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Why We Suffer 

Good morning.  We are in the middle of a sermon series where we are looking at some 

of the questions our neighbors ask about God.  Today we are going to look at the #1 

question that Christians and non-Christians alike struggle with.  George Barna recently 

conducted a survey in which people were asked if you could ask God a question and He 

had to answer it truthfully, what question would you ask. The question of pain and 

suffering was, by far, the number one response on the survey. 

 

What is the question? 

Simply stated, the question is “How can a loving God allow so much pain and suffering 

to take place?”  The question quickly becomes an argument against such a God of love.  

In its most recent form, the argument goes like this:  

 

1. Probably, there is pointless suffering 

2. If a loving and all powerful God exists, there would be no pointless suffering, 

therefore, 

3. Probably, a loving and all powerful God does not exist. 

 

This is a well nuanced philosophical argument that all of us articulate more simply when 

we are confronted with pointless suffering. It is not just suffering that is the issue – but 

suffering that has no purpose behind it.  We articulate it in a less nuanced fashion as we 

cry out to God: “Where are you?” OR “Are you there?”    This argument has been used 

over and over again throughout all of history to put God on trial.  “God if you are real.  

God if you are loving.  You would not allow this to happen.”   

 

Why is it important? 

This sermon series is intended not just to help us address our neighbor’s questions but 

if we are honest, these are our questions.  We need to know how to address these 

questions – not just for our neighbors, but for us.  

 

Bart Ehrman, a New Testament scholar at University of North Carolina, can give us 

good reasons why we need to be able to address this question with intellectual honesty 

and integrity.  Bart was raised in a nominally Christian home and encountered Jesus 

during his high school years.  He describes it as a “born again” experience.  He studied 

for the ministry at Moody and Wheaton.  He went on to get his PhD in New Testame nt 

Greek because he was convinced that knowing the Bible in its original language was 

important to getting to know the heart of God. He says that he completely fell away from 
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the faith because he was not able to answer the question “Why We Suffer”.  He 

contends that the Bible fails to answer this most important question. He is now one of 

the most prolific apostles of agnosticism in the world.  He speaks and writes very 

articulately making the case against there being a God as you and I know Him. 

 

And Bart just represents one of many who wrestle with this question.  I agree with Bart 

on one thing: Why we Suffer is our most important question.   I profoundly differ with 

Bart on his central premise.  I think that God has given us the answer to our most 

important question.  In fact, in our text this morning, the disciples ask Jesus about the 

cause of suffering.  Let’s look at the text together.  It is taken from John 9 beginning at 

verse one. 

 

Scripture  

John 9 As he passed by, he saw a man blind from birth. 2 And his disciples asked him, 

“Rabbi, who sinned, this man or his parents, that he was born blind?” 3 Jesus answered, 

“It was not that this man sinned, or his parents, but that the works of God might be 

displayed in him.4 We must work the works of him who sent me while it is day; night is 

coming, when no one can work. 5 As long as I am in the world, I am the light of the 

world.” 6 Having said these things, he spit on the ground and made mud with the saliva. 

Then he anointed the man's eyes with the mud 7 and said to him, “Go, wash in the pool 

of Siloam” (which means Sent). So he went and washed and came back seeing. 

 
Let’s pray. 
 

Christian View of Why We Suffer 

Jesus is asked by His disciples “What caused this man suffering?” The disciples give 

Him only two choices.  This man’s sin or his parents?  But He doesn’t limit Himself to 

their two choices.  In fact Jesus doesn’t address the cause of the man’s suffering but 

rather the purpose.  For this man, he was suffering “that the works of God might be 

displayed in him.”  Jesus knows that knowing that there is a purpose or a higher good 

behind suffering – that it’s not pointless- is more important than knowing the cause. 

 

If we are suffering the effects of chemo therapy we would know that the cause of our 

suffering is the chemo.  But to know the purpose of the chemo – and that is to destroy 

the cancer in our body – that is helpful.  Knowing this purpose can help us cope with 

suffering.   

