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I N T R O DU CT I O N

My father was a Sunday school teacher and so involved in his church
that many of his friends thought he would go into vocational ministry.
When World War II began, he enlisted in the Army. He experienced
such atrocities over his years in the South Pacific that he did not attend
church again to the day he died.
By far, the most frequent objection to the Christian faith I have
encountered across four decades of pastoral ministry has been my
father’s question: How could a good God allow a world like this?
I heard it in the cry of a mother who learned that her seventeen-yearold son had drowned earlier that day. I heard it in the sobs of a father
standing over the casket of his twenty-year-old son three days after that
son took his own life.

I heard it in my own heart when our oldest son was diagnosed with
cancer. He is well today, but watching him suffer through surgery and
weeks of painful radiation was the closest I have come to understanding
my father’s struggles with his faith.
The problem of suffering and faith is so perennial and pervasive that
thousands of books have addressed it over the centuries. I have written
some myself.
This book is different. It is written not for those who are struggling,
but for those who might be called by God to help them. Its purpose is
to help you help someone who is hurting. My intention is not to equip
you to become a professional Christian counselor (there are excellent
schools and resources for that purpose), but to help you respond to
suffering from a biblical and practical perspective.
The mission of Denison Ministries is to build a movement of culturechanging Christians, believers who are using their influence to advance
God’s kingdom and help people follow his Son. I can think of no more
pressing issue for Christians to be prepared to address than this one. My
hope is that these chapters will help you to help the hurting people you
know in the name and power of Christ.
If our Father uses these thoughts and your compassion to lead a suffering
soul closer to himself, my purpose will be fulfilled, to the glory of God.

CHAPT ER 1

GOD REDEEMS
ALL HE ALLOWS
JOHN 11

The first person I baptized in Cuba was a woman whose name I do not
know but whose faith I cannot forget.
It has been my privilege to serve in Cuba many times over the years. On
one of our mission trips, the pastor of our partner church announced
on Sunday morning that there would be a mass baptism service after
worship services. This was a momentous announcement.
In Cuban evangelical churches, baptism is a major step and risk. When a
person is baptized publicly, government informants record their names.
These believers can lose their jobs or homes; their children can be sent
to the worst schools or given the worst military assignments.

As a result, Cuban churches typically require months of discipleship
training before new converts are allowed to be baptized. Their goal is to
prepare these believers for the persecution they will soon face.
On this Sunday, so many people were ready for baptism that the pastor
needed help. So he asked me and the other members of our team if
we would help him baptize. What a great privilege. He taught us the
baptismal formula in Spanish as we prepared for an experience unlike
any we had seen.
Then the massive congregation traveled to a shallow lake outside town
where they typically conduct their mass baptisms. The pastor and our
team waded out into the water. The large crowd stood on the shore
singing hymns and offering prayers of thanksgiving to God.
When we were ready, those coming for baptism began wading out into
the lake. The first person who came to me, however, was a woman being
carried through the water by a man. I learned later that this was her
husband. I could see only her head, shoulders, and arms above the water
and wondered why she did not walk out herself.
He handed her to me in the water. I repeated the baptismal formula,
lowered her into the water, and raised her back up. She threw her arms
into the air and began shouting, “Alleluia! Alleluia!” Her husband
began jumping up and down with joy. Her family on the shore joined
their gratitude and worship.
Then, as he took her back in his arms, he raised her out of the water, and
I saw that she had only one leg.
Life in Cuba is difficult. Life for believers is harder. Life for a Christian
with a disability like hers is beyond my imagination.
But if you could have seen the joy in her face that day, you would want
whatever she has.
How can we help hurting people trust the God she trusted so gratefully?
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Why does God allow evil and suffering?
In this chapter, we’ll lay a biblical and theological foundation for the
discussions to follow.
In theological language, we are dealing with the issue of “theodicy,”
from Greek words for God (theos) and justice (duke). Theodicy was
coined by the philosopher Wilhelm Leibniz in 1710. He defined his
term, “The question of the compatibility of metaphysical, physical,
and moral evil in the present world order with the justice and absolute
power of God.”
The Bible is willing to ask Leibniz’s question of its Author.
Habakkuk complained to the God who allowed the devastation of his
people at the hands of the Babylonians: “You who are of purer eyes than
to see evil and cannot look at wrong, why do you idly look at traitors
and remain silent when the wicked swallows up the man more righteous
than he?” (Habakkuk 1:13). Jesus cried from the cross, “My God, my
God, why have you forsaken me?” (Matthew 27:46).
The medieval theologian Boethius provided the classic expression of
our problem: “If God exists, from whence comes evil?” The pessimistic
philosopher Schopenhauer spoke for many: “The shortness of life, so
often lamented, may perhaps be the very best thing about it.”
Christians are especially susceptible to this issue because we believe
three apparently contradictory facts to be equally true:
• God is all-loving.
• God is all-powerful.
• Evil exists.
As the Stoic philosopher Epicurus observed, there are four “solutions”
to this dilemma:
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• God wants to remove evil but is unable.
• God is able but unwilling.
• God is both able and willing; why doesn’t he?
• God is neither able nor willing.
• Can we defend the third approach with intellectual honesty? If
so, how?
Popular but wrong approaches
The easiest way to “solve” the problem of evil and suffering is to deny or
minimize one of its conditions.
First, we can minimize the love of God.
The Greeks pictured their gods atop Mount Olympus as immutable,
impervious to our pain and suffering. The deists, including some of our
founding fathers, pictured God as a clockmaker: he made the world but
now watches it run down with no involvement on his part.
What does the Bible say?
• God feels anger: “God is a righteous judge, and a God who feels
indignation every day” (Psalm 7:11).
• He feels compassion: “The Lord will vindicate his people and
have compassion on his servants” (Deuteronomy 32:36).
• He feels grief: “How often they rebelled against him in the
wilderness and grieved him in the desert!” (Psalm 78:40).
• He feels joy: “The Lord your God is in your midst, a mighty
one who will save; he will rejoice over you with gladness; he will
quiet you by his love; he will exult over you with loud singing”
(Zephaniah 3:17).
4

Most of all, Scripture teaches that “God is love” (1 John 4:8). As
Holocaust survivor Elie Wiesel noted, the opposite of love is not hatred
but indifference. If God were indifferent, he could not love.
Wiesel told the story of two Jewish men and a youth who were hung in
a Nazi concentration camp. The men perished quickly, but the youth
suffered for half an hour before he died. “Where is God?” someone
asked.
Wiesel heard a voice inside himself answer, “Where He is? This is
where—hanging from this gallows.” Theologian Jürgen Moltmann,
responding to that fact, wrote one of the most powerful books I’ve ever
read, The Crucified God.
Second, we can deny or minimize the power of God.
Dualism argues that evil is coequal with good. From ancient
Zoroastrianism to today, it has been popular to see God and Satan,
good and evil, locked in a battle for supremacy.
J. S. Mill asserted that God is limited in his power; he loves us but
cannot do everything he would wish to help us. Rabbi Harold Kushner,
in his kind and sympathetic bestseller When Bad Things Happen to Good
People, agrees that even God is not able to do everything he wants to do.
Third, we can minimize the nature or existence of evil.
The Hindu tradition views evil as maya, an illusion. The ancient Greeks
saw evil as the product of the material world, to be escaped through
ascetic discipline and philosophical reflection. The Buddhist worldview
treats evil as the product of wrong desires. Hinduism likewise believes
that suffering results from wrong choices, as the karma we deserve.
Fourth, we can deny the existence of God altogether.
David Hume, the eighteenth-century “father of skepticism,” proposed
this syllogism:
5

