The Value of Suffering: A
Christian Perspective

Sue Bohlin looks at suffering from a Christian perspective.
Applying a biblical worldview to this difficult subject
results in a distinctly different approach to suffering than
our natural inclination of blame and self pity.

This article is also available in Spanish. :]

There is no such thing as pointless pain in the life of the
child of God. How this has encouraged and strengthened me in
the valleys of suffering and pain! In this essay I’'ll be
discussing the value of suffering, an unhappy non-negotiable
of life in a fallen world.

Suffering Prepares Us to Be the Bride of
Christ

Among the many reasons God allows us to suffer,
this is my personal favorite: it prepares us to be
the radiant bride of Christ. The Lord Jesus has a
big job to do, changing His ragamuffin church into
a glorious bride worthy of the Lamb. Ephesians
5:26-27 tells us He is making us holy by washing us with the
Word—presenting us to Himself as a radiant church, without
stain or wrinkle or any other blemish. Suffering develops
holiness in unholy people. But getting there is painful in the
Lord’s “laundry room.” When you use bleach to get rid of
stains, it's a harsh process. Getting rid of wrinkles is even
more painful: ironing means a combination of heat plus
pressure. Ouch! No wonder suffering hurts!

But developing holiness in us 1s a worthwhile, extremely
important goal for the Holy One who is our divine Bridegroom.
We learn in Hebrews 12:10 that we are enabled to share in His
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holiness through the discipline of enduring hardship. More
ouch! Fortunately, the same book assures us that discipline 1is
a sign of God’s love (Heb. 12:6). Oswald Chambers reminds us
that “God has one destined end for mankind-holiness. His one
aim is the production of saints.”{1}

It’s also important for all wives, but most especially the
future wife of the Son of God, to have a submissive heart.
Suffering makes us more determined to obey God; it teaches us
to be submissive. The psalmist learned this lesson as he wrote
in Psalm 119:67: “Before I was afflicted I went astray, but
now I obey your word. It was good for me to be afflicted so
that I might learn your decrees.”

The Lord Jesus has His work cut out for Him in purifying us
for Himself (Titus 2:14). Let’s face it, left to ourselves we
are a dirty, messy, fleshly people, and we desperately need to
be made pure. As hurtful as it is, suffering can purify us if
we submit to the One who has a loving plan for the pain.

Jesus wants not just a pure bride, but a mature one as
well—-and suffering produces growth and maturity in us. James
1:2-4 reminds us that trials produce perseverance, which makes
us mature and complete. And Romans 5:3-4 tells us that we can
actually rejoice in our sufferings, because, again, they
produce perseverance, which produces character, which produces
hope. The Lord is creating for Himself a bride with sterling
character, but it’s not much fun getting there. I 1like
something else Oswald Chambers wrote: “Sorrow burns up a great
amount of shallowness.”{2}

We usually don’t have much trouble understanding that our
Divine Bridegroom loves us; but we can easily forget how much
He longs for us to love Him back. Suffering scoops us out,
making our hearts bigger so that we can hold more love for
Him. It’'s all part of a well-planned courtship. He does know
what He’s doing . . . we just need to trust Him.



Suffering Allows Us to Minister Comfort
to Others Who Suffer

One of the most rewarding reasons that suffering has value 1is
experienced by those who can say with conviction, “I know how
you feel. I've been in your shoes.” Suffering prepares us to
minister comfort to others who suffer.

Feeling isolated is one of the hardest parts of suffering. It
can feel like you’re all alone in your pain, and that makes it
so much worse. The comfort of those who have known that same
pain is inexpressible. It feels like a warm blanket being
draped around your soul. But in order for someone to say those
powerful words—"I know just how you feel because I’'ve been
there”—that person had to walk through the same difficult
valley first.

Ray and I lost our first baby when she was born too
prematurely to survive. It was the most horrible suffering
we’'ve ever known. But losing Becky has enabled me to weep with
those who weep with the comforting tears of one who has
experienced that deep and awful loss. It’s a wound that-by
God’s grace—has never fully healed so that I can truly
empathize with others out of the very real pain I still feel.
Talking about my loss puts me in touch with the unhealed part
of the grief and loss that will always hurt until I see my
daughter again in heaven. One of the most incredibly
comforting things we can ever experience is someone else’s
tears for us. So when I say to a mother or father who has also
lost a child, “I hurt with you, because I've lost a precious
one too,” my tears bring warmth and comfort in a way that
someone who has never known that pain cannot offer.

