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

Sermon Text: Philippians 2-3; 2 Corinthians 4    Key Word(s): Suffering Repurposed 

 

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.” To 

some people, the existence of suffering and evil negates the existence of God. However, in this, our 

third of six lessons, we’ll poke some holes in that logic while contemplating the following… 

BIG IDEA: If there’s no God, then suffering can’t be repurposed for good. 

 

So far, we’ve seen how suffering is a huge problem to which other religions and philosophies lack 

adequate answers. None offer the range of answers and hope found in the biblical worldview. That’s 

a huge reason not to let the existence of evil dissuade us from belief in God nor buy into the idea that 

God deserves to be the one on trial. I mean, what are we left with if we rule out God and the Christian 

worldview? No objective morality, no divine helper, and no resources for facing evil! As we learned 

last time, the biblical worldview says God isn’t some aloof deity who has left us to suffer for messing 

things up. He’s revealed as a Creator who so loves creation that He can’t leave things as is nor let us 

suffer alone. Incredibly, He became one of us to feel our pain and receive the just penalty we deserve, 

so we can be offered forgiveness and restoration. His willingness to suffer with us seems to validate 

the necessity and purposes of suffering. Sure, He doesn’t answer all our questions, but it also seems 

illogical to dismiss the existence of this kind of God. It also seems hypocritical for a species that uses 

pain to bring about greater good to be mad at God for doing that. I mean, we poke with needles and 

cut with scalpels to improve health, and we amputate to save lives, and we pay physical trainers to 

put us through agony to make us fit and strong. It’s not much of a leap to think that God could have 

greater, mysterious purposes for allowing evil and suffering, even if we never fully understand why.  

The Apostle Paul was famously converted from being a Christian killer to a Christian who gladly 

suffered for Jesus and taught others to do so (cf. 2 Corinthians 11). One of his biggest influences was 
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a guy named Stephen, who he had watched being stoned to death for his Christian beliefs. Stephen’s 

remarkable, divinely inspired response in that moment profoundly shaped Paul’s theology. Instead of 

cursing his enemies Acts 7:60 tells us “Stephen fell to his knees and cried out, ‘Lord, do not hold this 

sin against them.’ And then he died.” This left an indelible mark on Paul, which can be seen in many 

of his writings. Last time, we saw where he connected the ideas of suffering and glory in Romans 8. 

Another example is found in Ephesians 3:13, where after being imprisoned for his faith he wrote, “I 

ask you not to lose heart over what I am suffering for you, which is your glory.” He believed his trials 

would somehow help people he loved and served. What possible reason could he have for suggesting 

that his personal pain could benefit others? He tells us in Philippians 2:5-9: “Have this mind among 

yourselves, which is yours in Christ Jesus, who, though he was in the form of God, did not count 

equality with God a thing to be grasped, but emptied himself, by taking the form of a servant, being 

born in the likeness of men. And being found in human form, he humbled himself by becoming 

obedient to the point of death, even death on a cross. Therefore, God has highly exalted him and 

bestowed on him the name that is above every name.” To Paul, Jesus wasn’t just someone who had 

suffered in his place, this Savior also became a model of humility and self-sacrifice worth imitating. 

This created within Paul a stunningly upside-down mindset that he described in Philippians 3:8-11: 

“I count everything as loss because of the surpassing worth of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord. For 

his sake I have suffered the loss of all things and count them as rubbish, in order that I may gain 

Christ and be found in him, not having a righteousness of my own that comes from the law, but 

that which comes through faith in Christ, the righteousness from God that depends on faith--that I 

may know him and the power of his resurrection, and may share his sufferings, becoming like him 

in his death, that by any means possible I may attain the resurrection from the dead.” An old hymn 

called “Turn Your Eyes Upon Jesus” conveys this mindset. One verse says, “the things of earth will 

grow strangely dim, in the light of His glory and grace.” Instead of aspiring to satisfy all his appetites 

and comforts, Paul’s sought to know and become more like Jesus, experience His power in troubling 

times, and be rewarded with resurrection upon His Savior’s return. Concerning this Tim Keller said, 

“The cross assures us that…suffering is at the very heart of the Christian faith. It is not only the way 