• If God exists, he must be loving and powerful and thus eradicate
evil.
• Evil exists.
• Therefore, God does not exist.
While atheism says there is no God, “agnosticism,” from the Greek for
no (a) and knowledge (gnosis), asserts that no one can know if he exists
or not. Alternately, the “soft” agnostic admits that he or she does not
(or cannot) know if God exists without claiming that such knowledge
is impossible for us all. The existence of evil and suffering has perhaps
motivated more people to question or reject the existence of God than
any other factor.
Fifth, we can give Satan more credit than God.
Satan is very real. He murders and lies ( John 8:44). He accuses the
people of God ( Job 1:9–11), resists the godly (Zechariah 3:1; Matthew
13:38–39), and tempts us to sin (1 Chronicles 21:1; Matthew 4:1). He
has power over unbelievers (Acts 26:18; 2 Corinthians 4:3–4). He is a
“roaring lion, seeking someone to devour” (1 Peter 5:8).
As a result, much of the evil and suffering in the world is attributable to
his malignant work. Paul was clear: “For we do not wrestle against flesh
and blood, but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the
cosmic powers over this present darkness, against the spiritual forces of
evil in the heavenly places” (Ephesians 6:12).
However, not all suffering is the direct result of Satan’s work.
We live in a fallen world in which natural disasters and disease are
inevitable. People misuse their free will (see the second approach
below). God permits some suffering for our greater good (see the third
approach).
Satan would like us to attribute all evil to him, giving him too much
power. Or he would like us to blame nothing on him, pretending he
doesn’t exist. The right approach is to ask the Lord if there is a Satanic
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component to our suffering and trust that he will guide us to the truth.
If we are under attack, we can claim the power of God over our enemy
and find victory in his Spirit and strength.
Expect natural disasters and disease
Our text is the familiar story of Lazarus’ death and resurrection in John
11. We won’t go over the text in detail since it’s known to most of us.
Rather, we’ll focus on this part of the story: Lazarus was one of Jesus’
best friends. The Son of God often stayed at his home in Bethany, just
east of Jerusalem. And yet Lazarus became sick and died.
This was not the fault of misused free will (a topic we’ll discuss in our
next chapter). There did not appear to be any present or future good to
come from his death (topics for chapters to come). Nor was Jesus with
him when he died (a factor we’ll discuss in our fifth chapter).
The simple fact is that Lazarus got sick and died. What we call “natural
deaths,” those not caused by humans, are found all across the Bible.
Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, and Joseph died such deaths, as did Moses and
Joshua, David and Solomon, and on it goes.
According to the Centers for Disease Control, 2,813,503 people in the
US died in 2017, the last year for which we have complete statistics.
That comes to 7,708 deaths per day, 321 per hour, more than five every
minute.
Two facts seem relevant to our conversation.
One: God can and often does intervene in natural circumstances.
In our text, Jesus waited until Lazarus was dead for four days. There was
a Jewish tradition that the soul hovered around the body for three days,
then left for the afterlife on the fourth. A nephesh (Hebrew for soul)
window was often built into Jewish tombs for this purpose. We see such
a nephesh window at the Garden Tomb in Jerusalem.
7

Then our Lord raised him from the dead, a miracle that still echoes
today.
David testified that God protected him from lions and bears (1 Samuel
17:36). Jesus kept a storm from capsizing the boat of his disciples
(Matthew 8:23–27). He often healed those who were sick of various
diseases. God protected Paul from death when he was shipwrecked on
the way to Rome.
Anything God has ever done, he can still do. That’s why I still pray every
day for God to protect my family and others. I know that he can.
Two: If God stopped all natural disasters and diseases, very few people
would be in heaven.
Here’s the contrast to our first principle. If God kept people from dying
of old age, Abraham would be four thousand years old. Imagine living
in a body that elderly and infirm.
This world is not the way God intended it to be. If we were still in the
Garden of Eden, we wouldn’t be having this conversation. But since
we live in a fallen world (Romans 8:22), God uses death to bring us to
eternal life.
The person to feel sorry for was Lazarus. He went through death, found
himself in God’s perfect paradise, then had to return to earth and do the
whole thing over again. None of us will face such a future.
In addition, if God changed the natural laws every time they threatened
us, there would be no natural laws. The same gravity that kills me if I fall
from a tall building keeps me from floating off the planet the rest of the
time. A tree can shade me from the August heat, but it can also fall and
kill me. That’s just the way natural laws have to work.
So, we can and should pray for God to prevent disaster and disease, but
we should also know that he will not always do so.
Three: When God does not prevent natural disasters and diseases, he
redeems for greater good what he allows.
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Expect God to redeem what he allows
Here’s my foundational principle: God redeems for greater good all he
allows or causes. Let’s unpack this assertion.
First, the Bible says that God is sovereign.
• He is omniscient: “Your Father knows what you need before
you ask him” (Matthew 6:8).
• He is omnipotent: “He rules by his might forever” (Psalm 66:7)
so that “with God all things are possible” (Matthew 19:26).
• He has a “good and acceptable and perfect” will for us (Romans
12:2). And he has a permissive will by which everything not in
his perfect will occurs: “Are not two sparrows sold for a penny?
And not one of them will fall to the ground apart from your
Father” (Matthew 10:29).
Second, the Bible also says that God is “holy.”
In fact, the only attribute of God repeated to the third level is his
holiness (Isaiah 6:3; Revelation 4:8). To be “holy” is to be perfect in
every way. Jesus said that “your Father in heaven is perfect” (Matthew
5:48).
How can God be perfect and allow such an imperfect world? Only if he
uses or redeems all he allows for greater good.
Some of us are old enough to remember S&H Green Stamps. Grocery
stores gave them with purchases. When you saved up enough, you
could trade them in for a bike, or a new blender, or whatever you were
saving for. You did that at a place called the Redemption Center. You
“redeemed” them, turning green stamps into something better.
You redeem a money order when you trade it for cash. You redeem poker
chips when you trade them for money. We say that someone was redeemed
when the bad things they experienced turned out to be a greater good.
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This world is God’s redemption center. Here he turns bad into a
greater good. His character requires him to do so. If he allows or causes
anything he does not use for his greater glory and our greater good,
he’s made a mistake. But his holiness won’t allow him to make such a
mistake. So he must redeem all he allows or causes for greater good.
Sometimes we see that redemption in this life, but often we don’t. I
don’t have to understand something to believe it. I don’t understand
how airplanes fly, but I can still trust that they do. I’ve had two knee
surgeries; I don’t understand how surgeons do what they do, but I can
still trust them. I don’t understand the laptop computer that records my
words for this book, but I can trust that it does.
So it is with the redemption of God: I am convinced that he is
redeeming for greater good all he allows.
Here’s a small example: I used to run twenty-five or thirty miles a week.
Running was a big part of my life. Then I developed a back condition
that prevents me from running. Now I walk in the mornings, which is
not nearly as competitive as running. But it has given me some of the
best times for prayer and contemplation I’ve ever experienced.
Even if God healed my back today, I wouldn’t go back to running such
distances. I would guess you have similar stories of the ways God is using
hard things for even better things in your life.
Note: the fact that God redeems all he allows does not guarantee
that each person will experience such redemption personally. We can
choose to reject the will and purpose of God for our lives, in which case
God redeems even our rejection for a greater good, though we miss
experiencing that good personally.
This was the case with Pharaoh’s “hardened heart” that led to the
Jewish exodus and with Judas’ betrayal of Jesus that led to our Savior’s
atonement for us all. So far as we know, neither Pharaoh nor Judas
participated in the redemptive results of their sin, but those results
continue to change earth and heaven for eternity.
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How can you help hurting people experience God’s
redemption?
First, ask them to name their challenge and trust it to God—
specifically and personally.
The Bible says that we have not because we ask not ( James 4:2). Praying
doesn’t earn God’s favor; it positions us to receive what his grace intends
to give.
Second, encourage them to trust God to do whatever is best.
He may bring immediate intervention to the situation, as he did with
David and the lions and bears or Paul and his shipwreck. He may wait
for a time that better accomplishes his eternal purpose, as he did with
Lazarus. Or he may wait until we’re in heaven. I can assure you: One
instant on the other side, we’ll be glad we’re there.
Third, help them look for divine redemption.
Ask the Holy Spirit to show you ways God is using these challenges for
his glory and our good. And when you cannot see his hand, trust his
heart.
In the first church my wife and I pastored, we had a member named
Renee Lowery. Mrs. Lowery was in her eighties and was one of the
longest-serving members of our congregation. Several years before we
came to the church, she had a debilitating stroke and could not move
her body below her neck. She laid in her bed all day, every day. Her son
came by every day, and nurses were with her all the time. They had to
turn her body from one side to the other.
And yet she was one of the wisest people I’ve ever known and one of
the most powerful prayer warriors as well. When our first son was born,
I took him to her home so she could pray over him. I always asked her
advice about anything significant going on at the church. We always
prayed together, but her prayers were much more intense than mine.
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One day I asked her how she had come to be such a wise woman of
prayer.
She smiled and said, “After my stroke, I asked the Lord to take me home,
but he didn’t. Eventually he showed me that the reason he left me on
this earth was to pray. So that’s what I do—all day, every day. I pray for
whatever’s on the news, for everyone I know, for my church. That’s why
I’m alive: to pray.”
And I will be forever better because of it.
Discussion questions
1. In what areas of your life is it most difficult to see God’s
redemptive plan at work when you experience suffering? What
makes it hard to genuinely believe he can bring some good from
the bad in those areas?
2. We’ll discuss some practical ways that we can help people
experiencing suffering in later chapters, but what have people
done to help you when you were suffering? What is it about
their help that stands out most to you when thinking back?
How can you imitate their example in helping others?
3. Which of the popular but wrong approaches outlined have
you encountered the most? Which is most tempting for you
and why? Which do you think are most popular for those you
know?
4. Will you ask the Holy Spirit to use you today in helping a
hurting person trust his redemptive love and grace?
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CHAPT ER 2