One of the most powerful words of comfort I received when we
were grieving our baby’s loss was from a friend who said,
“Your pain may not be about just you. It may well be about
other people, preparing you to minister comfort and hope to



someone in your future who will need what you can give them
because of what you’re going through right now. And if you are
faithful to cling to God now, I promise He will use you
greatly to comfort others later.” That perspective was like a
sweet balm to my soul, because it showed me that my suffering
was not pointless.

There’s another aspect of bringing comfort to those in pain.
Those who have suffered tend not to judge others experiencing
similar suffering. Not being judged is a great comfort to
those who hurt. When you’re in pain, your world narrows down
to mere survival, and it’s easy for others to judge you for
not “following the rules” that should only apply to those
whose lives aren’t being swallowed by the pain monster.

Suffering often develops compassion and mercy in us. Those who
suffer tend to have tender hearts toward others who are in
pain. We can comfort others with the comfort that we have
received from God (2 Cor. 1:4) because we have experienced the
reality of the Holy Spirit being there for us, walking
alongside us in our pain. Then we can turn around and walk
alongside others in their pain, showing the compassion that
our own suffering has produced in us.

Suffering Develops Humble Dependence on
God

Marine Corps recruiter Randy Norfleet survived the Oklahoma
City bombing despite losing 40 percent of his blood and
needing 250 stitches to close his wounds. He never lost
consciousness in the ambulance because he was too busy praying
prayers of thanksgiving for his survival. When doctors said he
would probably lose the sight in his right eye, Mr. Norfleet
said, “Losing an eye is a small thing. Whatever brings you
closer to God is a blessing. Through all this I’'ve been
brought closer to God. I’'ve become more dependent on Him and
less on myself.”{3}



Suffering is excellent at teaching us humble dependence on
God, the only appropriate response to our Creator. Ever since
the fall of Adam, we keep forgetting that God created us to
depend on Him and not on ourselves. We keep wanting to go our
own way, pretending that we are God. Suffering is powerfully
able to get us back on track.

Sometimes we hurt so much we can’t pray. We are forced to
depend on the intercession of the Holy Spirit and the saints,
needing them to go before the throne of God on our behalf.
Instead of seeing that inability to pray as a personal
failure, we can rejoice that our perception of being totally
needy corresponds to the truth that we really are that needy.
2 Corinthians 1:9 tells us that hardships and sufferings
happen “so that we might not rely on ourselves but on God, who
raises the dead.”

Suffering brings a “one day at a time-ness” to our survival.
We get to the point of saying, “Lord, I can only make it
through today if You help me . . . if You take me through
today . . . or the next hour . . . or the next few minutes.”
One of my dearest friends shared with me the prayer from a
heart burning with emotional pain: “Papa, I know I can make it
through the next fifteen minutes if You hold me and walk me
through it.” Suffering has taught my friend the lesson of
total, humble dependence on God.

As painful as it is, suffering strips away the distractions of
life. It forces us to face the fact that we are powerless to
change other people and most situations. The fear that
accompanies suffering drives us to the Father like a little
kid burying his face in his daddy’s leg. Recognizing our own
powerlessness is actually the key to experience real power
because we have to acknowledge our dependence on God before
His power can flow from His heart into our lives.

The disciples experienced two different storms out on the
lake. The Lord’s purpose in both storms was to train them to



stop relying on their physical eyes and use their spiritual
eyes. He wanted them to grow in trust and dependence on the
Father. He allows us to experience storms in our lives for the
same purpose: to learn to depend on God.

I love this paraphrase of Romans 8:28: “The Lord may not have
planned that this should overtake me, but He has most
certainly permitted it. Therefore, though it were an attack of
an enemy, by the time it reaches me, it has the Lord’s
permission, and therefore all is well. He will make it work
together with all life’s experiences for good.”

Suffering Displays God’s Strength Through
Our Weakness

God never wastes suffering, not a scrap of it. He redeems all
of it for His glory and our blessing. The classic Scripture
for the concept that suffering displays God’s strength through
our weakness is found in 2 Corinthians 12:8-10, where we learn
that God'’s grace is sufficient for us, for His power 1is
perfected in weakness. Paul said he delighted in weaknesses,
hardships, and difficulties “for when I am weak, then I am
strong.”

