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Grace Fellowship Church 
A Pastoral Letter on Suffering 

	
Introduction	

Things	are	not	the	way	they	are	supposed	to	be,	but	in	Christ	there	is	hope.	
	
	
Things	are	not	the	way	they	are	supposed	to	be.	This	is	no	secret	to	us.	None	of	us	is	
spared	suffering.	On	the	large	scale,	we	are	grieved	by	wars,	famines,	abject	poverty,	
human	trafficking	and	natural	disasters.	Closer	to	home,	terminal	diagnoses,	depression,	
job	angst,	betrayal,	isolation	or	the	death	of	a	loved	one	can	tear	us	up.	It	is	abundantly	
clear	that	our	world	is	broken	and	sinful	and	in	desperate	need	of	redemption.	Christ’s	
words	are	true,	“…In	this	world	you	will	have	trouble.”	(John	16:33)	

But,	it’s	equally	true	that	in	Christ	there	is	hope.	For	those	who	are	searching	for	
help,	desperate	for	relief,	burdened	by	trouble,	and	overwhelmed	by	the	suffering	they	face,	
there	is	hope.	Immediately	following	his	words,	“in	this	world	you	will	have	trouble,”	Christ	
give	us	hope:	“But,	take	heart;	I	have	overcome	the	world.”	(John	16:33)	

This	pastoral	letter	aims	to	help	us	at	Grace	to	take	heart.	It	will	briefly	remind	us	
why	things	are	not	the	way	they	are	supposed	to	be.	And	it	will	point	to	where	we	can	find	
hope	and	help	in	the	midst	of	suffering.	We	need	to	think	well	about	this	while	we	are	not	in	
the	middle	of	it,	so	that	we	can	endure	these	valleys	without	building	false	paradigms	about	
God,	us,	the	world	or	our	future.	
	
	
Part 1: “Things are not the way they are supposed to be”: The Biblical Story 

In	a	mighty	and	sovereign	act,	God	creates	the	entire	cosmos	and	all	that	is	in	it.	He		
declares	that	it	is	“very	good”	(Gen.	1:31).	By	chapter	three	of	the	story,	evil	and	suffering	
invade	when	Adam	and	Eve	disobey	God.	Tragically	they	drag	all	creation	into	brokenness,	
sin,	suffering	and	death.	We	call	this	The	Fall	(Gen.	3).	Into	God’s	good	creation	are	injected	
evil,	malice,	selfishness,	pride,	decay,	perversion,	alienation	and	woundedness.	Indeed,	
humanity’s	first	murder	crashes	the	story	in	the	very	next	chapter	of	Genesis.	Evil	and	
suffering	have	established	themselves	as	major	themes	in	humanity’s	story.		

However,	amidst	the	viral	and	devastating	effects	of	the	Fall,	God	offers	hope.	In	the	
first	two	chapters	we	witness	God’s	power	and	glory	in	creating	a	very	good	world.	Now,	in	
chapter	three	we	see	his	love	and	mercy:	in	between	the	story	of	the	Fall	and	the	first	
murder,	God	shows	us	that	he	is	sovereignly	gracious	and	has	a	rescue	plan:	after	cursing	
the	serpent	(Satan),	God	says	that	the	Offspring	of	Eve—a	coming	Son	of	the	woman—will	
one	day	crush	the	serpent’s	head	(Gen.	3:15).	God’s	plan	to	undo	sin	and	fallenness	is	
underway!	In	this	coming	Son	there	is	hope.	It	doesn’t	mean	that	suffering	and	evil	end	that	
day.	Only	that	one	day	they	will.		
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Our	God	is	not	one	who	sits	in	heaven	looking	with	disregard	at	our	and	misery.	We	
serve	a	God	who	has	entered	the	brokenness	of	our	world,	endured	the	evil	of	the	enemy,	
and	embraced	the	pain	of	humanity.	“For	God	so	loved	the	world	that	he	gave	his	one	and	
only	Son…”	(John	3:16).	Scripture	tells	us	that	Christ	was	a	“man	of	sorrows	and	acquainted	
with	grief”	(Is.	53:3).	In	sovereignty	and	grace,	God	the	Son	became	human.	He	lived	
hunger,	grief,	and	torture.	He	died	the	death	we	deserved	so	that	those	who	repent	from	sin	
and	trust	in	him	might	be	reconciled	with	God.	“Surely,	he	has	borne	our	griefs	and	carried	
our	sorrows;	yet	we	esteemed	him	stricken,	smitten	by	God,	and	afflicted.	But	he	was	
pierced	for	our	transgressions;	he	was	crushed	for	our	iniquities;	upon	him	was	the	
chastisement	that	brought	us	peace,	and	with	his	wounds	we	are	healed”	(Is.	53:4-5).		

