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Challenging Our Assumptions

Written by Randy Ness

God protects good people from suffering
Suffering means I’m being punished by God
Suffering is to be avoided at all costs
Christians who suffer do not have enough faith 

“Life with God is not immunity from difficulties, but peace in difficulties.” 
- C.S. Lewis

 
Yesterday’s sermon identified four assumptions we might have about suffering:

As we try to make sense of suffering in our lives, it is likely that each of us has entertained one or more of
these assumptions. However rational each one may seem, each one is flawed.  

Suffering is the bitter fruit of living in a fallen and broken world. We all suffer. All of us experience loss,
pain, sadness, and disappointment. All of us have had our hearts broken. Suffering is our common
denominator.  

Each of us yearns for God to take away our suffering. Each of us wants a remedy. Suffering is not a
vocation in life we wish to embrace.  

Might the first step to gaining a new perspective on suffering come when each of us gains a glimpse that
suffering can draw us nearer to God?

Monday, March 7: 
Challenging Our Assumptions about Suffering



In her wonderful book, "Prayer in the Night," Tish Harrison Warren writes the following:

“Christians have always looked to suffering not as a place of pain, but as a place of
meeting God. Suffering does not merely happen to us. It works in us.”

She goes on to quote Saint Isaac the Syrian and offers a follow-up conclusion:

 
 
 
 
 

Notice the order: learning to love God flows from prayer, which flows from stillness, which flows from “the
stripping away of the self” – the excruciating relinquishment of our desires and plans. Suffering strips away
the self.

Your life is a fluid and rhythmic dance between experiences of joy and sorrow. While you may prefer to
embrace the movements of delight and pleasure, may you also learn to embrace movements of pain and
sadness as a normal part of human experience. Invite God to be your “dancing partner.”

1. Which of the four assumptions mentioned above do you tend to gravitate toward? How well has that
served you in your approach to suffering?

2. How do you respond to the statement above from Simon Weil?

3. Have you ever considered that suffering may actually serve as a catalyst for loving God? 

"The love of God proceeds from our
conversing with Him, this conversation
of prayer comes about through
stillness, and stillness arrives with 
the stripping away of self.” 

FOR FURTHER REFLECTION:
“The extreme greatness of Christianity

lies in the fact that it does not seek 
a supernatural remedy for suffering but

a supernatural use for it.”
- Simon Weil



To the right is a piece of artwork on human
suffering by an unknown artist. Take a few
moments to consider it. What does it stir in you?

Notice the red waves that encircle the figure. This
may suggest that suffering comes in waves. Indeed,
suffering can surround and engulf us. Others take
note of the partially hidden face and up-stretched
hands. Suffering can blind us and distort our
perspective. The figure in the painting seems to be
wondering, "why me?" Some see a sense of despair.
Some imagine this person groaning with distress.
What do you see?

Have you ever experienced the all-encompassing
suffering that this artwork portrays? Please know
that Jesus experienced this type of suffering, too.  

“Jesus took with him Peter and the sons of
Zebedee and began to be grieved and

agitated. Then he said to them,
 I am deeply grieved, even to death, remain

here, and stay awake with me.” 
(Matt. 26:37-38 and Mark 14:33-34.)

Tuesday, March 8: 
Suffering Depicted

Both gospel writers used the words “deeply grieved” to describe Jesus’s emotional state in the Garden of
Gethsemane. The lexicon explains the meaning behind the words “deeply grieved” as an “all-encompassing
sadness” or an “engulfing sorrow.”  

Take a few moments to reflect upon the fact that our Lord, Jesus, was engulfed by deep distress and
sadness in his suffering.

For Further Reflection:

1. Imagine being in the Garden of Gethsemane watching Jesus. What do you notice? What do you feel?  
  

2. How might this scriptural description of Jesus’ suffering inform your assumptions about the presence of
suffering in your own life?
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Wednesday, March 9: 
Theme Verse for this Sermon Series

“I have told you these things so that you may have peace. In this world you will have
trouble. But take heart! I have overcome the world.”

 - Jesus (John 16:33)

The theme verse for the sermon series on suffering comes from the 16th chapter of the Gospel of John.
This passage is part of Jesus’ farewell message to his beloved disciples. Through these final poignant
words, we can see Jesus’ heart and advice for his closest followers and friends.

Set aside time this week to prayerfully read through John, Chapter 16 three times. Begin by praying and
asking God to open your heart and grace to hear Him. Follow these steps:

1. Read the Passage. Look for a word or phrase that jumps out at you. Write it down.

2. Read the Passage again. Be on the lookout for what God is telling you through the passage. Write it
down. It may or may not build upon your word in step one. 

