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I don’t know about you, but I don’t like suffering. I don’t like the thought of having to suffer physically and I don’t like the thought of having to suffer mentally or emotionally. I have seen people with chronic pain and not one of them liked it. I have also seen people who have suffered mental and emotional pain and none of them liked it. I think if we had a choice we would prefer to get through our lives without any suffering.

At the moment there are many people suffering because they have lost their jobs and businesses and facing the real prospect of financial ruin. This week too we have been reminded of the tragic and unjust suffering of millions of people because of racial prejudice. Noone wants to suffer but unfortunately we live in a broken world where suffering is all too common. 

Paul says in chapter eight of the letter to the Romans that ‘the whole of creation is groaning as in the pains of childbirth,’ (Rom 8:22 NIV). The whole of creation is suffering because of human sin, therefore we should expect suffering and not be surprised when we experience it. 

There are some people who think that if you are a Christian then you can avoid suffering. I think deep down we are all tempted to think this. The thought is that if you have enough faith and live a good life you will be healthy physically and emotionally. Get rid of your sin and you will have a healthy, happy, pain free life. 

I have known people like that and for some of them, for a while it seemed true. They did have healthy and happy and relatively pain free lives, until suddenly they didn’t. For some it was illness or an accident in the family.  For some it was their own illness or accident that caused suffering. For some it was a difficult relationship and others the complete breakdown of a relationship. For some it was the death of someone close to them. 

When you believe that faith in Christ and living a good life will somehow protect you from the suffering of this life and all of a sudden you are faced with suffering, it can really knock your faith. Some people even give up on God. 

The Apostle Paul says, “we glory in our sufferings, because we know that suffering produces perseverance; 4 perseverance, character; and character, hope.” (Rom 5:3-4 NIV). This a challenging text because Paul is writing to faithful Christians and it seems that they are all suffering. They are suffering because of their faith in Christ.

Being a faithful Christian, living a good life, will not protect you from suffering. The truth is that many Christians experience suffering as a result of living the life of faith over and above the normal suffering they can expect as part of living in this broken world.  

Paul says, suffering produces perseverance? Does it? Often suffering produces anything but perseverance. Suffering can produce pain and bitterness. Suffering can leave us feeling hopeless, angry and depressed. Suffering can make us feel like giving up on life itself. 
Unless you have hope! If you have hope that there is something better to come, if you have hope that there is something better in your life than the suffering, or if you have hope that the suffering will end, then there can be a different result.
Suffering can produce perseverance if there is hope.

If we have hope we can even choose suffering. A person with cancer will choose to have chemotherapy knowing that they will suffer from the treatment, and while they suffer they persevere through the treatment because of the hope that the treatment will get rid of their cancer or at least extend their life. 

I have known people who were suffering and close to death, hanging on in the hope of seeing a loved one more time. I knew a grandparent who was hanging on waiting to see his grand-daughter get married. When I asked him how long that would be, he said he didn’t know because she was only 16 and didn’t even have a boyfriend. His hope was an empty hope and yet it helped him to persevere for just a bit longer. Unfortunately he died several weeks afterwards, but it showed me how powerful hope is even if it is a false hope.   

Thankfully we have a glorious and certain hope in Jesus Christ. We don’t glorify our sufferings but we can glory in them and despite them knowing that in the midst of suffering we have our glorious risen Saviour on our side.

Some people think that suffering means God has abandoned them. Others think that suffering means they are not good enough for God to love them, but all you need to do is look at Jesus hanging on the cross to know that God would never abandon you and that God’s love for you is wider and higher and deeper than you can ever imagine.

Even despite the fact that we are sinners Jesus still died for us. Even if you have not lived the way God wants you to live, even if you have rejected God or treated God as your enemy, look at the cross and see the one who died even for his enemies. Look at the cross and hear Jesus ask the Father to forgive even those crucifying him. If Jesus’ love is that big then nothing in all creation can separate you from his love, not even the worst of suffering.

Through your Baptism you have been adopted and become a dearly beloved child of God and in the midst of suffering he is on your side. Now that all your sins have been washed away by the blood of Christ and you have been reconciled to God you can be certain that God will never reject you or abandon you. 

Sometimes when you suffer, the suffering can so overwhelm you that you can think of nothing else. At these times our great hope is that Jesus is with us, the Holy Spirit is living in us, ministering to us and telling God the Father what we need, even when words escape us. Our hope is not empty but it is grounded in the one who has lived through suffering, died in the midst of suffering and then defeated death, sin and suffering.

In the midst of suffering as you focus on the hope of Jesus Christ your suffering will produce perseverance, perseverance character and character hope in God’s love that he is pouring into your heart even now through the Holy Spirit.
Amen. 
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