WH E N I T ’ S N OT
YOU R FAU LT
ACT S 7

If you were God, what would you change about your life? Does
undeserved suffering lead your list? It does mine.
My father died of heart disease at the age of fifty-five. I used to say
that my greatest regret in life is that my father never met my sons.
Then our oldest son was diagnosed with cancer. We watched him deal
with surgery, weeks of radiation, and months of recuperation, with no
guarantee that the cancer won’t return in the future.
Why did God allow two of the people I love most to suffer so?

My father did nothing to cause his heart disease. He ate carefully and
exercised regularly before his first attack, then was even more rigorous in
maintaining his health for nineteen years before a second attack killed
him. Our son’s cancer has nothing to do with lifestyle or environment.
It is caused by a mutation of the gene PI3K/mTOR. There are no cause
factors and no treatments to prevent its recurrence.
Scripture teaches that God is all-knowing, all-loving, and all-powerful:
• “Your Father knows what you need before you ask him”
(Matthew 6:8); therefore, he knows our problems better than
we do.
• “God shows his love for us in that while we were still sinners,
Christ died for us” (Romans 5:8); therefore, he loves us despite
our sins and shortcomings.
• He “rules by his might forever” (Psalm 66:7) so that “with God
all things are possible” (Matthew 19:26); therefore, he can solve
any problem we face.
In our last chapter, we discussed natural disasters and diseases such as
Lazarus faced when he died. Now, we’ll look at man-made suffering,
those times when people misuse their freedom and we suffer as a result.
How do we help those who suffer because of the decisions of others?
Where do we find such help for our own pain?
Meet Stephen
Our subject was named “crown” in Greek. We meet Stephen in Acts 6,
where the church in Jerusalem threatened to split over ministry to their
widows.
Jewish people took especially good care of their widows, but many had
come to faith in Christ and forfeited such support. The church had not
yet picked up this mantle effectively. Those who spoke Greek (likely
among those who came to Jerusalem during the previous Pentecost)
were being overlooked in the “distribution” to the widows (Acts 6:1).
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Their children and families were upset. An ethnic divide threatened to
destroy the infant Christian movement.
As a result, the apostles asked the church to “pick out from among you
seven men of good repute, full of the Spirit and of wisdom” (Acts 6:3).
Stephen was the first man chosen. He helped lead the ministry that
cared for widows and healed the church. In addition, Luke tells us that
Stephen was “full of grace and power” and “was doing great wonders
and signs among the people” (v. 8).
So, we have a man who helped lead a servant ministry to those in need,
a person of remarkable integrity and wisdom who was being used
miraculously by the Lord. If the world were fair, Stephen would have
lived a long and rewarded life.
Instead, religious authorities lied about him, trumped up false charges,
and had him arrested. At this point, he could have apologized for the
misunderstanding, and he probably would have been released with a
warning. Instead, he delivers the longest evangelistic discourse in the
New Testament, comprising fifty-two verses of Acts 7.
With this result: “When they heard these things they were enraged, and
they ground their teeth at him” (v. 54). Then “they cast him out of the
city and stoned him” (v. 58).
Here’s what happened.
According to Jewish law, stoning required that the condemned prisoner
be thrown from a cliff with a minimum height of twelve feet: “The place
of stoning was twice the height of a man.” One of the witnesses would
then “push him over from the hips” to see if he had died. If not, a second
witness “would take a stone and put it on his heart,” dropping it on him
from the cliff above. If he still did not die, he was to be stoned by the
crowd: “The hand of the witnesses shall be first against him to put him to
death, and afterward the hand of all the people” (Deuteronomy 17:7).
Stephen’s execution probably occurred near or at Gordon’s Calvary,
a likely place of Jesus’ execution. The fifth-century St. Stephen’s
Church was situated adjacent to Gordon’s Calvary, on top of the cliff
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immediately north of the Garden Tomb. Beginning as early as the fifth
century, the nearby Damascus Gate was also known as “St. Stephen’s
Gate.” ( Jerusalem’s present-day “Stephen’s Gate” dates from the
eighteenth century.)
As the crowds were executing him, did he call down judgment on them?
Did he condemn them? “As they were stoning Stephen, he called out,
‘Lord Jesus, receive my spirit.’ And falling to his knees he cried out with
a loud voice, ‘Lord, do not hold this sin against them’” (vv. 59–60a).
His story then ends: “And when he had said this, he fell asleep” (v. 60b).
This is a New Testament metaphor for followers of Jesus who die. When
we fall asleep, we look dead, but we are not. It is the same for those who
die in Christ: they look dead but they’re not. They are actually in the
immediate presence and reward of our Lord.
So died the first Christian martyr. But not the last.
The persecution of Christians today
According to John Allen’s The Global War on Christians, followers of
Jesus comprise 30 percent of the global population but suffer 80 percent
of religious persecution; 90 percent of religious martyrs are Christians.
We know about the thousands of Christians martyred by ISIS. They
were crucified, burned alive, and buried alive. But this is just part of the
story.
According to reports, more than 245 million Christians around the
world are threatened because of their faith. One in three Christians in
Asia and one in three in Africa experience high levels of persecution.
Eleven Christians are killed for their faith every day. More believers died
for their faith in the twentieth century than in the previous nineteen
centuries combined.
Now pressure is mounting against Christians in America as well. Our
lives are not yet threatened, but our witness comes at a higher cost than
ever before in American history.
16