Christ became like and redeemed us, but it is one of the main ways we become like him and 

experience his redemption. And that means that our suffering, despite its painfulness, is also filled 

with purpose and usefulness” (Keller, 163–164). So, it’s worth asking, “What if life isn’t about our 
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temporal happiness and comfort, but rather it’s about being conformed to the image of God’s Son to 

become a suitable joint-heir and partner who rules and reigns with Him forever?” 2 Timothy 2:11-12 

tells us that “The saying is trustworthy, for: If we have died with him, we will also live with him; if we 

endure, we will also reign with him.” The only way to become like a suffering savior is to suffer with 

Him. Isn’t that what Paul observed while watching Stephen forgive his murderers as they stoned him 

to death? Of course, he learned that from Jesus on the cross, right? This humble way of suffering was 

a powerful testimony to God’s worth in the eyes of a watching world, which made me wonder, “How 

does one learn virtues such as mercy, grace, forgiveness, and reconciliation apart from suffering?” 

This brings us to an equally powerful passage from Paul in 2 Corinthians 4. Turn there, and we’ll 

start reading in verse 7: “We have this treasure in jars of clay, to show that the surpassing power 

belongs to God and not to us.” We often prefer to appear healthy, wealthy, and strong, but Paul says 

our weakness can help others see God’s power and glory. He explained further in verses 8-10: “We 

are afflicted in every way, but not crushed; perplexed, but not driven to despair; persecuted, but 

not forsaken; struck down, but not destroyed; always carrying in the body the death of Jesus, so 

that the life of Jesus may also be manifested in our bodies.” We could call this the earthly payoff—

when others see that Jesus is suffering with us and upholding us with His supernatural power. But he 

also described an eternal payoff in verses 14-15: “…knowing that he who raised the Lord Jesus will 

raise us also with Jesus and bring us with you into his presence. For it is all for your sake, so that 

as grace extends to more and more people it may increase thanksgiving, to the glory of God.” What 

I love about God’s Word is that He doesn’t just tell us how to think. He prepares our minds AND our 

hearts for suffering because He also cares about how we feel. This all comes together in verses 16-18: 

“So, we do not lose heart. Though our outer self is wasting away, our inner self is being renewed 

day by day. For this light momentary affliction is preparing for us an eternal weight of glory 

beyond all comparison, as we look not to the things that are seen but to the things that are unseen. 

For the things that are seen are transient, but the things that are unseen are eternal.” Isn’t this a 

superb way to comfort us while also taking this subject seriously? We’ll close here and then expand 

on that idea next time, so you can carefully contemplate the profound truths we’ve discussed today.  
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Let’s pray: Father, some say that the existence of suffering and evil negates your existence. Yet, the 

thing is that if there’s no God, then suffering can’t be repurposed for good. What a huge reason to 

cling to belief in you no matter how hard that becomes! Of course, trusting you through our pain isn’t 

a natural response--it requires supernatural help. This speaks to our great need for your presence, how 

we must lean into what you’ve told us, and how we must trust you when, like a loving parent, you do 

not tell us things that would blow our tiny minds. Deuteronomy 29:29 says, “The secret things belong 

to the LORD our God, but the things that are revealed belong to us and to our children forever, that 

we may do all the words of this law.” May we learn to exalt you in this as Paul did in Romans 11:33 

when he wrote, “Oh, the depth of the riches and wisdom and knowledge of God! How unsearchable 

are his judgments and how inscrutable his ways!” 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 #3. 

• Take a deep breath and ask God to speak to you as you read Philippians 2-3 and 2 Corinthians 

4. What do these passages say about how God can repurpose our pain? How do they help you? 

• Please share how God has repurposed your pain for good? Also, share some instances where 

you are still trusting Him to do this even though you haven’t seen it yet.  

 

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

 

Quotes related to this passage: 

• The superiority and necessity of the Christian worldview: “Most people who see the 

problems that suffering poses to classical theistic belief move toward a more secular way of 

thinking. But we have seen that secularism is also a set of beliefs, and it is probably the 

weakest of all worldviews at helping its adherents understand and endure the “terror of life.” 

