
A  Pilgrim’s  Progress:
Suffering in the Life of John
Bunyan – A Christian View of
Suffering
Dr. Michael Gleghorn considers the lessons presented by the
life  and  writings  of  the  famous  author  of  The  Pilgrim’s
Progress to give each of us a better understanding of the role
of suffering in the lives of followers of Christ.

A Suffering Pilgrim
John Bunyan is known to most people today as the
author of The Pilgrim’s Progress, a book he began
writing  in  prison.  It  tells  the  story  of
“Christian,” who makes his way from the “City of
Destruction” (which represents this world) to the
“Celestial  City”  (which  represents  Heaven).  It’s  been
described as “perhaps the world’s best-selling book” (after
the  Bible),  and  has  been  “translated  into  over  200
languages.”{1}  Written  in  the  form  of  an  allegory,  it
essentially  relates  the  story  of  Bunyan’s  own  Christian
journey.{2}  And  just  as  his  life  was  full  of  trials  and
suffering, so also “Christian” must face many hardships and
difficulties as well.

Bunyan  was  born  in  England  in  1628  at  a  time  of  great
political and religious unrest. In 1644, at just fifteen years
old, both his mother and sister died within a month of each
other. Later that year, “when Bunyan had turned sixteen, he
was drafted into the Parliamentary Army and for about two
years was taken from his home for military service.”{3} He
married in 1648, at about the age of twenty, but his wife died
just ten years later, leaving him with four children, the
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oldest of whom was blind. He married again the following year,
in 1659, but incredibly, just one year after this, “Bunyan was
arrested and put in prison.”{4} His wife, who was pregnant at
the time, suffered a miscarriage, probably because of the
added stress which this ordeal created. She was then left to
care for Bunyan’s four children while he spent the next twelve
years in jail.{5}

As you can see, Bunyan was no stranger to suffering. Indeed,
he had an intimate, firsthand acquaintance with heartache,
trials, and difficulties. But what crimes had he committed to
be cast into prison? Essentially, the charges against him were
two:  first,  “he  refused  to  attend  the  services  of  the
Established church” of England; and second, he “preached to
unlawful  assemblies.”{6}  You  see,  Bunyan  had  converted  to
Christianity  during  his  first  marriage  and  had  become  a
powerful and respected preacher. But in the volatile political
and  religious  climate  of  that  day,  the  freedom  of
Nonconformist preachers like Bunyan eventually came to an end.
And when it did, he was arrested and put in prison.

In the remainder of this article we’ll look at some of the
trials this man endured, how he responded to them, and what
they might teach us as we each make our own spiritual journey.

The Pilgrim’s Conversion
The Pilgrim’s Progress is one of the best-selling Christian
books of all time. But as Bunyan tells us in another of his
books, the autobiographical Grace Abounding to the Chief of
Sinners, before becoming a Christian he had few equals in
“cursing, swearing, lying and blaspheming the holy name of
God.” Indeed, prior to his marriage, he says he was “the very
ring-leader of all the youth . . . into all manner of vice and
ungodliness.”{7}

Bunyan’s young wife had a very godly father. When he died, he



left her two books which she brought into her marriage: The
Plain  Man’s  Pathway  to  Heaven  and  The  Practice  of  Piety.
According to Bunyan, although these books did not awaken him
to his “sad and sinful state,” they nevertheless did arouse
within him “some desires to religion.”{8} One of the practical
effects of these new desires was Bunyan’s regular attendance
at a local church.

Soon Bunyan also began to read the Bible. He then came under
such powerful conviction of sin that he scarcely knew what to
do. “Sin and corruption,” he wrote, “would as naturally bubble
out of my heart, as water would bubble out of a fountain. . .
I thought none but the devil himself could equalize me for
inward  wickedness  and  pollution  of  mind.”{9}  Bunyan  was
plunged into a state of despair over the greatness of his sin
which, he tell us, “continued a long while, even for some
years together.”{10}