Brendan Eich was CEO of the Mozilla Corporation, most known for
its web browser. He was forced to resign when it was discovered that he
had donated $1,000 five years earlier to a campaign opposing same-sex
marriage in California.
Martin Gaskell was an astronomy professor at the University of
Kentucky. He applied to be the director of the new MacAdam Student
Observatory. The search committee reviewed his extensive credentials
but denied him the job because of his evangelical Christian beliefs. He
filed suit, and the University agreed to pay him $125,000.
New York Governor Andrew Cuomo has declared that right-to-life
Christians “have no place in the state of New York.” A study conducted
by the National Religious Broadcasters concluded that “Christian ideas
and other religious content face a clear and present danger of censorship
on web-based communication platforms.”
Nicholas Kristof of The New York Times highlighted the challenges
facing Christians in higher education. Kristof interviewed sociologist
George Yancey, who told him that he has faced many challenges because
he is black, “but inside academia I face more problems as a Christian,
and it is not even close.” Adlai Stevenson once noted, “A free society
is a society where it is safe to be unpopular.” We no longer live in that
society.
For many more examples of persecution against Christians in America
and around the world, see my Respected to Irrelevant to Dangerous: Does
Religion Poison Everything?
None of this should surprise us. Scripture is clear:
• “In the world you will have tribulation” ( John 16:33).
• “Blessed are those who are persecuted for righteousness’ sake,
for theirs is the kingdom of heaven” (Matthew 5:10).
• “Blessed are you when others revile you and persecute you
and utter all kinds of evil against you falsely on my account.
Rejoice and be glad, for your reward is great in heaven, for so
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they persecuted the prophets who were before you” (Matthew
5:11–12).
• “All who desire to live a godly life in Christ Jesus will be
persecuted” (2 Timothy 3:12).
Responding to innocent suffering
So, what do we do when we’re Stephen? When we’re suffering because
of the unfair treatment of others?
One: Identify the source.
Augustine (AD 354–430) is usually considered the greatest Christian
theologian after Paul. His approach to the problem of evil and suffering
can be summarized as follows:
• God created all that is.
• All that he created is good.
• Before the fall, evil was therefore “non-being,” potential to be
chosen but not yet reality.
• God created humanity with freedom of will.
• We used this freedom to choose evil.
• Our choice brought evil into existence, absolving God of blame.
There is much in Scripture to commend Augustine’s approach:
• God gave us freedom of will (Genesis 3:15–17; Exodus 32:26;
Deuteronomy 30:19; Joshua 24:15; 1 Kings 18:21).
• We were given this freedom so we could choose God and good
(Matthew 4:10; Proverbs 1:10; 4:14; Romans 6:13; Ephesians
6:13; 2 Peter 3:17).
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• Our free choice for wrong led to evil ( James 1:13–15; 4:1).
• As a result, all people are now sinners (Romans 3:23).
• And our sin has resulted in a fallen world (Genesis 3:17;
Romans 8:22).
In other words, much of the evil and suffering in the world results from
our misused freedom.
People often struggle to reconcile such freedom and God’s sovereignty.
How can finite, fallen humans do anything that the Lord of the universe
doesn’t want us to do?
My approach is simple: It is no denial of God’s sovereignty if he chooses
to honor the freedom he gives us. If you overpower me and steal my car,
clearly you are stronger than I am. But if I choose to lend you my car and
you wreck it, your action did not deny my sovereignty over my vehicle.
It is the same way with human freedom. God gives us free will. When
we choose to misuse our freedom, the consequences are not God’s fault
but ours. God did not perpetrate the Holocaust or 9/11. He did not
cause the religious authorities to execute Stephen or people to do to you
whatever they have done to you.
The Bible is clear: “God cannot be tempted with evil, and he himself
tempts no one” ( James 1:13). Stephen did not blame God because he
knew that misused freedom is not God’s fault but ours.
However, let us be clear: misused freedom is not the cause of all
suffering. In fact, to blame innocent victims for their pain only
victimizes them further.
If we always blame others for our suffering, how would we explain the
story of Job or the execution of Jesus? Or the tragedies that befell the
victims of the Holocaust or 9/11?
Asking whether misused freedom is at the root of a person’s suffering is a
good first step, but it is seldom the only step in helping those who hurt.
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Two: Choose to pardon.
So how did Stephen respond? “Falling to his knees he cried out with a
loud voice, ‘Lord, do not hold this sin against them’” (v. 60). His prayer
was virtually identical to Jesus’ prayer from the cross for those who
crucified him, “Father, forgive them, for they know not what they do”
(Luke 23:34).
To forgive is not to pretend you were not hurt, to excuse the behavior,
or to overlook the sin. Stephen’s prayer for God to forgive the crowd
makes clear the fact that their behavior is sinful. Otherwise, they would
not need forgiveness. Justifying or excusing a person’s bad choices is not
forgiveness. Nor is overlooking their sins.
To forgive is to choose not to punish. It is to choose not to ask God to
punish. It is to pray for their best even when they have done to you their
worst.
Such a decision frees us from the vicious cycle of retribution: If they
hurt us, we must hurt them. Then they must hurt us, and we must hurt
them, and so on. Forgiveness is for the person who hurt us, but even
more for ourselves.
This does not mean we do not seek legal remedies or that we trust them
again. It means that we choose not to punish them personally. We will
know we have forgiven someone when we can ask God to bless them.
The same is true for the victims we try to help.
Three: Trust God to redeem.
As a result of the sins committed against him, Stephen “fell asleep”
(v. 60). He stepped instantly from our fallen world into God’s perfect
paradise. The worst they could do to him led to the best that could
happen to him.
That’s why Justin Martyr could say to the Roman emperor, “You can kill
us, but you cannot harm us.”
God not only redeemed Stephen’s faithfulness for the sake of his own
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soul, but he also redeemed his witness in a way that changed the world.
In Acts 7, as the authorities were taking Stephen out of the city to kill
him, “the witnesses laid down their garments at the feet of a young man
named Saul” (v. 58). This means that the young man guarded their robes
as they executed Stephen.
That “young man named Saul” is someone we know as Saul of Tarsus
or Paul the Apostle. He wrote half of the New Testament and became
the most significant evangelist, missionary, and theologian in Christian
history.
Luke, the author of our text, specifically includes Paul in the martyrdom
of Stephen. Luke was Paul’s personal physician. Clearly, he knew that
there was a connection between the apostle and the first martyr. Thus,
we can know that Stephen’s faithful witness made a profound mark on
Paul’s soul. It’s been said, “No Stephen, no Paul.”
No fool
When I think of Stephen, I think of another martyr named Jim Elliot.
On January 8, 1956, Nate Saint, Jim Elliot, and three other American
missionaries were killed by spear-wielding tribesmen in the Ecuadorian
jungle. Nate Saint’s sister and Jim Elliot’s widow subsequently moved in
among the tribesmen, leading many to Christ. Nate’s grandson and his
family presently live among the tribe.
After Jim died for Jesus, his widow found in his journal these immortal
words: “He is no fool who gives what he cannot keep to gain what he
cannot lose.”
Do you agree?
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Discussion questions
1. Do you think people find it more difficult to wrestle with
suffering when it happens naturally (as discussed in the previous
chapter) or when it results from misused free will? Why?
2. Can you think of people in the news who illustrate the fact that
some suffering results from the misused freedom of others?
3. Do you know someone who is suffering from the sins of others?
What steps will you take to help the person suffering? The
person inflicting the suffering?
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CHAPT ER 3

HARD PL ACES MAKE
H O LY P EO P L E
R OMAN S 8:28— 3 0

Except for those who wrote the New Testament, Charles Spurgeon is
the most widely read preacher in Christian history. He was one of the
most prolific speakers and writers of all time.
His collected sermons fill sixty-three printed volumes, equivalent to
the twenty-seven volumes of the ninth edition of the Encyclopedia
Britannica. It is the largest set of books by a single author in the history
of Christianity. He began a pastor’s college that continues today, and
he is estimated to have preached to ten million people. He also began
an orphanage, which one biographer called “the greatest sermon Mr.
Spurgeon ever preached.”