Christianity, though indeed having a problem with evil, does quite well when compared to 

alternatives. This becomes clear when we look at suffering from all perspectives—

sociocultural, practical, and psychological.” (Keller, 86) 

• Two main arguments against God’s existence: “Up until the 1980s, the argument against 

God from evil was considered among academic philosophers to be conclusive, a proof that the 

traditional God of the Bible could not exist… But things began to change with the publication 

of Alvin Plantinga’s book God, Freedom, and Evil in 1974, along with his more technical and 

rigorously argued book The Nature of Necessity the same year. In these works, Plantinga 

argues that ‘the existence of evil is not logically incompatible (even in the broadly logical 

sense) with the existence of an all-powerful, all-knowing, and perfectly good God.’ Plantinga 

and other philosophers who followed in his wake were so effective that twenty-five years later, 

it was widely conceded that the logical argument against God didn’t work. The idea that evil 

disproves the existence of God, wrote philosopher William Alston, ‘is now acknowledged on 

(almost) all sides to be completely bankrupt.’ Instead, skeptical thinkers began to formulate a 

new version, called the evidential argument against God. In this re-formulation, a much weaker 

claim was made, namely that suffering is not proof but evidence that makes the existence of 
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God less probable, although not impossible… All this shows that the confident assertion so 

common ‘on the street,’ that suffering and evil simply disproves the existence of God, has been 

almost entirely abandoned in professional and academic circles, ‘because the burden of proof 

of demonstrating that there is no possibility at all of the coexistence of God and … evil is just 

too heavy for the atheist to bear.’ The argument against God from evil is no longer seen as 

being compelling.” (Keller, 88–89) 

• The logical argument: “On the surface, these two statements—'There’s a good, omnipotent 

God.’ and ‘There is evil in the world.’—are not a direct contradiction. It is up to the skeptic to 

make a compelling case that they actually contradict each other. He or she must provide an 

argument so convincing that the listener says to the skeptic: ‘Now I see why, if evil exists, God 

cannot or at least is not likely to exist.’ But that is not at all an easy case to make…Here we see 

the Achilles heel of the ‘logical’ argument against God—the case that evil means God cannot 

exist. We also can understand why it has fallen on such hard times. If you have a God infinite 

and powerful enough for you to be angry at for allowing evil, then you must at the same time 

have a God infinite enough to have sufficient reasons for allowing that evil.” (Keller, 95–96) 

• The evidential argument: “The problem with this argument is that it isn’t fundamentally any 

different from the logical argument. It rests on the same premises and has the same Achilles 

heel. If we are unable to prove that God has no morally sufficient reasons for evil, we are 

certainly unable to assess the level of probability that he has such reasons. To insist that we 

have a sufficient vantage point from which to evaluate percentages or likelihood is to again 

forget our knowledge limitations. If there is an infinite God and we are finite, there would be 

no way for us to lay odds on such things…And we also now can see why Charles Taylor is 

right, that the ‘problem of evil’ was not widely perceived to be an objection to God until 

modern times. Human beings operating within the immanent frame have far more confidence 

in their reasoning powers and their ability to unlock the mysteries of the universe than did 

ancient people. The belief—that because we cannot think of something, God cannot think of it 

either—is more than a fallacy. It is a mark of great pride and faith in one’s own mind… So, 

this leaves us with a question. What if evil and suffering in the world actually make the 

existence of God more likely? What if our awareness of absolute evil is a clue that we know 

unavoidably at some level within ourselves that God actually does exist?” (Keller, 99, 105) 

• Meaning: “According to Christian theology, suffering is not meaningless—neither in general 

nor in particular instances. For God has purposed to defeat evil so exhaustively on the cross 

that all the ravages of evil will someday be undone and we, despite participating in it so 

deeply, will be saved. God is accomplishing this not in spite of suffering, agony, and loss but 

through it—it is through the suffering of God that the suffering of humankind will eventually 

be overcome and undone. While it is impossible not to wonder whether God could have done 

all this some other way—without allowing all the misery and grief—the cross assures us that, 

whatever the unfathomable counsels and purposes behind the course of history, they are 

motivated by love for us and absolute commitment to our joy and glory.” (Keller, 163-164) 

• Science has observed the benefits of suffering: “Psychologist Jonathan Haidt explains that 

people who face imminent death but survive often develop post-traumatic stress disorder that 

may permanently debilitate them. Nevertheless, Haidt maintains that there is empirical support 

for the ancient view that ‘people need adversity, setbacks, and perhaps even trauma to reach 

the highest levels of strength, fulfillment, and personal development’ …Haidt points out three 



Suffering Sermon 3 Page 6 of 8 

benefits of suffering…First, people who endure and get through suffering become more 

resilient. Once they have learned to cope, they know they can do it again and live life with less 

anxiety. Romans 5:3–4 sums it up…Second, it strengthens relationships, usually bonding the 

sufferer permanently into a set of deeper friendships or family ties that serve to nurture and 

strengthen for years…the third benefit is perhaps the most significant—suffering changes 

priorities and philosophies.” (Keller, 164-165) 