Eventually,  after  years  of  spiritual  and  emotional  agony,
Bunyan described “what seemed to be the decisive moment.”{11}
He was heading into the field one day when suddenly this
sentence broke in upon his mind: “Thy righteousness is in
heaven.” At this, he says, “I . . . saw . . . that it was not
my good frame of heart that made my righteousness better, nor
yet my bad frame that made my righteousness worse: for my
righteousness was Jesus Christ himself, the same yesterday,
and today, and for ever (Heb. 13:8).” “Now,” he said, “did my
chains fall off my legs indeed . . . my temptations also fled
away . . . now went I . . . home rejoicing, for the grace and
love of God.”{12}

After years of spiritual anguish, Bunyan had been set free by
the grace of God from some of his worst fears and torments.
But as we’ll see, this was not to be the end of his experience
with suffering. As one set of trials was ending, another was
soon to begin.



The Pilgrim’s Imprisonment
According to Bunyan, five or six years after his conversion,
in about the year 1655, some of the believers in his local
congregation  began  entreating  him  “to  speak  a  word  of
exhortation  unto  them.”{13}  Although  initially  hesitant,
Bunyan agreed to their request “and suddenly a great preacher
was discovered.”{14} Apparently, word spread quickly through
the English countryside. According to one author, “In the days
of toleration, a day’s notice would get a crowd of 1,200 to
hear him preach at 7 o’clock in the morning on a weekday.”{15}

Unfortunately, it was not to last. In 1660, the same year in
which Charles II was brought home as king in the Restoration
of the Monarchy, John Bunyan was arrested and imprisoned “for
preaching  without  state  approval.”{16}  Officially,  he  was
charged with being in violation of the Elizabethan Conventicle
Act of 1593. According to this Act, anyone found guilty of
“abstaining from coming to church to hear divine service, and
. . . being a common upholder of several unlawful meetings . .
. could be held without bail until he or she submitted to the
authority  of  the  Anglican  church.”{17}  As  a  Nonconformist
preacher, this Act applied to men like Bunyan.

What’s interesting, however, is that Bunyan could have gone
free at any time, so long as he agreed to give up preaching.
But as he was firmly persuaded that he had been called by God
to this ministry, he was completely unwilling to abandon his
calling.  He  thus  spent  the  next  twelve  years  in  prison,
largely cut off from his wife, children, friends, and church.

I say “largely cut off” for, strange as it may seem, it
appears  that  Bunyan  was  occasionally  let  out  “to  see  his
family  or  make  brief  trips.”{18}  Of  course,  this  was  the
exception and not the rule. Nevertheless, by “the standards of
the seventeenth century the conditions in which he was held
were not particularly brutal.”{19} On the other hand, Bunyan
was largely fortunate in this respect: “hundreds of Dissenters



died in prison, and many more came out with their health
broken by foul, over-crowded conditions.”{20}

Although these qualifications must be admitted, we must never
lose sight of the fact that Bunyan was willing to endure
twelve long years of this suffering, rather than agree to give
up preaching. And thankfully, as we’ll see, God brought a
great deal of good out of His faithful servant’s suffering.

The Pilgrim’s Writings
Most  people  today  know  John  Bunyan  as  the  author  of  The
Pilgrim’s Progress, but this is just one of many works written
by  the  metal-worker  turned  minister.  His  first  book  was
written in 1656, when he was twenty-eight years old. But by
the time of his death, some thirty-two years later, he had
authored fifty-seven more!{21} John Piper notes:

The variety in these books was remarkable: books dealing with
controversies  (like  those  concerning  the  Quakers  .  .  .
justification and baptism), collections of poems, children’s
literature, and allegory (like The Holy War and The Life and
Death of Mr. Badman). But the vast majority were practical .
. . expositions of Scripture built from sermons for the sake
of  .  .  .  helping  Christian  pilgrims  make  their  way
successfully  to  heaven.{22}

What’s especially astonishing about the size and variety of
Bunyan’s literary legacy is that it came from a man with
almost no formal education. As a child Bunyan had been taught
to read and write, but nothing more. He had no university or
seminary degrees in which to boast. And yet his diligent study
of the Bible, born mainly out of a burning desire to find
peace with God, made Bunyan mighty in the Scriptures. Indeed
the Bible, more than any other book, would be the primary
influence  upon  his  many  writings.  So  evident  was  this  to
Charles  Spurgeon,  the  famous  nineteenth  century  Baptist



preacher, that he once wrote of Bunyan:

He had studied our Authorized Version . . . till his whole
being was saturated with Scripture; and though his writings
are . . . full of poetry, yet he cannot give us his Pilgrim’s
Progress—that sweetest of all prose poems—without continually
making us feel and say, “Why, this man is a living Bible!”
Prick him anywhere; and you will find that his blood is
Bibline, the very essence of the Bible flows from him.{23}

Not  even  his  suffering  in  prison  could  dampen  Bunyan’s
enthusiasm for the Word of God or for writing. Indeed, if
anything, it increased it. Some of his best-known works were
written from the confines of a prison cell. These include
Grace Abounding to the Chief of Sinners, written during his
first  imprisonment,  as  well  as  The  Pilgrim’s  Progress,
apparently  completed  during  a  second,  briefer  period  of
imprisonment in 1677.{24} Bunyan’s writings are surely one of
his greatest gifts to the church.

Lessons from a Suffering Pilgrim
A thoughtful examination of John Bunyan’s reflections on the
purpose and value of suffering can give us much wisdom in how
best to deal with it in our own lives. Near the end of his
spiritual  autobiography,  Grace  Abounding  to  the  Chief  of
Sinners, he appended a brief account of his imprisonment in
the Bedford jail. In it, he tells of how he tried to prepare
himself for imprisonment, and possibly even death, when he
realized that he might soon be called upon to suffer for the
cause of Christ. Naturally, as one might well expect, one of
the things he did was pray. He was particularly concerned to
ask God for the strength to patiently endure his imprisonment,
even with an attitude of joy (Col. 1:11).{25}

However, it’s the second thing he says that I find especially
interesting  and  helpful.  He  reflects  on  the  words  of  the



apostle Paul in 2 Corinthians 1:9: “[W]e had the sentence of
death within ourselves in order that we should not trust in
ourselves, but in God who raises the dead” (NASB). Commenting
on this verse, he then makes the following two observations:

By this scripture I was made to see that if ever I would
suffer rightly, I must first pass a sentence of death upon
everything that can properly be called a thing of this life,
even to reckon myself, my wife, my children, my health, my
enjoyments and all, as dead to me, and myself as dead to
them.  .  .  .  The  second  was,  to  live  upon  God  that  is
invisible; as Paul said in another place, the way not to
faint, is to look not at the things that are seen, but at the
things that are not seen; for the things that are seen are
temporal;  but  the  things  that  are  not  seen,  they  are
eternal{26}.

Bunyan realized that, like it or not, suffering, pain, loss
and death would all come to him in one way or another. Indeed,
sooner or later every single one of us must ultimately face
these terrifying realities. How, then, can we best prepare to
meet  them?  As  Bunyan  reminds  us,  if  we  only  prepare  for
prison, say, then we will be unprepared for beatings. But if
we  stop  our  preparation  with  beatings,  then  we  will  be
unprepared  for  death.  But  we  cannot  evade  or  cheat  death
forever.  And  thus,  concludes  Bunyan,  “the  best  way  to  go
through sufferings, is to trust in God through Christ, as
touching the world to come; and as touching this world.”{27}
This was how Bunyan lived, and with God’s help it was also how
he died. May the eternal and unseen God grant each of us the
grace to follow his example.
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Pain: God’s Just-Right Tool
I wrote this blog post on May 7, 2012. When I ran it again
almost five years later, I added this introduction:

Not quite five years ago, when I originally wrote this, I had
no idea that by this point, I would hardly be walking, using a
scooter 95% of the time and unable to move without a walker
for  the  rest.  Pain  and  serious  weakness  are  my  daily
companions. As I noticed the counts on my most popular blog
posts and discovered this one among the top, I am grateful
that the wisdom God gave me five years ago is even more true
today. And I am grateful that I can even minister to myself.