The	mystery	of	Christ	is	this:	through	the	cross	he	disarmed	the	devil.	In	his	death	
he	defeated	death	by	absorbing	sin’s	guilt.	He	extends	forgiveness	of	sins	to	all	who	would	
receive	it.	And	in	his	resurrection	God	proves	it!	The	resurrection	brought	a	decisive	new	
word	to	the	vocabulary	of	suffering:	temporary.	It	will	not	last	forever.		

Moreover,	Scripture	is	clear	that	God	is	sovereign	over	all	of	human	history	and	the	
entire	cosmos.	Mysteriously,	this	includes	our	experiences	of	pain	and	suffering.	We	don’t	
fully	understand	how	it	all	works,	but	we	know	that	God	is	over	all.	Even	in	our	suffering,	
God	graciously	works	out	his	purposes	for	us.	We	are	never	at	the	erratic	whims	of	pure	
evil.	God	limits	and	stops	suffering.	He	will	always	have	the	last	word.	“When	you	pass	
through	the	waters,	I	will	be	with	you…	they	shall	not	overwhelm	you…	because	you	are	
precious	in	my	sight...”	(Isaiah	43:2-4).	God	will	carry	us	through	the	suffering	he	brings	us.	

In	the	final	chapters	of	Scripture,	we	see	God’s	ultimate	answer	to	evil	and	suffering	
–	a	“new	heaven	and	new	earth”	centered	on	Christ.	God	will	finally	dwell	with	his	people,	
and	he	will	“wipe	every	tear	from	their	eyes,	and	death	shall	be	no	more,	neither	shall	there	
be	mourning,	nor	crying,	nor	pain	anymore,	for	the	former	things	have	passed	away”	(Rev.	
21:4).	We	long	for	this	day!	
	
	
Part 2: “Things are not the way they are supposed to be”: Other Considerations 

Where	does	suffering	come	from	and	how	do	we	conceive	of	it?	As	with	all	things	in	
life	and	existence,	it	is	God’s	tool	for	our	growth	in	holiness.	Romans	8:28-29	says	that	in	all	
things	God	works	for	the	good	of	those	who	love	him	and	are	called	according	to	his	purpose.	
For	those	God	foreknew	he	also	predestined	to	be	conformed	to	the	likeness	of	his	Son.	“In	all	
things”	includes	the	cancer	diagnosis,	the	job	loss,	the	famine	or	war;	our	times	of	suffering.	
“God	works”	is	the	tool	word:	God	is	accomplishing	something	through	this	event	or	
situation.	“For	the	good”	shows	us	God’s	heart	for	us,	his	purpose—he’s	not	working	for	our	
ease,	comfort	or	prosperity	in	all	things,	but	for	our	good;	that	is,	for	our	Christlikeness,	our	
holiness,	our	growth	in	grace.	“Of	those	who	are	called”	is	the	parameter:	if	we	belong	to	
God	(or	one	day	will!)	we	can	be	assured	that	the	difficulties	in	life	come	from	the	hand	of	a	
loving	God,	sovereign	and	good	in	all	he	does,	and	mysterious	too.	“Conformed	to	the	
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likeness	of	his	Son”	is	the	purpose	that	God	has	called	us	for:	we	will	think,	act,	love,	live	
more	like	Christ.		