• It’s more about knowing God than improving self: “Suffering, as we will see, can lead to 

personal growth, training, and transformation, but we must never see it as primarily a way to 

improve ourselves. That view could lead us to a form of masochism, an enjoyment of ache, 

because we only feel virtuous when we are in pain. Even without such perspective, suffering 

tends to make you self-absorbed. If it is seen as mainly about you and your own growth, it will 

strangle you truly. Instead, we must look at suffering—whatever the proximate causes—as 

primarily a way to know God better, as an opening for serving, resembling, and drawing near 

to him as never before. It is only if we make God’s glory primary in suffering that it will 

achieve our own. And yet sorrows and difficulties can do just that. We are called not to waste 

our sorrows but to grow through them into grace and glory.” (Keller, 187-188). 

• Angels are learning from us: “Alvin Plantinga points to the teachings of older Reformed 

theologians, such as Jonathan Edwards and Abraham Kuyper, who believed that because of our 

fall and redemption, we will achieve a level of intimacy with God that cannot be received any 

other way. And therefore, the angels are envious of it. What if, in the future, we came to see 

that just as Jesus could not have displayed such glory and love any other way except through 

his suffering, we would not have been able to experience such transcendent glory, joy, and love 

any other way except by going through a world of suffering? And why could it not be that our 

future glory will actually so ‘swallow’ the evil of the past that in some unimaginable way even 

the memory of the evil won’t darken our hearts but only make us happier?” (Keller, 118). 

• Future glory: “As we have said, there is no fully satisfying theodicy that completely shows 

why God is justified in allowing evil. Nevertheless, the Christian doctrine of the resurrection 

and the renewal of the world—when all the biblical promises and implications are weighed and 

grasped—comes the closest to any real explanation we have. The resurrection of the body 

means that we do not merely receive a consolation for the life we have lost but a restoration of 

it. We not only get the bodies and lives we had but the bodies and lives we wished for but had 

never before received. We get a glorious, perfect, unimaginably rich life in a renewed material 

world. Often, we can see how bad things ‘work together for good’ (Rom 8:28). The problem is 

that we can only glimpse this sometimes, in a limited number of cases. But why could it not be 

that God allowed evil because it will bring us all to a far greater glory and joy than we would 

have had otherwise? Isn’t it possible that the eventual glory and joy we will know will be 

infinitely greater than it would have been had there been no evil? What if that future world will 

somehow be greater for having once been broken and lost? If such is the case, that would truly 

mean the utter defeat of evil. Evil would not just be an obstacle to our beauty and bliss, but it 

will have only made it better. Evil would have accomplished the very opposite of what it 

intended. Paul speaks mysteriously that we who know Christ and the power of his resurrection 

also know ‘the fellowship of sharing in his sufferings’ (Phil 3:10–11).” (Keller, 116–118) 

 

Quotes related to the larger context: 
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• 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 

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) 

• Suffering is a key Bible theme: “Finally, as I grew in my understanding of the Bible itself, I 

came to see that the reality of suffering was one of its main themes. The book of Genesis 

begins with an account of how evil and death came into the world. The book of Exodus 

recounts Israel’s forty years in the wilderness, a time of intense testing and trial. The wisdom 

literature of the Old Testament is largely dedicated to the problem of suffering. The book of 

Psalms provides a prayer for every possible situation in life, and so it is striking how filled it is 

with cries of pain and with blunt questions to God about the seeming randomness and injustice 

of suffering. In Psalm 44, the writer looks at the devastation of his country and calls, ‘Awake, 

O Lord! Why do you sleep?.… Why do you hide your face and forget our misery and 

oppression?’ (Ps 44:23–24) The books of Job and Ecclesiastes are almost wholly dedicated to 

deep reflection on unjust suffering and on the frustrating pointlessness that characterizes so 

much of life. The prophets Jeremiah and Habakkuk give searing expression to the human 

complaint that evil seems to rule history. New Testament books such as Hebrews and 1 Peter 

are almost entirely devoted to helping people face relentless sorrows and troubles. And 

towering over all, the central figure of the whole of Scripture, Jesus Christ, is a man of 

sorrows. The Bible, therefore, is about suffering as much as it is about anything.” (Keller, 5–6) 
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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 30 mins. 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 
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