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Series: The Dilemma of Suffering: Letting God bring our joys to weep and our griefs to sing 

Sermon Text: Genesis 1-3; Isaiah 53:3-5; Revelation 21-22   Key Word: Worldviews 

 

Our series for Lent is called, “The Dilemma of Suffering: Letting God bring our joys to weep and 

our griefs to sing” (derived from a poem by George Herbert called, “Joseph’s Coat”). While utilizing 

several sources, this series is based on a well-researched book that you may want to purchase called, 

“Walking with God through Pain and Suffering” by Tim Keller. We will presume the inevitability of 

suffering, take the subject seriously, and learn how the Christian worldview offers the most nuanced 

and comprehensive lens for processing our pain. The key verse we’ll be asking you to consider and 

believe is Psalm 34:18: “The Lord is near to the brokenhearted and saves the crushed in spirit.” The 

first of our six lessons will explore 3 big bible themes that lead us to conclude this… 

BIG IDEA: The biblical worldview offers the most comfort to hurting hearts. 

 

Suffering is pretty much everywhere, unavoidable, and overwhelming. As we come to accept that 

it can’t be wished away or ignored, we’ll seek ways to process and live with it. Tim Keller aptly said, 

“Nothing is more important than to learn how to maintain a life of purpose in the midst of painful 

adversity.” Our ability to endure suffering depends on the framework we’ve cobbled together, which 

often includes things taught to us and our interpretations of experiences. Western cultures tell us this 

world is all there is (naturalism), so happiness is our highest pursuit. Dr. Paul Brand noted the fault in 

this logic in his book “The Gift of Pain”: “It's because the meaning of life in the United States is the 

pursuit of pleasure and personal freedom that suffering is so traumatic for Americans.” Listen to this 

sad and sobering contrast: “In medieval Europe, for example, approximately one of every five infants 

died before their first birthday, and only half of all children survived to the age of ten…We have 

innumerable diaries, journals, and historical documents that reveal how they took that hardship and 

grief in far better stride than do we” (Keller, 15-16). Eastern cultures don’t offer better answers, but 

at least they try to harmonize the material and spiritual worlds while urging us to see meaning and 

significance. For example, Karma says suffering now pays for sins in a past life, which is basically 

moralism (you get what you deserve). Buddhism also has a cause-and-effect ethic but sin is treated as 

an impersonal, fixable mistake rather than an offense against a holy God. The material world is seen 

as an illusion and journey of enlightenment where, like the Lion King, you live on in an endless circle 

of life. Fatalism suggests our circumstances are set by gods, stars, and supernatural forces, whereas 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/George_Herbert
https://www.inspirationalstories.com/poems/josephs-coat-george-herbert-poems/
https://www.amazon.com/Walking-God-through-Pain-Suffering/dp/1594634408
https://www.gotquestions.org/naturalism.html
https://www.gotquestions.org/karma.html
https://www.gotquestions.org/buddhism.html
https://www.gotquestions.org/fatalism.html
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Dualism says suffering comes from a greater battle between good and evil. We could list others, but 

my point is to show how we weave pieces of these belief systems into our Christianity. For instance, 

we’re basically believing Buddhism if we only say, “ignore the here and now because heaven will be 

worth it.” God’s Word says so much more than that! In fact, while preparing for this series, I stopped 

several times to confess and repent as I discovered a mixed bag of worldviews in my own framework. 

What I love about the Bible is how God’s reasonings for immense, complex, and painful issues aren’t 

simple, nor reductionistic. This series will illustrate how His counsel is nuanced, comprehensive, and 

multi-dimensional. Today, though, we’ll consider 3 broad Bible themes that can help our hearts: 1) 

The creation and the fall, which explains why suffering and evil exist. 2) The final judgment and 

renewal of the world, which offers hope for justice, mercy, and eternity. 3) The incarnation and the 

atonement, which speak to our sense of how unfair life can be.  

