
FIRST BAPTIST CHURCH, 11-1-15 PM NOTES 
“HERE WE STAND ON THE MYSTERY OF SUFFERING” 

VARIOUS SCRIPTURES 
#9 in Series, “Here We Stand” 

 
Isaiah 55:9 (ESV) “For as the heavens are higher than the earth, so are my ways higher than your ways and my thoughts than 
your thoughts.” 
 
“Job’s faith wavered. He mourned. He cried. He protested. He questioned. He even cursed the day of his birth. But he never 
cursed God. In the face of his adversity, he remained firm in his only hope�God. While God never explained His secret counsel 
to Job, He did reveal His character. Such divine revelation is sufficient in the absence of explanations to carry us through every 
severe heartbreak.”                                                                                                                                                     �R. C. Sproul 
 
 
I.       The Origin of Suffering 
 

Genesis 2:17 (ESV) “but of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil you shall not eat, for in the day that you eat of it 
you shall surely die.” 
 
Ephesians 4:18 (ESV) “They are darkened in their understanding, alienated from the life of God because of the ignorance 
that is in them, due to their hardness of heart.” 
 
Genesis 6:5-8 (ESV) “5 The Lord saw that the wickedness of man was great in the earth, and that every intention of the 
thoughts of his heart was only evil continually. 6 And the Lord regretted that he had made man on the earth, and it grieved 
him to his heart. 7 So the Lord said, ‘I will blot out man whom I have created from the face of the land, man and animals 
and creeping things and birds of the heavens, for I am sorry that I have made them.’ 8 But Noah found favor in the eyes of 
the Lord.” 

 
 
 
II.      The Mercy of God and Suffering  
 

Romans 3:12b (NKJV) “… They have together become unprofitable; there is none who does good, no, not one.” 
 
 
 
 
III.     The Sovereignty of God in Suffering 
 

Ephesians 1:11 (ESV) “In him we have obtained an inheritance, having been predestined according to the purpose of him 
who works all things according to the counsel of his will.” 
 
God is sovereign over the failing of sight (Exodus 4:11), the giving and taking of life (1 Samuel 2:6), the loss and gain of 
money (1 Samuel 2:7), the persecution of Christians (Hebrews 12:4-7), the suffering of His saints (1 Peter 4:19), and even 
the crucifixion of His Son (Acts 4:27, 28). 
 
 “[It is] the almighty and everywhere present power of God; whereby, as it were by His hand, He upholds and governs 
heaven, earth, and all creatures; so that herbs and grass, rain and drought, fruitful and barren years, meat and drink, 
health and sickness, riches and poverty, yea, and all things come, not by chance, but by His Fatherly hand.”  

(Heidelberg Catechism of 1563) 
 
Psalms 115:3 (ESV) “Our God is in the heavens; he does all that he pleases.” 
 



Romans 8:28 (NASB) “And we know that God causes all things to work together for good to those who love God, to those 
who are called according to His purpose.” 

 
 
 
 
IV.      The Purpose of God Through Suffering 
 

A. To Purify Us  
 

Job 23:10 (ESV) “But he knows the way that I take; when he has tried me, I shall come out as gold.” 
 
Psalms 66:10 (ESV) “For you, O God, have tested us; you have tried us as silver is tried.” 
 
1 Peter 1:6-7 (ESV) “6 In this you rejoice, though now for a little while, if necessary, you have been grieved by various 
trials, 7 so that the tested genuineness of your faith—more precious than gold that perishes though it is tested by fire—
may be found to result in praise and glory and honor at the revelation of Jesus Christ.” 

 
 
 

B. To Discipline Us  
 

2 Timothy 2:3 (ESV) “Share in suffering as a good soldier of Christ Jesus.” 
 
Psalms 119:71 (ESV) “It is good for me that I was afflicted, that I might learn your statutes.” 
 
“If God had told me some time ago that He was about to make me as happy as I could be in this world, and then had 
told me that he should begin by crippling me in all my limbs, and removing me from all my usual sources of 
enjoyment, I should have thought it a very strange mode of accomplishing His purpose. And yet, how is His wisdom 
manifest even in this! For if you should see a man shut up in a close room, idolizing a set of lamps and rejoicing in 
their light, and you wished to make him truly happy, you would begin by blowing out all his lamps; and then throw 
open the shutters to let in the light of heaven.”                                                                                 �Samuel Rutherford 
 
James 1:2 (ESV) “Count it all joy, my brothers, when you meet trials of various kinds.” 