Our culture disdains weakness, but our frailty is a sign of
God’'s workmanship in us. It gets us closer to what we were
created to be-completely dependent on God. Several years ago I
realized that instead of despising the fact that polio had
left me with a body that was weakened and compromised,
susceptible to pain and fatigue, I could choose to rejoice in
it. My weakness made me more like a fragile, easily broken
window than a solid brick wall. But just as sunlight pours
through a window but is blocked by a wall, I discovered that
other people could see God’s strength and beauty in me because
of the window-like nature of my weakness! Consider how the
Lord Jesus was the exact representation of the glory of the
Father—I mean, He was all window and no walls! He was



completely dependent on the Father, choosing to become weak so
that God’s strength could shine through Him. And He was the
strongest person the world has ever seen. Not His own
strength; He displayed the Father’s strength because of that
very weakness.

The reason His strength can shine through us 1is because we
know God better through suffering. One wise man I heard said,
“I got theology in seminary, but I learned reality through
trials. I got facts in Sunday School, but I learned faith
through trusting God in difficult circumstances. I got truth
from studying, but I got to know the Savior through
suffering.”

Sometimes our suffering isn’t a consequence of our actions or
even someone else’s. God is teaching other beings about
Himself and His loved ones—us—as He did with Job. The point of
Job’s trials was to enable heavenly beings to see God
glorified in Job. Sometimes He trusts us with great pain in
order to make a point, whether the intended audience 1is
believers, unbelievers, or the spirit realm. Quadriplegic Joni
Eareckson Tada, no stranger to great suffering, writes,
“Whether a godly attitude shines from a brain-injured college
student or from a lonely man relegated to a back bedroom, the
response of patience and perseverance counts. God points to
the peaceful attitude of suffering people to teach others
about Himself. He not only teaches those we rub shoulders with
every day, but He instructs the countless millions of angels
and demons. The hosts in heaven stand amazed when they observe
God sustain hurting people with His peace.”{4}

I once heard Charles Stanley say that nothing attracts the
unbeliever like a saint suffering successfully. Joni Tada
said, “You were made for one purpose, and that is to make God
real to those around you.”{5} The reality of God’'s power, His
love, and His character are made very, very real to a watching
world when we trust Him in our pain.



Suffering Gets Us Ready for Heaven

Pain 1is inevitable because we live in a fallen world. 1
Thessalonians 3:3 reminds us that we are “destined for
trials.” We don’'t have a choice whether we will suffer—our
choice is to go through it by ourselves or with God.

Suffering teaches us the difference between the important and
the transient. It prepares us for heaven by teaching us how
unfulfilling life on earth is and helping us develop an
eternal perspective. Suffering makes us homesick for heaven.

Deep suffering of the soul is also a taste of hell. After many
sleepless nights wracked by various kinds of pain, my friend
Jan now knows what she was saved from. Many Christians only
know they’re saved without grasping what it is Christ has
delivered them from. Jan’s suffering has given her an
appreciation of the reality of heaven, and she’s been changed
forever.

I have an appreciation of heaven gained from a different
experience. As my body weakens from the lifelong impact of
polio, to be honest, I have a deep frustration with it that
makes me grateful for the perfect, beautiful, completely
working resurrection body waiting for me on the other side. My
husband once told me that heaven is more real to me than
anyone he knows. Suffering has done that for me. Paul
explained what happens in 2 Corinthians 4:16-18:

“Though outwardly we are wasting away, yet inwardly we are
being renewed day by day. For our light and momentary
troubles are achieving for us an eternal glory that far
outweighs them all. So we fix our eyes not on what is seen,
but on what is unseen, for what is seen 1is temporary, but
what 1is unseen is eternal.”

One of the effects of suffering is to loosen our grasp on this
life, because we shouldn’t be thinking that life in a fallen



world is as wonderful as we sometimes think it is. Pastor Dick
Bacon once said, “If this life were easy, we’d just love it
too much. If God didn’t make it painful, we’d never let go of
it.” Suffering reminds us that we live in an abnormal world.
Suffering is abnormal-our souls protest, “This isn’t right!”
We need to be reminded that we are living in the post-fall
“Phase 2."” The perfect Phase 1 of God’s beautiful, suffering-
free creation was ruined when Adam and Eve fell. So often,
people wonder what kind of cruel God would deliberately make a
world so full of pain and suffering. They’ve lost track of
history. The world God originally made isn’t the one we
experience. Suffering can make us long for the new heaven and
the new earth where God will set all things right again.