Let’s first consider how understanding the creation and the fall helps our hearts. Genesis 1-3 says 

God made a world without suffering and death, so even a “peaceful” death shouldn’t feel right nor be 

viewed as a “natural” part of life. Genesis 1:31 says, “God saw all he had made, and behold, it was 

very good”, and Genesis 3:1 describes when things went wrong: “Now, the serpent was more crafty 

than any other beast of the field that the LORD God had made. He said to the woman, ‘Did God 

actually say, 'You shall not eat of any tree in the garden'?’” Many prefer to blame God for suffering 

and evil, but the record proves this world went sideways when humans chose to stop trusting in Him. 

Romans 1 (21, 25) is also a commentary on what happened: “For although they knew God, they did 

not honor him as God or give thanks to him, but they became futile in their thinking, and their foolish 

hearts were darkened…they exchanged the truth about God for a lie to worship to serve the creature 

rather than the Creator.” So, suffering isn’t God’s fault, nor does He deserve to be on trial! It seems 

adversity is a natural consequence and just judgment on our sin, while it’s also more than a matter of 

“we always get what we deserve” (cf. John 9). The book of Proverbs, for example, says life generally 

goes well if we do right, but the book of Ecclesiastes reveals how it’s not a perfect formula. Kept in 

balance, we see that creation is still good even when it falls short of God’s original intent. I mean, a 

disaster or an injustice may ruin our work, but it’s still a good and worthy pursuit. 

Second, let’s consider how understanding the final judgment and renewal of the world can help 

our hearts. We all know folks who reject a supposed “judgmental God who sends people to Hell”, but 

think about how the presence of injustice and evil upends this logic: What kind of Creator refuses to 

https://www.gotquestions.org/dualism.html
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judge what ruined His creation, and why bother pursuing justice if there’s no ultimate reconciliation? 

Knowing there’s a day when justice will be carried out fully and perfectly encourages us to try, keeps 

us from taking matters into our own hands, and limits both passivity and aggression in our judgments. 

Revelation 21:3-4 describes the glorious renewal that will follow God’s final judgement: “I heard a 

loud voice from the throne saying, ‘Behold, the dwelling place of God is with man. He will dwell 

with them, and they will be his people, and God himself will be with them as their God. He will 

wipe away 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.’”  

Finally, let’s consider how understanding a 3rd big Bible theme can help our hearts. It’s called the 

incarnation and the atonement (i.e., how God became one of us and suffered for us). Friends, these 

twin themes catapult the Christian worldview above all others, while offering a complex and nuanced 

approach to handle our hurts. They justify our hatred of sin and desire to see it judged and eradicated, 

but the cross equally justifies remarkable responses (e.g., mercy, grace, peace, patience, forgiveness). 

French philosopher Albert Camus wrote that “Only the sacrifice of an innocent god could justify the 

endless and universal torture of innocence. Only the most abject suffering by God could assuage 

man’s agony” (Keller, 119). We hear this in Isaiah 53:3-5: “He was despised and rejected by men, a 

man of sorrows and acquainted with grief…he was despised, and we esteemed him not. Surely, he 

has borne our griefs and carried our sorrows…but he was pierced for our transgressions; he was 

crushed for our iniquities; upon him was the chastisement that brought us peace...with his wounds 

we are healed.” While we can’t fully explain why God allows evil and suffering to continue, or why 

it’s so random, no philosophy or worldview comes close to the comprehensive clues and comfort the 

Christian faith offers. You see, not only did Christ’s sufferings justify God, but they also validate our 

sense of how wrong things are. They further prove that this world is still good and loved, that its God 

has not forsaken it, that God understands and cares, that God could not have possibly done more, and 

that there’s hope for God’s broken, groaning creation. Finally, consider this mindbender: If God had 

simply come and eradicated evil, then who or what would be left? Instead, He did a far more difficult 

and infinitely wonderful thing. Here’s how Tim Keller put it: “God came the first time to bear the 

punishment our sins deserve, so that someday he can return to earth to end evil without destroying us 

all” (Keller, 124).  