 
 
 

C. To Glorify God 
 

John 9:3 (ESV) “Jesus answered, ‘It was not that this man sinned, or his parents, but that the works of God might be 
displayed in him.’” 
 
Job 42:1-3 (ESV) “1 Then Job answered the Lord and said: 2 ‘I know that you can do all things, and that no purpose of 
yours can be thwarted. 3 Who is this that hides counsel without knowledge? Therefore I have uttered what I did not 
understand, things too wonderful for me, which I did not know.’” 
 
Job 42:5-6 (ESV) “5 I had heard of you by the hearing of the ear, but now my eye sees you; 6 therefore I despise 
myself, and repent in dust and ashes.” 
 
2 Corinthians 5:21 (ESV) “For our sake he made him to be sin who knew no sin, so that in him we might become the 
righteousness of God.” 
 
Romans 8:18 (ESV) “For I consider that the sufferings of this present time are not worth comparing with the glory that 
is to be revealed to us.” 
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Allow me to introduce the Hiam family to you. I read about them in the excellent devotional book by 
John Piper entitled, A Godward Life (pages 57-58). In his Cambodian village in 1975, Hiam, a Christian 
teacher, knew that the black clad Khmer Rouge soldiers, now heading across the field, were coming for 
him. He had already determined that when his time came, he would die with dignity and without 
complaint. Hiam’s entire family was rounded up that afternoon. They were called “enemies of the 
glorious revolution” because they were Christians. The family spent a sleepless night comforting one 
another and praying for each other as they lay bound together in the dewy grass. The next morning the 
soldiers led them to their place of execution, viel somlap known later as “the killing fields.” The family 
was ordered to dig a large grave for themselves. Then they knelt and held hands as they prayed. Hiam 
began exhorting the Khmer Rouge soldiers and the onlookers to repent and believe the gospel.  
In panic, one of Hiam’s youngest sons bolted away into the surrounding bush. With amazing calm Hiam 
persuaded the soldiers to not go after him, but to let his Father call him back. From the pit Hiam called out 
to his son, “What comparison my son, stealing a few more days of life in the wilderness, a fugitive, 
wretched and alone compared to joining your family momentarily in this grave and then being together 
around the throne of God free forever in paradise.” After a few tense moments, the boy came out of the 
bush and rejoined his family kneeling in the grave. Here on this earth, the end was swift for them. Their 
lifeless bodies toppled over in the pit that they had been forced to dig, and their souls and spirits soared to 
be with the Lord whom they loved. 
A Barna poll asked, “If you could ask God only one question and you knew that He would give you an 
answer, what would you ask?” The most common response was, “Why is there pain and suffering in the 
world?” [Randy Alcorn, If God Is Good Why Do We Hurt?, page 8]  
As we deal with the subject of suffering, let me give you a caution. We must be careful to avoid the 
temptation of trying to explain more than God has explained in His Word about the reasons for individual 
suffering. We will never be able to understand all the “whys” of individual cases of suffering. Why was 
the Hiam family killed for their faith when other families have been supernaturally delivered? Why was 
James killed by Herod in Acts 12, and days later Peter was supernaturally delivered from Herod’s prison 
and his approaching execution? Why are some people healed from cancer and others suffer and die? Why 
in some cases are marriages supernaturally put back together and others end in divorce, and the divorcing 
spouse remarries and seems, at least on the surface, to be happy? I don’t have the answer to any of those 
questions except to say that God is sovereign and He does all things well. There is a mystery when it 
comes to individual suffering. God said in Isaiah 55:9 (ESV) “For as the heavens are higher than the 
earth, so are my ways higher than your ways and my thoughts than your thoughts.” We must avoid trying 
to explain what God has not explained. This much I know, suffering is a part of the sovereign will of God. 
Our Savior was a suffering Savior. As we take up our cross and follow Him, the narrow road we walk is 
lined with suffering. While we can know what God is doing through our suffering, we must accept the 
mystery of the why and leave that in the hands of a sovereign, omnipotent God who loves us and is always 
good in all He does.  
You cannot really talk about suffering without talking about Job. Job holds the world’s record in 
suffering. He wanted to understand and know why, but God never told him why; God just gave him a 
deeper revelation of Himself. I am blessed by this quote from R. C. Sproul:  

Job’s faith wavered. He mourned. He cried. He protested. He questioned. He even cursed 
the day of his birth. But he never cursed God. In the face of his adversity, he remained 
firm in his only hope – God. While God never explained His secret counsel to Job, He did 



reveal His character. Such divine revelation is sufficient in the absence of explanations to 
carry us through every severe heartbreak. 