It’s now almost ten years later, and I certainly had no idea
that  by  THIS  point,  the  Lord  would  have  so  incredibly
graciously allowed me to have had both hips replaced so that I
live free from pain. Never, ever saw that coming. But I also
know that this is a sweet but temporary season, as I keep
getting  older  and  the  late  effects  of  polio  continue  to
threaten. So I live with a deep sense of gratitude for this
season of respite, knowing that any point I may be forced to
re-enter the place of pain.

“You know, you’re like the Martha Stewart of kitchen gadgets
and tools,” my friend observed as she unloaded our dishwasher.
“You’ve got stuff I never knew existed.”

I really do like having just-right tools. I only use my cherry
pitter during cherry season, but it’s perfect for the job. I
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don’t use my electric knife sharpener every day, but when I do
pull it out to put a finely honed edge on a knife, it brings
joy to my culinary tasks. I love being able to chop up nuts in
my food chopper in no time flat—and no mess. Tools like these
are a reason I enjoy cooking and baking.

Once as I was using a razor blade holder to scrape paint off
the windows on our garage door, I said, “Thanks, Lord, for the
blessing of a just-right tool.” I sensed Him say, “Do you
think it’s any different for Me? I enjoy having the just-right
tool in My hand as well.” At the time I got the impression He
was  talking  about  using  us  as  instruments  of  grace  and
blessing  in  His  hand,  but  lately  I’ve  become  aware  of  a
different kind of just-right tool in God’s hand.

Pain.

Physical  pain,  emotional  pain,  the  pain  of  trials  and
suffering of all kinds. Pain is an incredibly effective tool
to  achieve  God’s  purposes  in  our  lives:  transforming  His
children  into  the  image  of  His  Son  Jesus,  tearing  down
strongholds that keep us from being all that He made us to be,
restoring what was lost in the Fall.

Since God has no magic wand and no Easy button (that’s only
for  Staples  commercials),  He  has  to  use  other  means  to
accomplish the considerable task of changing people who are
far more broken and messy and less than we were created to be,
into the people He intended us to be from the beginning.

Some of the just-right tools I have personally seen in God’s
hands:



George and Pam (not their real names) found the wheels coming
off their lives when they learned their middle-schooler was
doing drugs, followed shortly by dealing them. Though they
were faithful church attenders, neither of them actually knew
Jesus.  They  were  directed  to  a  grace-drenched,  gospel-
preaching church where they both trusted Christ and everything
changed.  George  told  me  recently  that  as  he  had  learned,
“Suffering keeps us from the delusion of self-sufficiency.
This delusion was my main problem. When the sufferings of my
failure  as  a  husband,  father  and  man  became  crushing,  I
surrendered.” They are now leaders in several ministries at
their church.

Jennifer Clouse’s second battle with cancer, which she shares
generously  via  her  blog  and  her  friendships  with  about  a
gazillion people. Jen is teaching many people what the grace
of humor looks like from inside a cancer diagnosis that moves
her closer to heaven every day. Her ability to see God in
everything is as instructive as when she stood before women
teaching the Word. (Note: Jennifer has been with the Lord
since 2016.)

Barbara  Baker  is  a  missionary  in  Mexico  whose  desire  to
minister to people is far greater than her body’s ability to
support it. As her frailty and weakness grows, so do her
limitations. When Ray and I visited Barbara and Jonathan in
Puebla last year, I saw what happens when the diameter of a
spotlight  is  reduced;  it  becomes  like  a  laser!  Barbara’s
physical  limitations  mean  that  the  things  she  is  able  to
participate in are that much more valuable, that much more
grace-filled. Her light is that much more concentrated.