 

https://www.crossway.org/articles/10-key-bible-verses-on-the-incarnation/
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Let’s pray: Father, we don’t have all the answers, but we also can’t deny your goodness and extreme 

commitment to your creation. You willingly subjected yourself to endure the depths of our suffering, 

you fully get what we’re going through, you provide more than puny platitudes to sooth our pain, you 

give us space to complain and cry, and you protect our finite minds by also withholding info we can’t 

handle. You’ve urged us to be like little children, who can’t deny your obvious love for us while also 

realizing you aren’t telling us certain things. Help us do that as we rely on the gift of your Spirit, who 

infuses us with supernatural peace that helps us hold fast to the hard-to-see hope you’ve already set in 

motion--the perfect plan to reconcile all things to yourself and ultimately make us eternally happy. 

Amen. 

 

So, what’s your NEXT STEP?  

• Remember, our next step always begins with faith in Christ. Either placing faith in Him for the 

first time or exercising faith to repent, change, and grow. Either way, His Spirit will help you. 

 

Preparing for and applying suffering sermon #1. 

• Ready your heart by reading Genesis 1-3, Isaiah 53, and Revelation 21-22. Think about how 

these passages offer hope for hurting hearts.  

• Think about the ways you respond to and process pain and suffering. Which of the worldviews 

that we mentioned tend to show up in your troubling times? Why is it that every lens we use 

won’t perfectly satisfy our concerns, and what dangers do we run into if we’re too 

reductionistic in our solutions?  

• While the creation and fall, along with the final judgement and renewal of all things can bring 

us a measure of peace, how do the doctrines of the incarnation and the atonement elevate 

Christianity above all other worldviews when it comes to suffering and evil? How does it help 

us process our grief and loss in meaningful and purposeful ways without suggesting terrible 

circumstances are good or meaningful in themselves? 

 

Other Articles/Songs/Videos: Please ask us about many other resources. 

 

Quotes related to this passage: 

• Rationalizing tragedy: “The same message comes through in an article written in The New 

York Times Magazine during the time of the ‘Beltway Sniper,’ who was shooting people in the 

Washington, DC, area in what appeared to be a completely random way, without concern for 

race or age. Ann Patchett wrote: ‘We are always looking to make some sort of sense out of 

murder in order to keep it safely at bay: I do not fit the description; I do not live in that town; I 

would never have gone to that place, known that person. But what happens when there is no 

description, no place, nobody? Where do we go to find our peace of mind? …The fact is, 

staving off our own death is one of our favorite national pastimes. Whether it’s exercise, 

checking our cholesterol or having a mammogram, we are always hedging against mortality. 

Find out what the profile is, and identify the ways in which you do not fit it. But a sniper 

taking a single clean shot, not into a crowd but through the sight, reminds us horribly of death 

itself. Despite our best intentions, it is still, for the most part, random. And it is absolutely 

coming.’” (Keller, 2–3) 
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• The weakness of the Western mindset: “Sociologists and anthropologists have analyzed and 

compared the various ways that cultures train its members for grief, pain, and loss. And when 

this comparison is done, it is often noted that our own contemporary secular, Western culture is 

one of the weakest and worst in history at doing so…Sociologist Peter Berger writes, every 

culture has provided an “explanation of human events that bestows meaning upon the 

experiences of suffering and evil.” Notice Berger did not say people are taught that suffering 

itself is good or meaningful. (This has been attempted at various times, but observers have 

rightly called those approaches forms of philosophical masochism.) What Berger means rather 

is that it is important for people to see how the experience of suffering does not have to be a 

waste and could be a meaningful though painful way to live life well…But modern Western 

culture is different. In the secular view, this material world is all there is. And so, the meaning 

of life is to have the freedom to choose the life that makes you most happy. However, in that 

view of things, suffering can have no meaningful part. It is a complete interruption of your life 

story—it cannot be a meaningful part of the story. In this approach to life, suffering should be 

avoided at almost any cost, or minimized to the greatest degree possible. This means that when 

facing unavoidable and irreducible suffering, secular people must smuggle in resources from 

other views of life, having recourse to ideas of karma, or Buddhism, or Greek Stoicism, or 

Christianity, even though their beliefs about the nature of the universe do not line up with those 

resources.” (Keller, 14, 16–17) 