Job found comfort not in the mystery of suffering revealed, but in the mystery of God’s person unveiled. 
Basically God’s answer to Job’s desire to understand was, “Trust Me I know what I’m doing.” To try to 
pour the infinite wisdom of all God’s ways into our little finite brains would be akin to trying to pour the 
Atlantic Ocean into a plastic kiddy wading pool in your back yard. There is a mystery to individual 
suffering that we cannot solve. However, there is much about the fact of suffering and the purpose of 
suffering that we can know. That is what I will focus on without denying the mystery of individual cases 
of suffering.  
 

I.  The Origin of Suffering  
There is an obvious link between evil and suffering in the world. One of the most emotional events that I 
have experienced was visiting the Holocaust Museum in Israel in the early 1990’s. It was agonizing to say 
the least. The pictures of the gas ovens, the emaciated bodies, and the mass open graves filled with Jews 
who had been executed, were almost more than the emotions could endure. The most impactful thing was 
the continual reading of the names of the six million Jews who were tortured and killed. How do we 
explain such horrific evil?  
To better understand suffering, we need to focus on the existence of evil in the world. The Bible tells us 
that in the beginning of God’s creation, there was no evil, no suffering, and no death. When we read 
Genesis 1-2 we find a world in which everything was good. We see the origin of sin and suffering in 
Genesis 3. Suffering is the result of sin coming into the world. With sin, came more sin, and more 
suffering, and more sin, etc., etc., God warned in Genesis 2:17 (ESV) “but of the tree of the knowledge of 
good and evil you shall not eat, for in the day that you eat of it you shall surely die.” In Genesis 3 we see 
the first act of disobedience and the horrific results. Adam and Eve truly did die when they disobeyed 
God. Their spirit (that part of mankind that allows us to know and fellowship with God) died 
immediately. Their soul (mind, will, and emotions) was darkened (Ephesians 4:18) which gave them a 
distorted view of reality, and their body began to age and die. In Genesis 3 we also see that the results of 
sin were passed on to their descendants and in the New Testament, all mankind are seen as being, “in 
Adam.” That means that we were all born with a spirit dead to God, a soul that is darkened in its 
understanding, and a body that is dying and destined for physical death.  
This explains the entrance of evil and the origin of suffering. As time passed, the evil became more 
pervasive until God brought widespread judgment. Genesis 6:5-8 (ESV):  

The Lord saw that the wickedness of man was great in the earth, and that every intention 
of the thoughts of his heart was only evil continually. And the Lord regretted that he had 
made man on the earth, and it grieved him to his heart. So the Lord said, “I will blot out 
man whom I have created from the face of the land, man and animals and creeping things 
and birds of the heavens, for I am sorry that I have made them.” But Noah found favor in 
the eyes of the Lord.  

What follows this passage is the account of the flood that wiped out all of mankind with the exception of 
Noah, his wife, his three sons, and their wives. However, after the flood and as man multiplied, there was 
evil that continued because Noah and his family were “in Adam” with the curse of sin very much a part of 
their lives. 
This is the biblical account of the origin and continued existence of evil in mankind. Not only did 
mankind fall, but all of creation fell when sin came into the world and that explains natural disasters, 
sickness, and all suffering not directly attributed to man’s actions. The origin of all suffering is sin coming 
into the world.  



 

II.  The Mercy of God and Suffering   
A common way the problem of suffering is phrased is, “Why do good people suffer?” In reality, there are 
no truly good people from God’s perspective. We say certain people are good, but we mean good in 
comparison to other people. In comparing them to God and His perfect standard, we must confess 
Romans 3:12b: “…There is none who does good, no, not one."  
You see, there is a tougher question than, “Why do we suffer?” The really tough question is, “Given the 
absolute holiness of God and the sinfulness of man, why is there anything other than suffering?” We think 
many times that God owes us a suffering free life. The fact is all of mankind deserves condemnation and 
suffering because of sin, and it is only by God’s mercy and grace that we have a single moment free from 
suffering. If we got what we deserved, we would all suffer now and for eternity. Praise God for His 
mercy!  
 