 
Jesus didn’t address the cause of the man’s suffering because He knew that knowing 
the cause wouldn’t satisfy.  Let’s back up and look at what Jesus knew about the cause 
of suffering. 
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When Jesus created the universe (For by Him and through Him all things were created) 

He created autonomous beings to whom He gave freedom. Freedom to accept and love 

God or freedom to reject and rebel against God.  God’s first words to Adam were “You 

are free.”1  You are free to eat from any tree.  We also know that before He created 

man, He created angels.  He gave angels this same freedom.  And this was true 

freedom. To not give man and angels freedom to rebel would mean that they didn’t 

have freedom to love.   

 

Jesus knew that before man used that freedom to rebel, a number of the angels chose 

to use that freedom to rebel against God.2 Remember Jesus said “I saw Satan fall like 

lightning.3” Satan and his angels were not content to rebel alone but they took creation 

with them. Satan’s pursuit of Adam and Eve shows us that they were bent on taking 

down all of creation. All the suffering and pain and death we see in the world is as a 

result of the rebellion of fallen angels and our subsequent following in their rebellion. 

 

God made man after the angels had fallen, in part, to take back His creation.  He told 

Adam and Eve that He wanted them to subdue and have dominion over the creation - 

implying that God wanted man to bring creation back in line.  Instead, man rebelled and 

followed Satan and his angels such that Satan is now called “the ruler of this world” 4 by 

Jesus. Suffering and evil have reigned in creation ever since.   

 

So Jesus knew the root cause of all suffering in the world.  God chose to give man and 

angels freedom.  And we chose to rebel. There is a higher good behind all suffering. 

Freedom to choose rather than creating automatons who blindly obey and love God. 

Every bit of suffering that we see is the result. To eliminate all pain and suffering God 

would have to take away the freedom from those who are responsible for all this pain 

and suffering – and that is us and the angels. 

 

Why this is unsatisfying at one level 

The problem with this answer is that it doesn’t satisfy this ache we feel inside when we 

experience suffering or when we see it in others. Try to tell the father whose pregnant 

wife and unborn child were killed in a car accident that God allows this because there is 

the higher good that allows a driver the freedom to talk on his phone while he is driving. 

To know the root cause of suffering or even the higher purposes just doesn’t satisfy.  

 

                                            
1
 Genesis 2:15-17 NIV 

2
 Revelation 12:7-9 

3
 Luke 10:18 

4
 John 12:31; John 14:30;  John 16:11 
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When we are in the midst of pain and suffering, we need to know the personal – not the 

intellectual.  Jesus knew this – look how quickly He moved from theological debate to 

action in our text.  He immediately moved to heal the man. Jesus involved himself 

directly in the man’s suffering.  Applying a part of His own body / His spit in bringing 

healing.  Jesus alleviated the man’s suffering. 

 

But what about cases when He doesn’t alleviate the suffering.  This is where the cross 

comes in.  God doesn’t just tell us that all the suffering of the whole world is the result of 

some higher good – our freedom. Though a true and coherent answer - it doesn’t help.  

We want action.  The cross of Jesus is God’s action answer.  We may not find solace in 

knowing that there’s some higher good. But the cross shows us two things:  

 

1. It shows how God can use the most horrific suffering to accomplish His 

purposes. 

 

2. It also shows us a God who took extreme action, who doesn’t need to enter into 

the suffering with His creation but does.  God so loved the world that He sent His 

Son to enter into all of the suffering of the world.  Not just the brutal death on the 

cross, but Jesus took upon himself on the cross all of the sin and the shame and 

suffering of mankind.  We hear a lot about how Jesus bore our sins on the cross.  

But in the great Messianic prophecy of Isaiah 53 we are told that Jesus would 

bear our griefs and our sorrows.  Our sufferings.  All of the sufferings of mankind, 

Jesus bore on the cross.  That is a game changer. Because of the cross, God is 

saying “Yes there is a higher good to all of this senseless suffering.  But I am 

putting myself right in the center of all of this suffering.  Everything that has ever 

been suffered, I suffered on the cross. I am taking upon myself all of your 

suffering.”   