Holly Loughlin has been fighting Cystic Fibrosis her whole
life, which has now reached what used to be the upper limit
for  CF  patients.  On  her  most  recent  hospitalization,  she
started daily blogging what life was like for her, and I
absolutely loved what she wrote on Day 10:

https://theclousefamily.wordpress.com
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“The Lord is always in the business of redeeming. Sometimes
I see that so clearly here. Everyone gushes about what a
great CF patient I am and they are all eager to introduce me
other  CFers  who  are  struggling  because  of  my  hope  and
outlook and work ethic. But, I wasn’t always like this. I
went through 3 really rough years where I refused to do
anything that had anything to do with CF. I didn’t take any
pills, do any treatments, or even eat the way I was supposed
to. All of those things felt like chains that held me at the
mercy of CF. I suffered needlessly and went in the hospital
many more times than was actually necessary during those
years, but the Lord was gracious and allowed me to survive
it. Somewhere around the time I went off to UNT at 18 I
realized that CF wasn’t something I was going to be able to
escape, no matter how I lived and that I had been given a
specific set of tools that, if anything could, would help me
achieve the goals and dreams I had for my life. I realized
that eating, sleeping, doing my treatments and taking my
pills were the things that were going to give me the best
shot at having a great life.

“I had no idea then how great my life was going to be one
day. Some of my dreams didn’t come true. I had to give them
up because my body just wouldn’t accomplish them no matter
what I did, but the Lord was so gracious to give me new
dreams, better dreams. And here I am 20 years later with the
best husband anyone could dream up, a daughter more amazing
than I could ever have imagined, and a lot of life still
ahead of me. That’s our God. He loves to gives His children
good gifts. He loves to be called upon. He loves to surprise
us when we least expect it. And I’m thankful that He is even
now using the folly of those years so long ago to reach out
and give hope and encouragement to others.

“I could never have imagined that I would be sitting up in
the hospital at this age being the go-to person for giving
hope, love, and light to people who are as lost in the weeds



of CF now as I was then. I’m so thankful that the Lord has
let me live to see this, to be this. I know how much I
would’ve given to have had someone for me like I am able to
be for these folks.”

Daniel and Kelly Crawford received the devastating news that
their  unborn  son  Abel  had  Trisomy18,  a  genetic  condition
incompatible with life. Shortly after he was born, they wrote
on their blog,

“[W]e’ve been living in this challenging tension since last
July… a total inability to control or manipulate an outcome,
which forces you to make a decision: we can fall headlong
into depression & despair, or we can return to the promises
of the Faithful One.

“So just as we’ve tried to do all along, we want to live out
Psalm  143:8  and  remind  ourselves  of  God’s  steadfast
trustworthiness  every  morning.  We  want  to  cling  to  2
Corinthians 4:16-18, setting our gaze on our great eternal
Hope  amidst  affliction.  And  we  want  to  remember  James
4:14-15, seizing every precious hour of every precious day
and knowing that even you & I are never guaranteed tomorrow.

“God’s  sovereignty  is  something  I  have  subscribed  to
wholeheartedly for a good long while, but you really ‘put
your money where your mouth is’ in these scenarios that
truly are out of your hands.”

Their precious little boy lived for 15 days before slipping
out of his mama’s arms into Jesus’ arms. The just-right tool
of Trisomy18 was what God used to fulfill what the Crawfords
confidently told the thousands of people who prayed and wept
and followed their story: “The ultimate plan and purpose for
Abel’s life (and our life) is to glorify the Glorious One.”
 And he did.

And then there’s me.

https://abelpaulcrawford.wordpress.com


Advanced arthritis on top of Post-Polio Syndrome means I now
need a walker instead of just a cane to walk and stand. Most
steps hurt. Two ortho docs have said I will need both hips
replaced, but post-surgery rehabbing is questionable when one
of my legs is basically worthless. Could this be a just-right
tool in God’s hand?

I choose to believe it is. Every day I have the choice to
remember and give thanks that a good and loving God is in
control. I’ve always lived with a lot on my plate, but He has
allowed my “plate” to get smaller. As I upgraded to a walker,
I  downgraded  from  a  dinner  plate  to  a  bread  plate.  Like
Barbara, limitations abound and I have to check with the Lord:
what do You want me to do?

I have seen God do some marvelous things in my family through
this new challenge. He is good. I may be falling apart on the
outside, but my “inner man” is more vibrant than ever, as long
as I cling to the truth that God is good.

My new life verse is 2 Corinthians 4:16-18—

Therefore we do not despair, but even if our physical body
is wearing way, our inner person is being renewed day by
day. For our momentary, light suffering is producing for us
an eternal weight of glory far beyond all comparison because
we are not looking at what can be seen but at what cannot be
seen. For what can be seen is temporary, but what cannot be
seen is eternal.