Thus,	from	a	heavenly	perspective,	the	sufferings	we	endure	are	tools	to	lead	us	to	
holiness:	to	discipline	or	chasten	us,	Heb	12:5-11;	to	mature	and	perfect	us	in	Christ—
sharing	in	Christ’s	suffering,	Phil	3:10-11;	to	substitute	for	others—Joseph,	Gen	50:20;	to	
glorify	God—Blind	Man	in	John	9.	However,	from	our	human	perspective,	suffering	can	
have	several	origins:	mistakes	or	errors,	our	own	sin,	others’	sin,	or	the	general	fallenness	
of	the	world.	Sometimes	our	suffering	is	a	spiritual	battle	going	on	in	the	heavenly	realms	
that	we	know	nothing	about	(Job	1-2,	Dan	10:10-14).	The	Scriptures	also	encourage	Christ-
followers	to	understand	that	suffering	can	indeed	be	because	of	our	identity	as	Christians	
(1	Peter	4:12-16	&	19,	5:10,	Romans	5:1-5,	2	Tim	1:8-10,	Hebrews	2:10-11).	
	
This	leads	us	to	a	series	of	truisms	about	suffering.		
• There	are	often	no	simple	explanations;	be	cautious	about	naming	the	“why”	of	

suffering.		
• Like	Job,	we	may	never	get	an	explanation,	but	God	is	still	good	and	over	all	of	it.		
• It’s	good	and	right	to	take	your	hurt	to	the	Lord,	even	vent	to	him!	He	can	take	it.	He	

wants	to	draw	near	to	us	as	we	launch	our	complaint	with	him;	he	invites	us	to.	See	all	
the	Psalms	of	Lament.	(See	below	on	“questions	of	judgment	and	questions	of	
wonderment.”)		

• Don’t	judge	the	one	who	vents	in	the	midst	of	suffering.	As	we	shall	see,	simply	be	with	
them,	until	they	ask	you	for	help	or	insight.		

	
Finally,	let’s	remember	that	there	are	things	God	can	do	in	us	individually	and	as	a	body	
through	suffering	that	he	can’t	do	through	comfort,	prosperity	and	ease.		
1. He	can	come	nearer,	because	we	finally	want	him	to.	The	Lord	is	near	to	those	who	call	

out	to	him.		
2. It	grants	us	vulnerability	with	others	and	reliance	on	others—the	very	thing	the	body	is	

meant	to	be	and	do.		
3. God	uses	it	to	strip	away	the	non-essentials	in	our	lives,	the	accidental	idols.		
4. It	enables	us	to	comfort	others	in	difficult	situations	with	the	comfort	we’ve	received	

from	God	(2	Cor	1:3-7).		
5. God	uses	it	to	help	us	focus	on	the	hope	stored	up	for	us	in	heaven.	As	this	daily	life	is	

more	and	more	difficult,	we	yearn	for	the	very	destiny	we	were	created	for.		
	
	
Part 3: “In Christ there is hope”: How do we respond to others’ suffering?  

When	one	part	of	our	physical	body	experiences	pain,	the	rest	of	our	body	responds	
to	care	for	and	help	the	part	experiencing	pain.		As	the	body	of	Christ,	we	are	called	to	care	
in	the	same	way.		When	one	of	us	is	in	pain,	other	parts	of	the	body	of	Christ	reach	out	to	
help.	Christ	is	the	head	of	the	body	–	the	church,	and	we	are	his	hands	and	feet.	Philip	
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Yancey	said	something	similar;	when	he	responding	to	the	question,	“Where	is	God	when	it	
hurts?”	he	said,	“I	would	make	that	sentence	another	question:	'Where	is	the	church	when	
it	hurts?'	We	form	the	front	line	of	God's	response	to	the	suffering	world."	

James	Dobson	writes	about	what	he	refers	to	as	the	“betrayal	barrier”:	many	
believers,	when	they	hit	waves	of	pain	and	suffering,	feel	betrayed	by	God.	They	can’t	
believe	what	God	is	letting	them	go	through,	and	they	lose	trust	in	God	and	turn	their	back	
on	him.	The	Enemy	wants	to	use	pain	and	suffering	in	our	lives	to	victimize	us	and	cause	us	
to	doubt	God.	He	detests	Christian	hope!	