III.   The Sovereignty of God in Suffering 
The Bible is clear that suffering isn’t random. God is sovereign in all things and suffering falls under that 
sovereignty. Nothing happens apart from His sovereign causing or allowing. There is no fate or bad luck 
or bad karma. God is sovereign over suffering. Ephesians 1:11 (ESV): “…the purpose of him who works 
all things according to the counsel of his will.” When you study the Scriptures, you see that God is 
sovereign over the failing of sight (Exodus 4:11), the giving and taking of life (1 Samuel 2:6), the loss and 
gain of money (1 Samuel 2:7), the persecution of Christians (Hebrews 12:4-7), the suffering of His saints 
(1 Peter 4:19), and even the crucifixion of His Son (Acts 4:27,28). 
Some people, in an effort to make God look good by man’s false standards, say that God has nothing to 
do with suffering. They picture Him as a helpless by-stander. An example of this weak view of God is 
Rabbi Harold Kushner who wrote a bestselling book entitled, When Bad Things Happen to Good People. 
Rabbi Kushner lost his son to a rare disease and came to this conclusion: “…even God has a hard time 
keeping chaos in check.” He presents God as a “God of justice and not of power.” Rabbi Kushner 
concludes his book with these words - “Can you learn to love and forgive Him despite His limitations, as 
Job does, and as you once learned to forgive and love your parents even though they were not as wise, as 
strong, or as perfect as you needed them to be?” [Quoted in Robert Jeffress, Hell? Yes!, page 52]  
Do we explain suffering by presenting God as a well-meaning but impotent parent? That is not the God of 
Scripture!  
The God revealed in the Bible is omnipotent and sovereign over all. God is in complete control. Psalms 
115:3 (ESV) “Our God is in the heavens; he does all that he pleases.” Romans 8:28 (NASB) “And we know 
that God causes all things to work together for good to those who love God, to those who are called 
according to His purpose.” Because this God, who is sovereign over suffering, is also love, we can trust 
Him even when the reason for the suffering is a mystery to us. 
 

IV.  The Purpose of God through Suffering  
The Atheist Scottish philosopher David Hume (1711-1776) is known for his famous “dilemma.” Here is a 
paraphrase of that dilemma: 
1.   If God is loving and gracious and still allows evil and suffering, it is because He is unable to prevent it 
(this was Rabbi Kushner’s view). 
2.   If God is able to prevent evil and suffering, but doesn’t, it is because He is evil. 
If one rejects both of those alternatives, he must accept Hume’s third conclusion. 
3.   There is no God since evil and suffering run rampant in the world.  
[From Jeffress, Hell Yes!, page 49]   



Many people have agreed with Hume’s conclusion, but there is something that Hume left out. What if 
God had a good purpose for allowing evil and suffering to come into the world? The fact is that God does 
have a purpose for suffering. God neither causes nor allows any purposeless events or incidents of 
suffering. Our highest desires tend to be pleasure from things tied to this world, and a comfortable 
existence free from pain or suffering of any kind. God, however, desires us to find our pleasure in Him 
and to receive our comfort from Him in the midst of the circumstances He has allowed to turn our hearts 
to Him alone. I never find in the Scripture where God has a value placed on our being comfortable (there 
is a difference in being comforted and being comfortable). What are the purposes of God for allowing or 
even causing suffering?  

A.  To Purify Us 
The Bible is clear that God uses episodes of suffering to reveal our maturity level and our depth of 
commitment to Him. Job 23:10 (ESV): “But he knows the way that I take; when he has tried me, I shall 
come out as gold.” The analogy here is of gold ore that is mixed with impurities and as it is heated, the 
impurities are separated from the pure gold and float to the surface and are skimmed off. The fire revealed 
the impurities. Even so, times of suffering reveal impure motives and unchristlike attitudes that we would 
have never known had we not been placed over the fire. We see that same process, except for silver, is 
referred to in Psalms 66:10 (ESV): “For you, O God, have tested us; you have tried us as silver is tried.”  
In the New Testament we see that same truth in 1 Peter 1:6-7 (ESV): “In this you rejoice, though now for a 
little while, if necessary, you have been grieved by various trials, so that the tested genuineness of your 
faith—more precious than gold that perishes though it is tested by fire—may be found to result in praise 
and glory and honor at the revelation of Jesus Christ.” Suffering has the ministry of testing and purifying. 