Sometimes suffering literally prepares us for heaven. Cheryl’s
in-laws, both beset by lingering illnesses, <couldn’t
understand why they couldn’t just die and get it over with.
But after three long years of holding on, during a visit from
Cheryl’s pastor, the wife trusted Christ on her deathbed and
the husband received assurance of his salvation. A week later
the wife died, followed in six months by her husband. They had
continued to suffer because of God’s mercy and patience, who
did not let them go before they were ready for heaven.

Suffering dispels the cloaking mists of inconsequential
distractions of this life and puts things in their proper
perspective. My friend Pete buried his wife a few years ago
after a battle with Lou Gehrig’s disease. One morning I
learned that his car had died on the way to church, and I said
something about what a bummer it was. Pete just shrugged and
said, “This is nothing.” That’s what suffering will do for us.
Trials are light and momentary afflictions . . . but God
redeems them all.
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Unrealistic Expectations

Lots of things can keep us stuck in places that are hard to
get out of.

Like harboring unrealistic expectations.

When my first son was four years old, I found myself angry and
frustrated with him a lot. One day I “happened” to see a book
on the inspirational display at the grocery store, Overcoming
Hurts and Anger. I don’t remember anything else from that book
except the wise counsel to adjust your unrealistic
expectations. I realized that although my son was four, and a
smart, prodigious four at that, it was still not fair to
expect him to be and do things appropriate for a twelve-year
old. It was amazing how much happier I was when I decided to
expect four-year-old things of him!

Many people have unrealistic expectations of what growth and
change should look like. The downside of our microwave culture
is that we expect things to be fixed instantly. Last week a
friend who is just starting out a long journey of overcoming a
lot of hurts from her past asked what she could do to speed up
the process. I suggested she work to build daily the always-
popular habit of saying no to her flesh and yes to self-
control, loving others, and doing the opposite of what comes
naturally. Fifteen minutes later she texted me with a
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question: “I hate people today. Can I stay home from church?”
So much for the fast track!

One of the most dangerous places for our unrealistic
expectations, though, is what we think God should do. Some of
the most bitter and angry people I know, or who have loud
voices in the culture (think of the “new atheists” 1like
Richard Dawkins, Christopher Hitchens, and Sam Harris) are
those who feel betrayed by God, so they decide He isn’t there.

That sense of betrayal and disappointment comes from having
expectations of God according to how we think He should act:

* Protect the innocent from pain and suffering

e Protect the people who maybe-aren’t-so-innocent-but-not-as-
bad-as-axe-murderers from pain and suffering

 Show the same grace to all of us by treating us all the same
e Give us an easy life

e« If I do all the right things to be “a good person,” God
should do His part to make life work the way I want it to

When we pray fervently for what we want and He doesn’t answer
the way we want, many of us get angry with Him. That'’s a part
of my story. It’s easy to decide God doesn’t care, or He 1is
evil, or He isn’'t there at all.

Many times, we pray in faith, believing God will give us what
we ask for, but we ask for things He never promised in the
first place. Or even worse, we “claim” them on the basis of a
scriptural promise wrenched out of context, such as “all
things you ask in prayer, believing, you will receive”
(Matthew 21:22). Jesus never promised that if we believe in
our prayers, we would receive what we ask for. Believing in
the Bible is all about trusting in and surrendering to the
goodness and character of GOD, not our prayer list. We will
always receive an answer to our prayers because God is good.
Sometimes the answer is “No, beloved,” because we ask amiss.
Psalm 84:11 promised, “No good thing does He withhold from
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those who walk uprightly.” If God says “no,” it’s because it’s
not a good thing for us. His “no” is a “yes” to something
else. But because we have such a limited perspective, it 1is
essential that we trust in the unlimited perspective of the
God who sees everything.

n

When we feel disappointed in God, when we think, “God didn’t
come through for me,” that’s the time to take a step back and
ask, “What kind of unrealistic expectations did I have in the
first place?” That may be a great question to talk through
with a mature trusted friend who can see things more clearly.
Then we can place the unrealistic part of our expectations
into God’'s hands as an act of worship and trust . . . and
watch our anger and frustration subside.

