Diagnosis Accurate Difficult 
Prognosis Precise Unknown 
Treatment Effective Marginal 

 
Acute illness threatens your health. 
Chronic illness threatens your self. 

 
The primary locus of suffering for those with chronic illness is not their body but their person. 

III. What are the Challenges of Living with Chronic Illness/Pain? 
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IV. Recognize the Dangerous Ditches on the Path of Life with Chronic Illness/Pain 

 
A key to thriving while living with the pain and suffering of chronic illness 
is to avoid the ditches on either side of the path: obsession and surrender. 

V.  
Navigating the challenges of chronic illness and pain requires: 

• An intentional approach 
• Honest self-reflection 
• Open communication 
• Wisdom/discernment 
• Eternal perspective 

 

VI. Helpful resources 

Ministries: 

Chronic Joy: Chronic Illness Ministry - https://chronic-joy.org/ 

Joni&Friends - https://www.joniandfriends.org/ 

Books: 

Timothy Keller. Walking with God Through Pain and Suffering, Dutton, 2013. One of the very best books 
to help you develop a Biblical perspective on pain and suffering. 

Kelly Kapic. Embodied Hope: A Theological Meditation on Pain and Suffering. IVP Academic, 2017. A thoughtful 
reflection that helps readers dispel common misconceptions about God and suffering. 

CS Lewis. The Problem of Pain – How Human Suffering Raises Almost Intolerable Intellectual Problems, 
MacMillan, 1962. No one has wrestled with the difficult questions suffering raises with as much clarity 
and perception as CS Lewis. 

Craig Svensson. When There Is No Cure: How to Thrive While Living with the Pain and Suffering of Chronic Illness, 
Consilium Publishing, 2019. A practical guide to help patients navigate the various challenges living with the 
pain and suffering of chronic illness brings. Directed to a general audience, the final chapter includes the 
author’s personal testimony of how the Christian faith impacts his response to chronic illness. 

 

https://chronic-joy.org/
https://www.joniandfriends.org/
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Part II – Faces of Chronic Illness: Adriana Hayes 

Living Well When It Hurts 
by Chronic Joy® | Jan 1, 2020 | Adriana Hayes 
 

Pain Pushes Us to Our Limits  
  
I don’t think anyone would argue the statement that we, as women, juggle a lot. By nature, God 
created us to be helpers and nurturers. We are amazing multi-taskers and, more often than not, we 
end up putting the needs of others above our own. 
 
So it’s not surprising to me that one of the questions that women most frequently ask me is, “How do 
I continue to ____ well while living in chronic pain?” I’ll let you fill in the blank for yourself, but being a 
30-something young mom, many women I interact with, fill in that blank with “mother” or “love your 
husband/kids.” Maybe you’re single and your blank would be filled in with “serve” or “work.” Or 
possibly, your children are all grown and your spouse has passed away, and your blank is 
completed with “finish my life.” 

  
Key Behaviors in the Struggle Against Chronic Pain 
  
Pain complicates things. It pushes us to our outermost limits and can reveal the worst of our sinful 
nature. But I’m guessing, none of us want to be known or remembered by how cranky we can get? I 
know I don’t. Thankfully, as believers in Jesus Christ, we know that God can use even the worst 
circumstances in our life for good and our sinfulness doesn’t have to define us! 

  
Pain and Self-Guilt 
  
As I’ve struggled for my entire life with chronic pain, I’ve experienced over and over again how ugly 
of a person it can make me, but I’ve also found some key behaviors that have helped turn that 
ugliness around. 
 
1. Ask God to impress on your heart what you do and don’t need to ask forgiveness for. Pain 
can produce in us a great sense of self-guilt over things that we should not be feeling guilty about. 
God’s Spirit and Word can help us discern what is self-induced guilt and what is true guilt over sin 
that we need to ask for forgiveness for. For example, self-guilt may lead me to believe I need to ask 
my daughter for forgiveness because I was in too much pain to accompany her class on a field trip, 
which she was disappointed about. Yes, it’s something we should talk about and her feelings are 
legitimate, but I have not truly sinned against her. However, if I get frustrated and say something to 
her that hurts her feelings, simply because I’m frustrated with the constant pain I’m in, then that is 
something I need to apologize both to her and God for. 
  