That’s my story and I’m sticking with it.

 

This blog post last appeared at
blogs.bible.org/engage/sue_bohlin/pain_gods_just-right_toolon

May 31, 2016.
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“Why Is God Allowing Me to
Suffer?”
I don’t know what to think anymore. I am a Christian (or
thought I was a child of God) and go to church weekly, tithe
weekly and try to live my life according to God’s Word.

I was downsized by my company last June, I have gone thru my
severance and my retirement money, I am losing my home and my
life.  I  am  just  weeks  away  from  being  a  homeless  person
because I will have to walk away from my home and possessions.
I have applied to over 140 jobs with nothing panning out. I
have a college degree and a medical certificate and was at my
company for over 12 years—I am not a slouch by any means.

I just don’t know how to think about God anymore. I have
talked to Him daily, confessed all known sin, studied until I
am cross-eyed, I have asked daily for His help, what He wants
me to learn from this, what He would like me to do for Him
while I am waiting, etc. I am at a loss here and it appears He
is going to allow me to be taken down and die this way. I have
never been so discouraged in my life and have even considered
taking it because it would end all the pain and misery. I only
haven’t because I am to scared of Him to do so. So where is
the loving God I have been worshipping all these years? I
really don’t think I was saved after all because I don’t think
He  would  do  this  to  a  child  of  His.  I  have  seen  other
Christians in my community go thru job loss and He has helped
them through it all and they are back to their lives, but not
me. What is wrong with me that He won’t help me?

Discouraged and alone,

______
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I am so very, very sorry for what you have been experiencing
in this huge trial. It sounds like you are so discouraged and
hopeless that you are questioning if you are actually saved at
all because God seems to be treating you differently than what
you’ve seen with other Christians. You sound frustrated and
panicky because God appears to be allowing everything to go
down the drain. And who can blame you for feeling this way? I
am so sorry.

It’s especially hard in our culture where we tend to equate
God’s goodness and love with Him keeping us comfortable. So
when we lose the things that have made our lives comfortable
and livable, we question if God is still loving and good. And
then we’re open to the enemy’s suggestion that God is neither
loving nor good, and that He owes it to His children to keep
us comfortable. Then, when we focus on a resulting sense of
entitlement, it’s easy to let a spirit of anger and bitterness
grow inside.

You are not alone. Job had the exact same feelings and the
exact same questions. And that is why I am so grateful for
that  book,  because  it  provides  a  perspective  we  couldn’t
possibly  know  through  our  reason  or  our  experience.  When
you’ve done everything right, when you’ve sought to examine
yourself to see if there is any unconfessed sin, when you’ve
prayed and submitted to God and still things don’t change,
there may well be a drama unfolding in the spiritual dimension
that you can’t possibly see right now. Satan was the source of
attacks on Job, but God allowed it for His glory and for Job’s
ultimate benefit.

I don’t know what God is doing in you, ______. But I do know
that He is good, and that He loves you, and that He has a plan
for these horribly difficult times in your life. Even if it
entails losses you could never imagine. A hundred years from
today, when you are with Him in heaven, it will make sense.
This is not the end, even if it can feel like it.



I  think  more  and  more  Christians  will  find  themselves  in
similar situations, where we become dependent on other members
of the Body of Christ to survive difficult financial seasons
in our lives. I believe this is why the Word says that it is
important to stay connected to the Body in community, because
community helps us with both discouragement and the isolation
of aloneness. The Body of Christ is His “aloneness-fighter”
for each other. And I pray you will be able to find resources
for support in your church, or a church in your area that
follows the Bible’s pattern for taking care of each other.

I wish I had a solution for you, ______. All I know is that
God is still God, and love is still driving all His dealings
with you. I know that He wants to bless you and glorify
Himself, even if His definition of blessing is not what you
would choose right now. I send this with a prayer that you
will experience His provision and His love in new and deeper
ways, regardless of how He provides for you, and regardless of
how He shows His love for you.

With sincere concern,

Sue Bohlin
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