 

But there is more.  Facing the question as to the origins of suffering Jesus says: “We 

must do the works of Him who sent me.”  This is a very unusual statement.  No where 

else in the Gospels does Jesus use the word “We” like this.  It strikes us strange.  We 

expect Jesus to say – “I must do the works of Him who sent me.”  In fact, it was so 

strange that later copiers of the Greek New Testament replaced the we with I. The 

copiers couldn’t believe Jesus was saying “we” 

 

But He is saying “we.” Jesus is inviting us to join Him as He enters into the suffering of 

the world.  God is after a group of men and women who freely choose Jesus’ path and 

follow the original plan for mankind and work with Him to subdue the world. Jesus’ 

response to the disciple’s question as to the origins of suffering seems strange.  Look 

closely at what He says. Followers of Jesus are called to take back creation – bringing 
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healing – bringing hope – setting the captives free – to bring the personal presence – 

the presence of God - into a suffering world. Not alone – but with Jesus.  “We must be 

doing the works [not just one work but the works] of Him who sent Me.  Sometimes the 

work is to take whatever action we can to alleviate the suffering.   

 

 “As long as I am in the world, I am the light of the world” Again strange answer for this 

context. Jesus is telling His disciples that He was not always going to be physically 

present to the world.  Where is that light now?  Jesus told His disciples that you are the 

light of the world.  He is still “in the world” but through you and me who have His Holy 

Spirit within.   “We must be doing the works of Him who sent me.”   

 

Bart Ehrman’s wife is a committed Christian.  A few Christmas’ back she invited him to 

join her at a Christmas eve service.  During that service the worship leader read from 

Isaiah: 

 

The people who live in darkness have seen a great light. 

 

And the leader prayed: “Lord, Come into the darkness again” and kept repeating that. 

Bart began to cry.  He says that he was crying out of frustration – “Yes God if you are 

real why don’t you come into the darkness again.”  He wasn’t crying for an intellectual 

argument about the cause or even the higher purpose of suffering.  He was crying out 

for the personal.   He was longing for the personal.  He was longing for the light of the 

world to come.  

 

Bart is frustrated because God doesn’t do it the way he wants it to be done.  Perhaps he 

is missing the fact that God was calling him to be part of that light. Or perhaps he never 

saw other followers of Jesus being the light of the world – bringing healing – bringing 

hope – bringing peace – bringing God’s presence into the suffering of the world.  

 

How do we answer our neighbor’s questions about the why of suffering?  We can give 

them the theological answer to demonstrate that there is a coherent intellectual 

argument that can be made   But we have to point them to the cross.  To the God who 

loves so much that He chose to enter into our suffering.  When I look at the cross, I 

know that God has placed Himself smack dab in the middle of our suffering.  That tells 

me that He wants to be present in our suffering. And that changes everything for me. 

But it doesn’t end there.  We are called to demonstrate that to our neighbors  – by 

entering into their suffering with them.  We – together with Jesus must do the works of 

the Father. 
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We had this illustrated wonderfully in our midst this past week. Many of you know this 

story. An art teacher from the Master’s School, who was terrified of needles, went to the 

school nurse for his flu shot.  In there he met Logan, resting from the effects of yet 

another chemo treatment.  The teacher had never met Logan.  They exchanged some 

greetings and Logan told him how he had seen  “a hundred, million, billion” needles.  

Now it was time for the nurse to administer the dreaded flu shot.  

 

As I watched her tear the packaging, Logan (unprompted) walked over to me from 

his bed. He stood directly in front of me, leaned on my left knee and held my left 

hand with both of his tiny hands. 

 

I turned to see the nurse, but before my eyes could make contact with her (or the 

needle) Logan covered my view with his hand and guided my face to his. He gripped 

my hand again with both of his, but this time squeezed repeatedly…like a beating 

heart. His little hands were surprisingly strong. Logan looked square into my eyes 

with his bright, unflinching stare and said, “now just look at me.” 

 

The nurse administered my shot at the very moment his hands squeezed mine, and 

I truly felt nothing. Logan softly, and compassionately said, “See that wasn’t so bad.” 

Logan, a tiny first grader battling cancer, offered me his bravery, compassion, 

strength, protection, and love… 

  

Can we model entering into our neighbor’s suffering as Logan did for us? As followers 

of Jesus, we cannot make the problem of suffering an intellectual project.  It requires a 

personal response as Jesus did with the man born blind and Logan did with the teacher. 

Jesus, like Logan, says to a suffering world “Now just look at me.”  

 

Communion is a time when Jesus tells us to look at Him.  Remember Him.  Remember 

that He in His body took upon Himself the sins and the suffering of the entire world. In 

preparing for communion  Let’s take a minute and reflect upon these awesome truths as 

we prepare for communion.   

 

[silence]   

 