For	a	believer	God’s	purpose	in	suffering	is	that	we	draw	closer	to	Himself:	to	see	as	
temporary	the	things	of	this	world	that	we	have	grown	to	love	too	much;	to	learn	to	love	
God	for	who	He	is;	to	grow	wiser	and	better	equipped	to	reach	out	to	others;	to	learn	our	
own	limitations.	Suffering	draws	us	to	God	and	prayer	as	nothing	else	does.	As	a	body	if	we	
learn	this,	we	can	become	a	community	of	consolation,	where	deep	hope—Christ	hope,	
eternal	hope—is	on	tap	for	those	in	the	valley	of	the	shadow	of	death.	

As	disciples	of	Jesus,	how	can	we	come	alongside	the	hurting	and	help	them	walk	
through	it?	There	is	no	formula,	but	here	are	a	few	practical	helps:	
	
Be	there.	This	is	the	ministry	of	presence.	It	is	the	simple,	sometimes	hard,	work	of	
showing	up,	sitting	with,	honoring	the	hurting	with	our	time,	ourselves.	We	don’t	quite	
know	what	to	say.	That’s	fine.	Sometimes	the	best	“words”	of	comfort	may	just	be	our	
presence.	Being	there	communicates	a	lot.	It	acknowledges	that	the	pain	is	real	and	that	we	
sympathize.	Moreover,	it	says	that	we	are	willing	to	be	with	them.	Many	times	it	is	as	simple	
as	accompanying	them	to	a	courtroom,	or	to	visit	the	doctor,	or	to	run	an	errand.	

We	see	this	in	the	book	of	Job:	toward	the	beginning	of	the	book,	Job’s	friends	
sacrifice	their	time,	energy,	and	resources	to	comfort	him	simply	by	being	there,	“And	they	
sat	with	him	on	the	ground	seven	days	and	seven	nights,	and	no	one	spoke	a	word	to	him,	
for	they	saw	that	his	suffering	was	very	great”	(Job	2:13).	They	sat	with	Job	and	entered	
into	his	pain	and	suffering	silently	–	for	a	whole	week!		

Words	can	be	a	comfort.	We	can	trust	God	to	give	us	those	words	of	comfort	at	their	
proper	time	from	Scripture,	our	experiences,	our	prayers,	etc.	But,	we	have	to	work	hard	to	
hold	our	tongue	with	all	the	great	advice	we	want	to	give.	Answers	to	questions	that	aren’t	
being	asked	just	aren’t	that	helpful.	Or,	our	temptation	is	to	speak	all	sorts	of	verses	or	
Scriptures	that	will	help.	But,	Dave	Furman	reminds	us,	“We	need	to	remember	that	the	
Bible	is	not	a	Band-Aid,	and	we	best	not	go	around	slapping	our	favorite	Bible	verses	on	
suffering	people”.		

Just	show	up.	Give	your	presence,	in	silence	and	simplicity	if	necessary.	Be	there.	
	
Give	space	for	weeping,	questioning	and	lament.	Paul	reminds	us	to	“weep	with	those	
who	weep”	(Rom.	12:15).	Allow	those	in	pain	to	cry	out	and	weep,	and	be	patient	with	
those	who	are	hurting.	Often,	those	who	are	suffering	need	to	be	allowed	to	cry	and	pour	
out	their	hearts.	It’s	not	time	to	be	telling	what	to	do	next,	or	that	“this	is	all	in	God’s	plan,”	
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or	that	“God	is	working	for	your	good.”	Give	space	for	the	wrongness,	injustice,	wounds	of	
the	moment,	without	answering	things	just	yet.		

Questions	are	good.	It’s	good	to	ask	God	questions	when	we	are	confused,	hurting,	
wondering,	and	scared.	He	wants	us	to	come	closer	to	him,	and	real	questions	means	we	
are	really	seeking	him!	Paul	David	Tripp	differentiates	between	questions	of	wonderment	
and	questions	of	judgment—where	we	have	already	concluded	that	God	is	not	worthy	of	
our	trust	or	surrender:	“How	could	you	God!”	Questions	that	judge	him	reveal	a	hardened	
heart;	those	that	genuinely	seek	him	are	sweet	to	his	ears!		