And yet, Spurgeon struggled with depression and illness for much of his
adult life.
At the age of twenty-two, he was preaching to thousands in London’s
Surrey Gardens Music Hall when pranksters yelled, “Fire!” A panic
to exit the building killed seven people and left twenty-eight severely
injured. Spurgeon’s wife later wrote, “My beloved’s anguish was so
deep and violent that reason seemed to totter in her throne, and we
sometimes feared that he would never preach again.”
Spurgeon would almost certainly be diagnosed with clinical depression
today. He also struggled with Bright’s Disease, a burning kidney
inflammation, as well as gout, rheumatism, and neuritis. His physical
challenges kept him from preaching for a third of his ministry.
Here’s the surprising fact: Charles Spurgeon’s sufferings did not prevent
his ministry—they helped forge it.
He testified: “I am certain that I never did grow in grace one-half so
much anywhere as I have upon the bed of pain.” He wrote: “Sickness
has frequently been of more use to the saints of God than health has.” In
his sermon, “A Wafer of Honey,” Spurgeon offered this metaphor: “Our
infirmities become the black velvet on which the diamond of God’s love
glitters all the more brightly. Thank God I can suffer, thank God I can
be made the object of shame and contempt, for, in this way, God shall
be glorified.”
We’re asking why God allows bad things to happen to good people.
We’ve seen that our Father sometimes prevents and always redeems
natural disease and disaster. We’ve seen that he honors the free will he
gives us so that misused freedom is not his fault but ours.
Now we’ll look at a third dimension of this question: God’s ability
to use present suffering for our greater spiritual good. Our text is one
of the most misunderstood verses in the Bible. It is also one of God’s
greatest promises to his people.
As we study it together, ask yourself: Where do I need God to redeem
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hardship in my life? How can I help someone redeem suffering for their
spiritual good today?
A world of soul-building
Augustine’s free-will theodicy is perhaps the most popular approach to
our issue. Centuries earlier, however, the Christian scholar Irenaeus (ca.
AD 120-ca. 200) proposed an alternative approach:
• God created us to develop into perfect relationship with
himself.
• He created the world as a place for that development.
• Evil is thus necessary as a means of our spiritual development
(“soul-building”).
What does the Bible say about suffering?
• Some suffering comes from God (Deuteronomy 8:5; Job 16:12;
Psalm 66:11; 90:7).
• Suffering can lead to good ( Job 23:10; Psalm 119:67; 2
Corinthians 4:17; Hebrews 12:11; Revelation 7:14).
• Suffering can lead us to repentance ( Jeremiah 7:3, 5, 7).
• Suffering can refine us (Psalm 66:10; Isaiah 48:10; Malachi 3:3;
1 Peter 1:7; 4:17).
• Pain enables us to witness to our faith in God despite the hurt
(2 Peter 2:12, 15; 3:15–16).
• And so, God promises to use even difficult experiences for our
good, to make us more like Jesus (Romans 8:28–29).
Irenaeus explains how evil could exist before Adam and Eve chose it.
His approach also affirms the hope that God can redeem any suffering
for his glory and our good.
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What our text does not say
Now let’s relate this approach to our text.
We’ll begin with what Scripture does and does not say. Our text does
not say that all things are good, but that “all things work together for
good” (Romans 8:28). The distinction is important.
When God made the world, he called it good. In fact, when he was
finished with creation, “God saw everything that he had made, and
behold, it was very good” (Genesis 1:31). But then humanity fell into
sin and the suffering which results. Man would live by the sweat of his
brow, and woman would bear children in pain until death comes.
This fallen world is a reality for us all. Every one of us has sinned and
come short of the glory of God (Romans 3:23); the result of that sin is
death (Romans 6:23). And creation is affected by such sin:
For the creation was subjected to futility, not willingly,
but because of him who subjected it, in hope that the creation
itself will be set free from its bondage to corruption and
obtain the freedom of the glory of the children of God. For
we know that the whole creation has been groaning together
in the pains of childbirth until now. (Romans 8:20–22).
We suffer cancer and heart disease and disaster and death because this
world is not the way God intended it.
Some say that Romans 8:28 means all things are good all the time, that
we are to be happy always and “praise the Lord anyway.” Such theology
would find no home in Gethsemane, where Jesus prayed under such
stress that the capillaries of his skin broke and he sweated drops of blood
(Luke 22:44).
Nor on Calvary, where our Savior cried in anguish, “My God, my
God, why have you forsaken me?” (Matthew 27:46). Nor with Paul’s
“thorn in the flesh,” a problem so great he prayed three times for God
to remove it (2 Corinthians 12:7–10). Nor for John, who was exiled on
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the prison island of Patmos, where he was a “partner in the tribulation”
with suffering Christians around the world (Revelation 1:9).
Jesus warned us that “in the world you will have tribulation” ( John
16:33). Paul likewise warned us that “through many tribulations we
must enter the kingdom of God” (Acts 14:22).
Don’t be surprised by suffering.
What our text does say
Our text does not promise that all things are good but that “for those
who love God all things work together for good.” The Greek says that
he “works together all things for good.” “Works together” is the picture
of God taking existing materials and using them, working with them,
molding them into something new.
He is, in fact, making something “good.” This is the Greek word for
“good in nature,” not necessarily in appearance. At the time it may not
seem at all that God is working bad for good, but he is.
The reason is simple: as we have seen, God’s holiness requires him to
redeem all that he permits or causes. By definition, God is the greatest,
most perfect being that can be conceived. And a perfect being must
redeem everything he permits or causes. He can’t allow or do nothing
which he cannot use for a greater good.
We likely will not know all the ways our Father is using bad for good, but we
can know that he is. We don’t have to understand cell phones to use them. I
don’t have to know how this laptop computer works to trust it. So it is with
the redeeming power of the God who works through all things for good.
If you’re not sure God can use bad for good, remember Joseph in his
Egyptian prison; or Moses at the Red Sea; or Joshua at the flooded
Jordan River; or David facing Goliath; or Jeremiah in the mud cistern; or
Daniel in the lion’s den; or Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego in the fiery
furnace; or Peter in Herod’s prison awaiting execution; or Paul and Silas
singing hymns at midnight in a Philippian jail; or John exiled on Patmos.
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Consider the millions of Christians who have come to faith in Communist
China after their churches were made illegal or the millions of South
Koreans who came to Jesus after the devastation of the Korean War.
God is working through all things for good. Either his word is true, or it
is not. Either he is God, or he is not.
We must make our choice.
Submit to the purpose of God
But there’s more to our text. Many of us stop at verse 28. But verses 29–30
explain why God fulfills verse 28 and how he does so in our lives today.
He works “according to his purpose” (v. 28b). What is this purpose?
“Those whom he foreknew he also predestined to be conformed to the
image of his Son, in order that he might be the firstborn among many
brothers.” (v. 29). God wants us to be like Jesus.
He wants us to be “conformed” (to be formed with or molded) into his
“likeness,” his appearance and character. We cannot actually “be” Christ
in this fallen world. We are not sinless and perfect, divine in every way.
But we can act like Jesus. We can think like him. We can represent him.
We can be “Christians,” “little Christs.”
This is God’s purpose for us all: “We all, with unveiled face, beholding the
glory of the Lord, are being transformed into the same image from one
degree of glory to another. For this comes from the Lord who is the
Spirit.” (2 Corinthians 3:18). Our heavenly Father wants us to look like
Jesus in the way we live, the words we speak, the decisions we make, and
the witness we give to the unbelieving world that surrounds us. This is our
Father’s highest purpose and hope for the human race.
This is his purpose for every one of us today (v. 30). He “predestined”
this for us, planning this purpose for us before time began. Thus he
“called” us to himself as his Spirit convicted us of our sins and led us to
faith in Christ. He “justified” us by cleansing us from our sins. One day
he will “glorify” us in heaven so that we will be like Jesus forever.
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Why should we want this purpose for ourselves? Being like Jesus is not an
ambition the world rewards or even recognizes. This is no path to career
advancement or social status. Why cooperate with God in this way?
Because this is the best purpose your life could know. If someone
sacrificed their son for you, you’d believe that they loved you and had
your best interest at heart, wouldn’t you? Your Father did just that. Now,
“how will he not also . . . graciously give us all things?” (v. 32).
Nothing can separate you from God’s love for you (vv. 35–39). He says
this is your life’s best purpose because it’s true.
Conclusion
If you are submitted to God’s purpose for your life, you can know that
he is using suffering to make you more like Jesus. When my father died,
I learned I could trust my heavenly Father on a new level of dependence.
When our son was diagnosed with cancer, I learned that God provides
his peace even in the most painful days.
One of the ways God works through all things for good is by using them
to grow us spiritually, to make us more like Jesus. What do you need to
do to cooperate with his purpose for your soul and your relationships?
• Surrender your soul to him. Give him your heart and soul. Let
him own you. Ask Jesus to move into your life.
• Surrender your life to him. Every day, first thing every morning,
surrender your day to his Spirit’s control and will for your
life (Ephesians 5:18). Meet him in Scripture and prayer and
worship. Put yourself in his molding hands and ask him to use
this day to make you more like Jesus.
• Surrender your relationships to him, asking him to redeem
them to make you more like Jesus.
• Surrender your resources to him—your time, talent, treasure, and
touch—asking him to use them to make you more like Jesus.
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Now, see all that comes as your Father’s gift to you. Whether good or
bad, easy or hard, see it as coming from your Father, who redeems all he
permits or causes. See everything as a means to his end of making you
like Jesus. Live in expectant joy as you look forward to all the ways he
will work through all things for his glory and your good. Life is his gift,
until eternal life is yours forever.
Tony Beasley was expected to coach third base for the Texas Rangers in
2016, but he developed intestinal cancer and underwent chemotherapy
during spring training, five weeks of radiation in April and May, and a
five-hour surgical procedure.
Here’s how he describes that year: “My most rewarding in baseball.”
How can this be?
Beasley explains: “Somebody once told me not to see obstacles, only
opportunities. And this has given me the opportunity to be the man
who I said I am. I’ve always said I’m a man of faith, but we can say
things and not live it. This has given me a chance to live it. I’m thankful
if people have had a chance to see it.”
Our Father truly does work all things together for those who seek to be
like Jesus. This is the invitation, and the promise, of God.
Discussion questions
1. Why do you think God chooses to use suffering to help us
grow?
2. Are there essential lessons that can be learned only in the
midst of suffering? Can you give examples from your own life?
Does reflecting on these examples help you deal with present
challenges?
3. How can you help a hurting person grow to be more like Christ
through his or her suffering?
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CHAPT ER 4