I'll share some thoughts about why those expectations of God
are unrealistic in my next blog post.

This blog post originally appeared at
blogs.bible.org/engage/sue _bohlin/unrealistic expectations
on Oct. 11, 2010.

How Change Happens

On my recent trip to Australia (2010), one of the topics I was
asked to address at a conference featuring a redemptive view
of homosexuality was “Is Change Possible?” This is a
controversial question because there are some loud, insistent
voices in the culture who say, “Unless you never again have a
homosexual thought or feeling, you haven’t changed. And since
no one admits to that, any claim of change is an illusion.”

No one would apply that strict a standard to any other issue!
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Former alcoholics living sober and free from the chaos of
their drinking for decades still would like a cold beer on a
hot day, but that doesn’t mean they haven’t changed!

Is change possible? Change is part of life! But transformation
is also part of what it means to be a Christ-follower.
Understanding how change happens, on the other hand, 1is
another matter. So I have been thinking about the process for
a long time as I prepared for my message.

One of my favorite explanations comes from Dr.
Henry Cloud in his book Changes That Heal. He
gives a delightful application to one of Jesus’
parables in Luke 13.

“A man had a fig tree, planted in his vineyard, and he went
to look for fruit on it, but did not find any. So he said to
the man who took care of the vineyard, ‘For three years I've
been coming to look for fruit on this fig tree and haven’t
found any. Cut it down! Why should it use up the soil?’

“'Sir,’ the man replied, ‘leave it alone for one more year,
and I'll dig around it and fertilize it. If it bears fruit
next year, fine! If not, then cut it down.’ (vv. 6-9)

Grace and truth in this parable are symbolized by the
actions of “digging around” and “fertilizing.” Using the
trowel of God’s truth, we must dig out the weeds and
encumbrances of falsehood, sin and hurt that keep the soil
of our souls cluttered. In addition, we must add the
fertilizer of love and relationship to “enrich the soil.”

As a Bible teacher, a lay counselor, and one involved 1in
helping those deal with unwanted homosexuality, I have seen
the truth of Dr. Cloud’s suggestion over and over again. As we
study God’s word with an open heart and pursue knowledge of
God and intimacy with Him in a personal relationship (“the



trowel of God’'s truth”), change comes when we identify the
lies we have believed about life, about ourselves, about other
people, and about God, and replace them with the truth. Change
comes when we repent of how our coping mechanisms have become
sin because they keep us from trusting God. Change comes when
we forgive those who hurt us so we are no longer in bondage to
those who left wounds on our souls. Change comes when we live
in community, engaging with the Body of Christ who can be
“Jesus with skin on” to us. Change comes when people love us
and accept us as we are so we can be courageous to deal with
our “stuff” and cooperate with God in the changing, healing
process.

Dr. Cloud continues,

But the Bible tells us that in order for grace and truth to
produce fruit, we need a third key element: time.

Look again at verses 8 and 9. “’Sir,’ the man replied,
‘leave it alone for one more year, and I'll dig around it
and fertilize it. If it bears fruit next year, Fine! If not,
then cut it down.’” The gardener, who certainly symbolizes
our Lord, the “author and perfecter” of our faith, realized
that his work and the fertilizer need time to take effect.
In short, it takes time to grow. And time alone will not do
it. Time must be joined by grace and truth. When we respond
responsibly to these three elements, we will not only heal,
but also bear fruit.

We live in a microwave culture that has trained us to have
unrealistic expectations about time. We want instant
everything, and we hate waiting. I received an email from a
young man in his early 20s who hated his same-sex attractions
and wondered how long it would take to get rid of them. I
explained to him that it’s not like a bad case of acne, it's
far more complex than that, and that it’s our experience that
for people his age, three to five years of actively “digging
around” in the soil of their hearts and minds produces lasting



change. He thought that was too long. I wondered, “What will
your life look like in three to five years if you keep going
down the path you’'re on? Bless your heart!”

Change is normative. Change is expected. Change is hard work,
but we have the assistance of our divine Gardener to make it
happen.

This blog post originally appeared at
blogs.bible.org/how-change-happens/
on Sept. 14, 2010
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