Lamenting	is	directed	to	God	because	of	the	injustice	or	hurts	of	this	situation.	This	
is	good	and	encouraged	in	the	Psalms.	Invite	or	allow	your	suffering	friend	to	lament.	
Jeremiah,	often	called	the	Weeping	Prophet,	cried	out	to	God	that	He	was	like	a	spring	that	
promised	water	and	came	up	dry	(Jer.	15:18).	Elijah	lamented	his	own	life,	“It	is	enough;	
now,	O	LORD,	take	away	my	life,	for	I	am	no	better	than	my	fathers”	(1	Kings	19:4).	Even	
Christ	lamented	on	the	cross,	crying	out	to	the	Father,	“My	God,	my	God,	why	have	you	
forsaken	me?”	(Matt.	27:46).	
	
Listen	well.	It’s	been	said	that	ninety	per	cent	of	ministering	to	those	who	are	hurting	is	
listening.	But,	there	is	a	kind	of	listening	that	doesn’t	hear	what	the	person	is	actually	
saying.	We	can	all	be	guilty	of	presuming	we	know	what	someone	is	going	to	say,	but	not	
actually	hearing	what	they	are	trying	to	communicate.	Those	who	are	suffering	must	be	
heard	and	understood.	Listen	carefully.	All	the	way	through.	Willingly.	
	
Laugh	together.	Sometimes	laughter	truly	is	the	“best	medicine”.	A	great	ministry	to	those	
who	are	suffering	is	to	give	the	permission	to	laugh.	God	gives	a	sense	of	humor	as	a	gift	of	
common	grace.	To	lift	spirits,	bring	joy,	and	laugh	at	the	funny	things	in	life	is	a	hug	
ministry	tool	God	uses.	As	dark	as	the	days	may	be,	they	are	not	totally	without	light!	
	
Pray.	Offer	to	pray	with	them.	This	reorients	the	situation	to	God’s	Throne	where	help	
comes	from.	Even	if	they	are	angry,	sorrowful,	or	hurting,	see	if	they	will	pray.	One	friend	
tells	of	a	time	when	“I	was	in	a	valley	and	struggling	to	pray.	I	lamented	to	my	pastor	that	
my	prayers	felt	wooden	and	forced.		He	responded,	‘those	are	the	ones	God	appreciates	the	
most’”.	Prayer	reminds	us	that	the	crisis	does	not	control	us,	our	Father	does.	Moreover,	
when	we	pray	consistently,	repeatedly,	urgently	and	from	the	valley,	we	come	to	trust	in	
God’s	good	plan	for	our	lives.	An	offer	to	pray	with	or	for	non-believers	is	something	they	
quite	often	will	cling	to.	Adversity	can	be	what	drives	them	to	Christ.	
	
Impart	Perspective,	Experience,	Empathy.	There	is	a	time	to	speak.	Our	aim	will	be	to	
help	guide	the	sufferer	to	God’s	sovereignty	and	providence,	His	goodness	and	purposes,	
His	nearness	and	tender	care	for	us.	We	can	gently	give	the	perspective	that	they	might	be	
lacking	because	of	their	pain.	Not	a	lecture,	but	a	word	of	comfort.	We	can	also	share	from	
any	similar	experiences	of	suffering.	Share	carefully,	because	the	shape	of	every	situation	is	
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different.	But,	when	someone’s	in	the	throes	of	(say)	a	dying	marriage,	it	can	be	
tremendously	life-giving	to	know	that	others	have	walked	that	path—and	known	God’s	
care.	We	can	also	empathize.	As	we	put	ourselves	in	their	shoes,	we	are	doing	the	work	of	
incarnation.	We	can	follow	Christ	better	into	their	lives.	What	they	are	going	through	
stinks.	As	plain	as	that!	It’s	good	to	name	it	for	what	it	is.	And	to	enter	into	that	suffering	
with	them.		
	
	
Part 4: “In Christ there is hope”: How do we respond in our own suffering? 

There	are	no	shortcuts	with	evil	and	suffering.	We	have	to	walk	through	it.	And,	we	
can’t	outrun	it.	In	his	book	The	Problem	of	Pain,	C.	S.	Lewis	says,	“God	whispers	to	us	in	our	
pleasures,	speaks	in	our	consciences,	but	shouts	in	our	pains.	It	is	his	megaphone	to	rouse	a	
deaf	world.”	And,	the	apostle	Paul	reminds	us,	“For	this	light	momentary	affliction	is	
preparing	for	us	an	eternal	weight	of	glory	beyond	all	comparison,”	(2	Cor.	4:17).		