T H E G L O RY TO
B E R EV E A L E D
R OMAN S 8:18

The Presbyterian lay minister Fred Rogers (“Mister Rogers” to us) once
quoted an anonymous scrawling on the bulletin board of the great
Notre Dame cathedral in Paris: “The world tomorrow will belong to
those who brought it the greatest hope.”
Counselors and psychologists have long known the truth of those words.
Viktor Frankl, an Austrian psychologist who survived the death camps
of the Holocaust, studied those who survived as he did. He concluded
that the single most significant factor was a sense of future vision—
the impelling conviction that they had a mission to perform, some
important work left to do, a significant purpose for their lives.

Frankl concluded that prisoners who believed in tomorrow best
survived the horrors of today. Survivors of POW camps in Vietnam
similarly reported that a compelling hope for the future was the primary
force that kept many of them alive.
A mouse dropped in water will give up and drown in minutes. But if it
is rescued, it will tread water for more than twenty hours the next time.
After World War II, the Allied armies gathered up thousands of hungry,
homeless children. They were sheltered and fed. But they were afraid to
go to sleep. Then they were given a slice of bread, not to eat but to hold.
And they slept well, for they knew they would have food for tomorrow.
Austin pastor Gerald Mann saw his church grow from sixty to four
thousand members in fourteen years. His explanation: “I know three
things people want when they come to church: they want help, they
want home, and they want hope.”
We’re exploring hope in this chapter. Some people have lost it.
Woody Allen once gave a speech to graduates which began: “More than
any other time in history, mankind faces a crossroads. One path leads
to despair and utter hopelessness. The other, to total extinction. Let us
pray we have the wisdom to choose correctly.”
Robert Ingersoll was America’s best-known atheist in the nineteenth
century. At his funeral, his brother said: “Life is a narrow vale between
the cold and barren peaks of two eternities. We strive in vain to look
beyond the heights. We cry aloud, and the only answer is the echo of a
wailing cry.”
Others know how much we need it.
Gabriel Marcel: “Hope is for the soul what breathing is for the living
organism.” G. K. Chesterton: “There is one thing which gives radiance
to everything. It is the idea of something around the corner.” Samuel
Johnson: “The natural flights of the human mind are not from pleasure
to pleasure, but from hope to hope.”
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Here’s our text for this chapter: “I consider that the sufferings of this
present time are not worth comparing with the glory that is to be
revealed to us” (Romans 8:18). Let’s investigate the meaning of this text
and its application to our lives and those we influence.
As we do, let me ask you: What is your challenge today? Where do you
wish God were acting more obviously? How can future hope give you the
present help you need? How can you offer this hope to hurting people?
Our future hope
“Eschatology” deals with the future. Applied to theodicy, this approach
asserts that evil will be resolved in the future, making present suffering
endurable and worthwhile.
Jesus promised that life leads to life eternal in glory ( John 14:1–6), a
paradise beyond our imagination (Revelation 21:1–5). We need not
consider the present sufferings worth comparing with the glory to be
revealed (Romans 8:18).
As a philosophical model, this approach offers the guarantee of absolute
rational understanding. We do not comprehend the purpose of suffering
now, but we will one day (1 Corinthians 13:12). All of our questions
will be answered. All the reasons why God has permitted suffering in
our lives will be clarified. Our present faithfulness will be redeemed
with future reward in glory (Revelation 2:10).
Theologian John Hick pictures our situation this way: Two men
are traveling a road together. The first believes that it will end in the
Celestial City; the second believes that it will lead nowhere. Neither can
see the end of the road, of course, so both are traveling by faith.
They stroll together down the same hills and climb the same mountains.
They endure the same thunderstorms and enjoy the same periods of
sunshine and warm breezes. All the while, one believes he is traveling to
the Celestial City and the other to nowhere at all. Then they come to
the final turn in the road, and one will be right, and one will be wrong.
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An amazing promise
Now let’s relate this theodicy to our text.
• “Consider” translates a Greek word meaning “to study all the
evidence and reach a verifiable conclusion.”
• “Suffering” is a term for all hardships, generic enough to include
your challenges today.
• “This present time” uses a Greek word meaning “not this hour
or moment but this present age.”
• “Not worth comparing” is literally translated as “so meager as
not to be worthy of comparison.”
• “Glory” translates doxa, a word from which we get “doxology.”
It refers to splendor, majesty, the brilliance of God’s perfection.
• “Revealed” means “to pull back the curtain and display all that
is on the other side.”
• “Us” shows that every Christian is a recipient of this astounding
promise.
Taken together, these definitions render Paul’s promise thus: “I am
absolutely certain on the basis of all the evidence that every kind of
suffering in this era of human existence is not worthy of the slightest
comparison to the splendors that will be revealed fully to each and every
one of us.”
How would Paul know about our suffering?
He was imprisoned in Philippi, Caesarea, and Rome. After he was
released, he was captured and imprisoned again. He described his
suffering for Christ in this remarkable passage:
Five times I received at the hands of the Jews the forty lashes
less one. Three times I was beaten with rods. Once I was stoned.
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Three times I was shipwrecked; a night and a day I was adrift at
sea; on frequent journeys, in danger from rivers, danger from
robbers, danger from my own people, danger from Gentiles,
danger in the city, danger in the wilderness, danger at sea,
danger from false brothers; in toil and hardship, through many
a sleepless night, in hunger and thirst, often without food, in
cold and exposure (2 Corinthians 11:24–27).
And yet he could state confidently that God’s future rewards outweigh
our present sufferings, whatever they may be.
I am convinced that God redeems all he allows. However, his
redemption does not always take place immediately. Joseph languished
for years in Pharaoh’s prison before ascending to his palace. Stephen
died without knowing his influence on Paul the Apostle (Acts 7:58).
Much of God’s redemption of present suffering lies in future revelation.
But one day you will know what you do not know today: “Now we see
in a mirror dimly, but then face to face. Now I know in part; then I shall
know fully, even as I have been fully known” (1 Corinthians 13:12).
Remarkable rewards for present faithfulness
How does God reward us in heaven for faithfulness on earth? The Bible
often speaks of our rewards as “crowns,” likening them to the wreaths
given to emperors and to winners at the Olympic Games. Consider
these biblical facts:
• Your reward is imperishable: “Do you not know that in a race
all the runners run, but only one receives the prize? So run
that you may obtain it. Every athlete exercises self-control in
all things. They do it to receive a perishable wreath, but we an
imperishable” (1 Corinthians 9:24–25).
• You are rewarded for service to others: “What is our hope or joy
or crown or boasting before our Lord Jesus at his coming? Is it
not you?” (1 Thessalonians 2:19).
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• You are rewarded for godly character: “There is laid up for me the
crown of righteousness, which the Lord, the righteous judge,
will award to me on that day, and not only to me but also to all
who have loved his appearing” (2 Timothy 4:8).
• You are rewarded for faithfulness in suffering: “Be faithful unto
death, and I will give you the crown of life” (Revelation 2:10).
So, choose to believe with Paul that your future reward outweighs your
present suffering. Trust your pain to your all-powerful Father. Ask him to
redeem your challenges today, tomorrow, and forever. And know that he
is at work in ways you can see and in ways you cannot.
When you cannot see his hand, trust his heart.
Trusting a God we cannot see
But it’s hard. It’s hard to trust our future to a God we cannot see or
touch, a God whose existence we cannot prove and whose creation is so
broken.
When we cannot see what God will do in the future, let’s remember
what he has done in the past. Most especially, let’s remember Calvary
and make this hymn our commitment:
Beneath the cross of Jesus
I fain would take my stand,
the shadow of a mighty rock
within a weary land;
a home within the wilderness,
a rest upon the way,
from the burning of the noontide heat,
and the burden of the day.
Upon that cross of Jesus
mine eye at times can see
the very dying form of One
who suffered there for me;
and from my stricken heart with tears
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two wonders I confess:
the wonders of redeeming love
and my unworthiness.
I take, O cross, thy shadow
for my abiding place;
I ask no other sunshine than
the sunshine of his face;
content to let the world go by,
to know no gain or loss,
my sinful self my only shame,
my glory all the cross.
When I lead study tours to Israel, we always spend time in the Garden
of Gethsemane. There I remind the people that Jesus chose to die for
them. As the soldiers came through the eastern gate of Jerusalem, down
the Kidron Valley and up the Mount of Olives, our Savior had abundant
time to turn and flee. He could have left Jerusalem for his home in
Galilee, far from the reach of the Sanhedrin, and probably lived a
natural life.
Instead, he chose to stay and die for you. He would do it all over again,
just for you.
When we remember what God has done, we find courage to trust him
for what he will do.
Conclusion
In Victor Hugo’s Les Miserables, Fantine is a young single mother
without a job, a place to stay, or a way to support her child. If you’ve
seen the musical, you’ll remember her haunting song, titled “I Dreamed
a Dream.”
She sings of dreams and hopes and believing that life is worth living. She
sings of God’s forgiveness. But since her love has died, her hope in God’s
forgiveness has likewise met its end.
37