B.  To Discipline Us  
Sometimes the suffering is the result of our sin, and God uses it to bring us to repentance and obedience. 
Much of our suffering is simply the working out of the reaping what we have sown principle. Here, the 
suffering is God’s corrective discipline, not to make us pay for our sin, but to train us to live in obedience.  
At other times, however, the suffering has nothing to do with our sin, but is to discipline us and to 
develop, in us, endurance for the mission God has planned for us. In boot camp in the military, trainees 
are put in some very painful circumstances (long marches, survival exercises, obstacle courses, and other 
painful events). These painful circumstances are not for punishment, but for disciplining and training for 
the mission they have been called to do.  
We are compared in several places to soldiers but especially in 2 Timothy. 2 Timothy 2:3 (ESV) says: 
“Share in suffering as a good soldier of Christ Jesus.” Sometimes we never really understand God’s word 
apart from suffering. Psalms 119:71 (ESV): “It is good for me that I was afflicted, that I might learn your 
statutes.” Have you ever heard anyone give a testimony that their greatest lessons in life came through 
times of ease and comfort? I haven’t.  
I read one of the greatest quotes on suffering from Samuel Rutherford. Samuel Rutherford was a Scottish 
Pastor who was born in about 1600. He was imprisoned for preaching the word of God. From prison he 
wrote over 200 letters that are still preserved. Listen to what this man who endured so much suffering 
said: 

If God had told me some time ago that He was about to make me as happy as I could be in 
this world, and then had told me that he should begin by crippling me in all my limbs, 
and removing me from all my usual sources of enjoyment, I should have thought it a very 
strange mode of accomplishing His purpose. And yet, how is His wisdom manifest even in 
this! For if you should see a man shut up in a close room, idolizing a set of lamps and 
rejoicing in their light, and you wished to make him truly happy, you would begin by 
blowing out all his lamps; and then throw open the shutters to let in the light of heaven. 
[John Piper, A Godward Life page 288,289] 



All of the suffering that God allows purifies us and disciplines us and in doing so conforms us to Christ’s 
likeness. That’s why we are told in James 1:2 (ESV): “Count it all joy, my brothers, when you meet trials 
of various kinds.” 

C.  To Glorify God 
In John 9 Jesus and His disciples came upon a blind man and the disciples were asking why he suffered 
with blindness and Jesus gave them the bottom line John 9:3 (ESV): “Jesus answered, ‘It was not that this 
man sinned, or his parents, but that the works of God [God’s glory] might be displayed in him.” This 
blind man suffered that the works (the glory) of God might be put on display.  
At the end of Job, after all of his suffering, after all his so called friend’s mostly worthless advice, after 
Job’s complaining, God parades His glory before Job. From nature, He shows Job His power, His 
wisdom, and His providential care. Job is overwhelmed with the glory of God and answers the Lord. Job 
42:1-3 (ESV): “Then Job answered the Lord and said: ‘I know that you can do all things, and that no 
purpose of yours can be thwarted. Who is this that hides counsel without knowledge? Therefore I have 
uttered what I did not understand, things too wonderful for me, which I did not know.’”  
Job doesn’t have to know the answer; God is the answer and in seeing His glory Job is satisfied. Job 42:5-
6 (ESV): “I had heard of you by the hearing of the ear, but now my eye sees you; therefore I despise 
myself, and repent in dust and ashes.” Job didn’t know the purpose, but it was enough to know that there 
was a purpose. Another, more modern, learned what Job learned when he said, “Joy is not in the absence 
of pain but in the presence of God” (Teilhard DeChardain). Without suffering we would never know 
God’s comfort, God’s enabling grace, God’s healing, or God’s compassion. Our suffering puts these and 
many more of God’s perfections on display. 
Conclusion 
At the cross, God the Son suffered – suffered far more than any man or woman has ever suffered. His 
suffering was not just the physical suffering. His suffering was the suffering of 2 Corinthians 5:21 (ESV) 
“For our sake he made him to be sin who knew no sin, so that in him we might become the righteousness 
of God.” Because He took our sin, he suffered both the wrath of God, and abandonment by God, the 
Father, as He became our substitute on Calvary’s cross. Because of His suffering, our suffering has a 
limit. When we repent and believe, we will one day leave suffering behind forever. Romans 8:18 (ESV) 
“For I consider that the sufferings of this present time are not worth comparing with the glory that is to be 
revealed to us.”  

 