3. Read the passage a third time. In this step, ask God to show you what should change. It could be
something you need to stop (or start) doing or it could be a change of perspective. Write it down.

For Further Reflection:
1. What emotions are cited in this passage?

2. What troubles you from this passage? What encourages you?

3. What does this passage suggest about the presence of pain and suffering as Christ followers?

4. What promises are made? To whom by whom?
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Thursday, March 10: 
A “Movie” for Lent

We all love a good movie. It’s in our DNA. We want an engaging and dramatic plot portraying some sort of
injustice, threat, or loss. (A few chase scenes are always good, too.) We anxiously look forward to the
happy ending when the hero or heroine makes all things well and right again. 

We love happy endings!

Lent is a time of preparation for the happiest ending of all time – Easter. To truly enjoy this happy ending,
we need to watch a difficult story unfold. Allow this Lenten season to be a time you come face-to-face
with the life-long suffering endured by our hero – Jesus. 

Jesus experienced every type of suffering imaginable in the human experience. He was…
…a refugee baby fleeing death by a hostile tyrant,
…tempted by Satan in the wilderness for 40 days,
…cast out by his hometown folks,
…estranged from his own family,
…harassed by religious leaders,
…hounded by demanding crowds,
…grieved at the death of a friend and wept,
…pained by and wept over others’ spiritual blindness,
…betrayed by a member of his inner circle,

God pursues and approaches us through his suffering son. He promises a “happy ending” will come. It may
not come in the time frame we want but be assured it will come. Christ’s resurrection is the seal on the
promise that our suffering will end. Amen. 

1. Can you relate to any of the experiences of Jesus’s suffering on the list above? If so, how does that
impact your relationship with Jesus? 
 

2. Imagine seeing or finding another human being that suffers with the same circumstances or afflictions
that you have. How do you view that person? What thoughts and/or feelings arise? 
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FOR FURTHER REFLECTION:
“God’s greatest priority is not the immediate relief of

our suffering. If it was, He would have avoided it as
well. But he didn’t and he doesn’t. Jesus, God

incarnate, came and suffered as one of us. He did not
come to live a life free of suffering…He came and not

only suffered but took all of our suffering and sin
upon His own shoulders on the cross.” - C.S. Lewis

 

…denied by another member of his inner circle,
…engulfed with distress and sorrow before his death,
…falsely accused and convicted to death,
…abandoned by friends and followers,
…mocked by a rowdy, blood-thirsty crowd,
…flogged, taunted, and stripped naked by soldiers,
…humiliated in front of his own mother, and finally
…killed in one of the most gruesome ways ever invented by man.



Friday, March 11: 
Songs to Accompany Us in Suffering

We like to sing worship songs about joy, promise, and victory. We also need to sing songs about lament, grief, and loss. To do
both brings integrity to the expression of our whole human experience.  The “symphonies” that are our lives will express both
times of joy and sorrow. 

God wants to hear our cries of concern as well as our expressions of praise.  

Tish Harrison Warren writes…

“The Psalms are dramatic. And life – is dramatic, drenched in meaning, full of glorious beauty and deep pain.”

“Psalms of lament - both communal and individual - are the most common type of psalm
in the Psalter. They voice disappointment, anger, sadness, pain, deep confusion, and loss. If our gathered
worship expresses only unadulterated trust, confidence, victory, and renewal, we are learning to be less

honest with God than the scriptures are.”

And finally,

“To learn to lament is to learn to weep. But it is more than that. In the lament psalms, the psalmist holds God
to God’s own promises.”

In your own suffering (and as you come alongside others who suffer), give yourself permission to lament. 

For Further Reflection:

1. How do you react to the idea of singing songs of lament? Do you find it comforting or unsettling? Why?

2. If you were to write your own Psalm, what would you be sure to include? What would you want God to hear? What plea
would you make to Him?  

One resource to consider is the album, “Lamentations: Simple Songs of Lament and Hope, Vol. 1" by Bifrost Arts. (Look for it on
your favorite online music provider.)  

Below is the first verse from one of the songs on this album. Notice how the songwriter pleads to God and wonders when He
will act.
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How long? Will You turn Your face away?
How long? Do You hear us when we pray?
On and on, still we walk this pilgrim way - How long?

How long 'til Your children find their rest?
How long 'til You draw them to Your breast?
We go on holding to Your promises - How long?

Chorus:
'Til You wipe away the tears from ev'ry eye
'Til we see our home descending from the sky
Do we wait in vain?
Jesus, give us hope again!

How Long
by Bifrost Arts