By contrast, consider a remarkable promise in The Imitation of Christ,
probably the most widely read book in Christian history next to the
Scriptures. These words were written by an unknown monk named
Thomas from the town of Kempen some seven centuries ago. They
record Jesus’ word to him and to us:
Be not wearied by the labors which you have undertaken
for My sake, nor let tribulations cast you down. But let
My promise strengthen and comfort you under every
circumstance. I am well able to reward you, above all measure
and degree.
You shall not long toil here, nor always be oppressed with
griefs. Wait a little while, and you shall see a speedy end of
your evils. There will come an hour when all labor and tumult
shall cease. Poor and brief is all that passes away with time.
Do in earnest what you do; labor faithfully in My vineyard
(Matt. 20:7). I will be your recompense. Write, read, chant,
mourn, keep silence, pray, endure crosses manfully. Life
everlasting is worth all these battles, and greater than these. . . .
Lift up your face therefore to Heaven. Behold, I and all My
saints with Me, who in this world had great conflict, do now
rejoice, now are comforted, now secure, now at rest, and shall
remain with Me everlastingly in the kingdom of My Father!
Rev. George Koehl III became the Minister of Music at First Baptist
Church in Midland when Janet and I served the church as pastor. He
was a dear friend and brother for twenty-three years and one of the most
amazing and anointed worship leaders I’ve ever known.
Then George was diagnosed with pancreatic cancer. He passed away on
August 19, 2016, his sixty-second birthday. I am still grieving his loss
but celebrating his homegoing.
My wife and I saw George for the last time not long before he died. We
were in Midland for another funeral and went to see him at the hospital.
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He was too weak to move or even to speak, but he still demonstrated
the joy, serenity, and presence of Christ in his face and spirit.
We did not know that this would be our last time to see George in this
life, but he did. As we prepared to leave, George gathered the strength
to speak a single sentence. He looked me in the eyes, smiled at me, and
said, “I’ll see you there.”
And he will.
This is the promise of God.
Discussion questions
1. It has been said of Christians that we can be “so heavenly
minded that we’re of no earthly good.” What are some ways in
which a focus on our future hope can make us more useful in
our present circumstances?
2. Looking back over your life, can you describe challenges that
seemed overwhelming at the time but were redeemed by God
for future good? How do these examples encourage you today?
3. How can you help hurting people trust God for a better future?
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CHAPT ER 5

“ I A M WI T H
YOU A LWAYS”
R EV ELAT ION 11

I’ll never forget standing before Michelangelo’s massive statue of David
in the Accademia Gallery in Florence. It stands seventeen feet tall and
was completed in 1504. Michelangelo carved this masterpiece from a
single block of marble.
How did he create it? His answer: “In every block of marble I see a statue
as plain as though it stood before me, shaped and perfect in attitude and
action. I have only to hew away the rough walls that imprison the lovely
apparition to reveal it to the other eyes as mine see it.”
“Hewing away the rough walls that imprison the Christ within you”—
that’s what your Creator is doing with your life today. He sometimes
uses grief and suffering in our fallen world as a means to this end.