Communicate About Your Pain 
  
2. Communicate about your pain to those you interact with and those you love. I realize that 
we all have different comfort levels when it comes to sharing about our health. I (obviously) am open 
to sharing quite a bit with whoever will listen. Sometimes, however, I find I am not actually 
communicating as much as I need to for the people around me to understand my needs. 
Occasionally this is because I assume that they should know (by this point) exactly how I’m feeling 
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and thinking. Other times, it’s because I do not want to sound like I’m always complaining about the 
pain I’m in. But one truth about chronic pain is that it varies in intensity from day-to-day and the 
people who love us, need help understanding that. Especially if it is suffering that is unseen. Again, 
let me give an example. One day I may wake up feeling pretty good physically. Since I’m having a 
“good” day with my pain, I’ll unload the dishwasher, do a few loads of laundry, run errands, cook 
dinner, etc. The next day, however, I may wake up with pressure in my head and every nerve and 
muscle in my body aching to the point where it is a chore to just get out of bed. As the day goes on, I 
won’t explain how I’m feeling, but instead get frustrated that no one is helping with things around the 
house. But why should they? Yesterday, I did do everything and so I have to communicate (not 
complain) why things are different today. 
  
Start with Prayer 
  
3. And last, on the days where you feel like it is going to be near impossible to love or serve 
anyone, because of the pain you find yourself in, start your day with serious prayer. Ask God 
to be strong when you are weak. He will give you exactly what you need for that day. I promise you 
that He will. It’s usually on my most painful days that friends will tell me I look the most beautiful. I 
can assure you that it’s not because of the makeup (although that certainly helps), but rather Christ’s 
love shining through me. 
 
No matter where you find yourself on the daily spectrum of trying to live and love well in the midst of 
chronic pain, give yourself permission to lean into the power and presence of your compassionate 
Savior. You can surrender you pain, emotions, fragility, and brokenness all to Him—resting in His 
promises to shine through you—even on your darkest days.   
 

Reproduced with permission, January 2020 

Questions for discussion: 

1. What does Adriana’s story reveal about experiences of ‘self-guilt’ among people 
with chronic illness? 

2. What is the danger of giving in to unwarranted guilt? 
3. How might Adriana’s testimony help you interact with people living with 

limitations produced by chronic illness to avoid creating within them 
unwarranted guilt? 

4. Adriana speaks about the need for a patient with chronic pain to communicate 
with others. How might others be more sensitive in their communication and 
observations of those in their lives who are living with chronic pain? 
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Part III – Biblical Insight:  

The Compassion of Jesus for Those Afflicted with Physical Suffering 

Jesus has compassion on those who suffer physical affliction. That knowledge itself should bring a 
measure of comfort. My Lord knows about my suffering. He is not ignorant of the challenges and 
anguish felt by his children on this earth. But he not only knows about it, he is compassionate toward 
my suffering. Here are 4 reasons we know this is true: 
 

1. He relieved physical suffering during his earthly ministry. 
 

Matthew 4:23; 8:1-17 
 

The extent of Jesus’ healing ministry far exceeded what was necessary to convince people he was one 
sent from God. He did not need to heal so many in any given place or time to show he had power 
over disease. But Jesus was not merely showing his power, he was also demonstrating his compassion. 

2. He is a sympathetic high priest 
 
Hebrews 4:14-16 
 

He understands physical pain. He knows what it is like to hunger, thirst, and to have the blaring siren 
of pain screaming through every pore of your body. In fact, he knew deeper pain than any other 
human has experienced. There is something greatly comforting to know he knows. 

3. He promises relief of all suffering of his children. 
 

Revelation 21:1-7 
 

There is much we do not know about the heavenly experience. But we know we will have new bodies 
in which all pain and sorrow will be banished from our experience. Relief is coming! 
 

4. He demonstrated compassion by his obedience unto death. 
 

Disease is rooted in sin—not necessarily a specific sin, but the existence of sin brings death. As we 
will see in a subsequent study, Adam’s sin brought the destructive impact of sin into the world, the 
physical world. The suffering that comes from disease could not be removed without dealing a death 
blow to sin. That is why Jesus went to the cross.  
 

Philippians 2:6-8 
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