Our	calling	as	disciples	is	to	suffer	with	Christ.		Peter	tells	us	we	were	called	to	suffer	
just	as	Christ	suffered	for	us,	“Beloved,	do	not	be	surprised	at	the	fiery	trial	when	it	comes	
upon	you	to	test	you,	as	though	something	strange	were	happening	to	you.	But	rejoice	
insofar	as	you	share	Christ's	sufferings,	that	you	may	also	rejoice	and	be	glad	when	his	
glory	is	revealed”	(1	Peter	4:12-13).	Paul	tells	us	we	will	grow	in	Christlikeness	as	we	
suffer.	The	sufferings	of	the	early	Church	and	Martyrs	was	the	foundation	on	which	the	
Church	grew.	As	disciples	of	Jesus	today,	we	can	expect	pain	and	suffering,	and	we	can	lay	a	
foundation	to	be	ready	for	it.	We	should	not	expect	to	escape	it.	Some	suffering	friends	
quip:	“We	don’t	learn	on	the	mountaintop,	we	learn	in	the	valleys,	and	we	go	kicking	and	
screaming	every	step	of	the	way.”	True.	This	quote	is	used	to	help	newly	recovering	addicts	
stay	on	the	road	of	recovery.		

Much	of	what	we	learned	above	to	help	others	applies	here	in	our	own	suffering.	Let	
us	add	to	it	several	more	helps	for	when	we	ourselves	suffer:	
	
Seek	the	Community	of	God’s	People.	God	hasn’t	left	us	alone.	Not	only	has	he	given	us	
His	Spirit,	he’s	given	us	his	people.	The	body	of	Christ	near	us.	Go	ahead	and	be	vulnerable.	
Allows	others	in	to	the	hurts	and	wounds.	“Bear	one	another’s	burdens”	is	an	instruction	
that	pre-supposes	we	will	make	our	burdens	known!	Seek	the	community	of	the	people	
you’re	one	with.	God	will	bring	healing,	help	and	wholeness	through	relationships	in	the	
body.		
	
Pray.	G.	K.	Chesterton	says	we	are	marooned	on	a	broken	planet.	We	should	learn	to	dwell	
on	the	truths	of	Scripture	even	when	they	seem	very	far	away.	Give	thanks	to	God	for	what	
He	has	given	us	even	in	the	depths	of	our	worst	trials.	Pray	these	things	even	when	all	
seems	dark.	Lean	into	the	hope	that	we	have,	that	someday	our	tears	will	be	wiped	away	
and	we	will	know	a	peace	and	joy	that	we	cannot	imagine	today.		
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Forgive.	Trials	can	teach	us	how	to	forgive	or	they	can	harden	our	hearts	forever.	Cultivate	
a	tender	heart	by	recalling	God’s	limitless	grace	to	you.	Ask	for	the	faith,	the	will	to	forgive.	
Forgiveness	is	a	decision:	that	we	will	absorb	the	debt	and	relinquish	the	resentment.	This	
is	a	step	of	faith,	following	Christ.	Jesus	forgave	those	who	crucified	him.	(Note:	this	does	
not	mean	that	any	relationship	goes	“back	to	what	it	was”.	Trust	is	earned,	relationships	
are	cultivated;	but	forgiveness	is	a	decision,	a	transaction.)	Harboring	grudges,	
unforgiveness	or	vengeful	thoughts	is	cancerous	to	our	souls.	Ask	him	to	give	you	the	
strength	to	forgive.		
	
	
Conclusion 
Things	are	not	the	way	they	are	supposed	to	be,	but	in	Christ	there	is	hope.	We	can	take	heart	
with	this	truth.	Our	hope	is	that	this	letter	will	be	a	help	to	the	body	of	Christ	in	navigating	
the	suffering	we	all	will	endure.	May	we	be	the	suffering	community	that	glorifies	God	
because	we	are	counting	on	Christ	and	living	in	hope!	
	
	
The	Elders	at	Grace	Fellowship	Church	
August	24,	2019	
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