• Modern Deism: Often the unstated assumption of many people is that it is God’s job to create 

a world in which things benefit us. We saw how the Deism of the eighteenth century explicitly 

promoted this idea though it was at loggerheads with the book of Genesis and the rest of the 

Bible. Nevertheless, this idea has captured the hearts of most people, as sociologist Christian 

Smith points out. From his research he concluded that most young American adults are 

“practical Deists”—though few of them have ever heard the term. Smith means that they see 

God as a being whose job it is to meet their needs. The implicit but strong cultural assumption 

of young adults is that God owes all but the most villainous people a comfortable life. This 

premise, however, inevitably leads to bitter disillusionment. Life is nasty, hard, brutish, and 

always feels too short. The presumption of spiritual entitlement dooms its bearers to a life of 

confusion when things in life inevitably go wrong. When we stand back to consider the 

premise—that God owes us a good life—it is clearly unwarranted. If there really is an 

infinitely glorious God, why should the universe revolve around us rather than around him? If 

we look at the biblical God’s standards for our behavior—the Golden Rule, the Ten 

Commandments, and the Sermon on the Mount—and then consider humanity’s record against 

those norms, it may occur to us that the real riddle of evil is not what we thought. Perhaps the 

real puzzle is this: Why, in light of our behavior as a human race, does God allow so much 

happiness? The teaching of creation and fall removes the self-pity that afflicts people with the 

deistic view of life. It strengthens the soul, preparing it to be unsurprised when life is hard 

(Keller, 113–115). 

 

Quotes related to the larger context: 

• Perspective: Dr. Paul Brand, a pioneering orthopedic surgeon in the treatment of leprosy 

patients, spent the first part of his medical career in India and the last part of his career in the 

United States. He wrote: “In the United States … I encountered a society that seeks to avoid 
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pain at all costs. Patients lived at a greater comfort level than any I had previously treated, but 

they seemed far less equipped to handle suffering and far more traumatized by it.” (Keller, 16) 

• Our good desire to find meaning: Anthropologist Richard Shweder says, “The desire to make 

suffering intelligible is one of those dignifying peculiarities of our species…” That is, one of 

the things that distinguishes us from animals is that we do not simply squeal under suffering 

and seek to flee it. We search to find some point in the pain and thereby to transcend it, rather 

than seeing ourselves as helpless cogs in a cruel machine. And this drive to find meaning in 

suffering is not only dignifying, it is indelible. (Keller, 21-22) 

• Why God withholds certain details: “If God actually provided an explanation of all the 

reasons why he allows things to happen as they do, it would be too much for our finite brains. 

Think of little children and their relationship to their parents. Three-year-olds cannot 

understand most of why their parents allow and disallow what they do. But though they aren’t 

capable of comprehending their parents’ reasons, they are capable of knowing their parents’ 

love and therefore are capable of trusting them and living securely. That is what they really 

need. Now, the difference between God and human beings is infinitely greater than the 

difference between a thirty-year-old parent and a three-year-old child. So, we should not 

expect to be able to grasp all God’s purposes, but through the cross and gospel of Jesus Christ, 

we can know his love. And that is what we need most.” (Keller, 121-122) 
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Direction for discussion leaders: 

1. Keep circling back to the big idea and main points of the passage to stay on track. 

2. Keep the discussion around 30mins. Go for a single, not a home run.  

3. Keep the group small for deeper sharing. Once you hit the “sweet spot”, spend your time there. 

4. Keep these simple questions in your back pocket: What is God teaching you? What are you going 

to do about it? How will it help you love & serve others? 

 

Some great resources for digging deeper into community group life: 

How life together looks http://austinstone.org/stories/film/item/140-missional-community-lukes-story 

Rethinking what we do https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kvWnXYSELF4&feature=player_embedded 

Numerous articles to provoke thought http://toddengstrom.com/archives/ 

What groups of 2-3 might look like http://toddengstrom.com/wp-content/uploads/2013/03/LTG-Overview.pdf 

http://austinstone.org/stories/film/item/140-missional-community-lukes-story
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kvWnXYSELF4&feature=player_embedded
http://toddengstrom.com/archives/
http://toddengstrom.com/wp-content/uploads/2013/03/LTG-Overview.pdf