But even in our hardest times, when God seems least gracious and
relevant to our pain, he is still with us. He will never leave us or forsake
us (Matthew 28:20). He is “near to the brokenhearted and saves the
crushed in spirit” (Psalm 34:18).
What does his presence in our pain mean for your suffering today? How
can you help hurting people trust his presence in their suffering?
Meet God on Patmos
Our text begins: “I, John, your brother and partner in the tribulation
and the kingdom and the patient endurance that are in Jesus”
(Revelation 1:9a). “John” is the Apostle John, Jesus’ best friend and
“beloved disciple,” the last living apostle. Yet he identifies himself by
none of these remarkable attributes.
Rather, he calls himself their “brother” in Christ, noting that they
are children of the same heavenly Father. He is also their “partner,”
translating synkoinonos, which literally means “to have fellowship
together.” Where they are, he is. Where he is, they are.
With us in hard times
John is their fellow partaker of the “tribulation” (“suffering,” translating
a word used for the massive weight that ground wheat into flour),
“kingdom” (reign and rule of God), and “patient endurance” (translating
hypomone, meaning one who is steadfast, enduring, standing his post and
refusing to retreat). All three describe our position “in Jesus.”
Jesus warned that “in the world you will have tribulation” ( John 16:33).
Yet we are living in the “kingdom” of God to the degree that he is
our king and Lord. To live in the kingdom in the midst of tribulation
requires patient endurance, soldiers who stand our post at all costs.
John continues: he “was on the island called Patmos on account of the
word of God and the testimony of Jesus” (Revelation 1:9b). John was
faithful to the Word of God and the “testimony” or gospel of Jesus.
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Because he would not stop preaching, he was exiled to a place where
his preaching could no longer win others to Christ, or so the Romans
thought.
But they were wrong.
In the Spirit in suffering
“I was in the Spirit on the Lord’s Day” (v. 10a), John testifies. “In the
Spirit” means to be in worship and prayer. “The Lord’s Day” is found
only here in the Bible, referring to Sunday. While the pagan world
celebrated the first day of the week as “Emperor’s Day,” Christians
worshiped Christ and not Caesar on the “Lord’s Day.”
Then John hears a voice that instructs him to write what he would “see”
(indicating the visionary nature of the book to follow) and send it to
the seven churches (to be addressed specifically in Revelation 2–3).
They are probably listed in the order in which they would be visited by a
messenger with such letters.
Turning to see the one speaking, John sees the Christ for the first time
in sixty years. His best friend and risen Lord is standing in the midst of
“seven golden lampstands” (v. 12), explained later as the seven churches
of Revelation (v. 20) and signifying the church’s work in sharing the
light of God with the world (cf. Matthew 5:14–16). Jesus stands among
his people, identifying with our mission and our struggles, still today.
John sees Jesus’ “long robe” (v. 13), the word used in Exodus 28:4 for the
blue robe of the high priest. Jesus had been condemned by the high priest—
now he is the High Priest (cf. Hebrews 4:14–16). The “golden sash around
his chest” (v. 13) points to the Levitical priests (cf. Josephus, Antiquities
3.7.2). His white head and hair (v. 14) signify wisdom and dignity
(Leviticus 19:32; Proverbs 16:31). His flaming eyes symbolize judgment
and vision (cf. Hebrews 12:29) and perhaps point to the burning bush
where the Lord first revealed himself personally to Moses (Exodus 3).
Jesus’ bronze feet (v. 15a) show his strength, as bronze was the strongest
metal known in the day. His loud voice (v. 15b) suggests the power of
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a great waterfall, symbolic of his authority over the entire universe. The
seven stars in his right hand (v. 16a) are later identified as the “angels” of
the seven churches—perhaps messengers to the churches, or even their
pastors. The “sharp two-edged sword” in his mouth points to the long and
heavy sword used in military conflict and to the powerful word of God
(Hebrews 4:12). His brilliant face recalls the Mount of Transfiguration
(Matthew 17:2) and Moses’ shining face (Exodus 34:29).
John understandably “fell at his feet as though dead” (v. 17a; for similar
responses to the awesome glory of God, see Joshua 5:14; Ezekiel 1:28;
Daniel 8:17, 10:15; Matthew 17:6; and Acts 26:14). Now the same
Lord who holds the churches touches John and calms his fear (v. 17b).
As Jesus holds “the keys of Death and Hades” (v. 18), so he holds his
servant.
John could not come to Jesus, so Jesus came to John. He made his
presence known to his best friend, showing himself to be God’s High
Priest with divine wisdom, vision, strength, and authority. All this on
the Alcatraz of the ancient world.
If Jesus could be present in such power there, he can be present in such
power anywhere. Even in your life and mine.
Claim God’s presence in our pain
The “existential” theodicy model is more practical than theoretical: God
suffers as we suffer and gives us strength to withstand and even redeem
our pain.
The Bible repeatedly affirms this assertion (2 Corinthians 4:1, 16; Ephesians
3:13; Hebrews 12:5; Revelation 2:3). God walks with us through the valley
of the shadow of death (Psalm 23:4). He weeps as we weep (John 11:35).
Jesus experienced every temptation and pain we feel (Hebrews 4:15). He
is present with us now in the sufferings of life (Deuteronomy 20:1; Psalm
34:18; Isaiah 43:2; Daniel 3:24–25, 12:6–7; Acts 16:25–26).
Philosophically, this approach is not a true theodicy. It offers no real
explanation for the origin or existence of suffering. But it does provide
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the practical assurance that our Father walks with his children through
the hardest places of life and will never allow us to face more than he
will give us the strength to bear (1 Corinthians 10:13).
For example, Paul asked,
Who shall separate us from the love of Christ? Shall
tribulation, or distress, or persecution, or famine, or
nakedness, or danger, or sword? As it is written, “For your
sake we are being killed all the day long; we are regarded
as sheep to be slaughtered.” No, in all these things we are
more than conquerors through him who loved us. For I am
sure that neither death nor life, nor angels nor rulers, nor
things present nor things to come, nor powers, nor height
nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to
separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord
(Romans 8:35–39).
God promises us: “’The mountains may depart and the hills be
removed, but my steadfast love shall not depart from you, and my
covenant of peace shall not be removed,’ says the Lord, who has
compassion on you” (Isaiah 54:10). He assures us, “I am with you and
will keep you wherever you go” (Genesis 28:15).
We have noted that God redeems all he allows. He redeems our
suffering by using it to grow us spiritually, and he rewards our
faithfulness today and eternally. Through it all, whatever we are going
through, we can claim the presence of Jesus.
Speaking of his followers, Jesus said, “I give them eternal life, and they
will never perish, and no one will snatch them out of my hand. My
Father, who has given them to me, is greater than all, and no one is able
to snatch them out of the Father’s hand” ( John 10:28–29). As a result,
nothing can come to us without coming through him. He knows what
we know and feels what we feel. No matter what Patmos is ours, he is
there with us.
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A God who weeps
Edward VIII became the British monarch on January 20, 1936. He
quickly announced his proposal of marriage to Mrs. Wallace Simpson,
an American citizen whose second divorce was still pending. When his
cabinet and counselors opposed his marriage, the king abdicated his
throne. He married Mrs. Simpson at Chateau de Cande, near Tours,
France, in June of 1937. The king gave up his throne for the one he
loved. And the world admired such love.
Now step back much further in time with me. Climb down a dozen
steps, into the cavern below. Watch your step—the stone is narrow,
worn with the centuries. The walls are clammy and covered with moss.
The smell is pungent and a bit rancid.
At the bottom of the steps, turn to your left. You’re in a cave now. Maybe
ten feet from side to side, perhaps twenty to its back. At its center, it’s
tall enough for us to stand. But it slopes quickly to the rounded walls, so
watch your head. The dank, musty smell is even sharper here. The only
light comes from electric bulbs strung overhead.
Imagine it by the light of a flickering fire. Smell the burning wood. Feel
the sting of the smoke in your eyes. Cough if you must. Hear the snorts
of the animals. Sense the field hands crowded next to you. See the dirt
caking their hands, the sweat running from their streaked faces onto
their stained, rough burlap shirts.
Turn to what they’re watching. It’s a baby—a newborn, helpless infant.
Cradled by a very young adolescent girl, her eyes dark circles, her
face still marked with the pain of her delivery. Half sheltering, half
protecting her is a rough peasant, more than twice her age, his gnarled
hands testimony to his life’s labor.
What child would choose this cave for his birthplace? These field
hands for his attendants? These peasants for his parents? Only a God
who would mourn with grieving sisters. A God who would hurt with
suffering friends. A God who weeps. He proved his love at Christmas.
He’s ready to prove it to us again, today.
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This is not a God the world knows. Muslims and Jews have a God of
legalistic enforcement but not a weeping heart. Buddhists and Hindus
have no category for a personal, suffering God. Most Americans think
that God helps those who help themselves. Honestly, do you picture the
Lord of the universe with tears in his eyes?
And tears in his heart? God’s word says, “We do not have a High Priest
who is unable to sympathize with our weaknesses, but one who in every
respect has been tempted as we are, yet without sin” (Hebrews 4:15).
I know it seems nonsensical to say that Jesus faced every temptation we
do. They didn’t have marijuana or sexually explicit movies and websites.
But sins in principle have not changed, just their expression. Substance
abuse, sexual temptation, integrity issues, and moral failures were just as
real then as today.
Jesus faced them all, and more than we do. The longer you withstand a
temptation, the harder and subtler it becomes. If you won’t embezzle
funds at work, perhaps you’ll shade an expense report or tax deduction.
Because he never sinned, Jesus faced sin and temptation we know
nothing about.
And so he knows your temptations, your pain, your suffering, your
disappointments, your problems and questions and dilemmas. He
knows them better than you do. He sees them with the infinite insight
only possessed by God himself. He knows your hurting heart.
And he weeps.
Conclusion
What does the presence of Jesus mean wherever we need his comfort
and help today?
First, know that you are not alone.
No matter how things look, the God you cannot see can see you. He
is watching you now. He knows your name and your problems. Psalm
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139:17 can be translated, “How precious concerning me are your
thoughts, O God! How vast is the sum of them! If I would count them,
they are more than the sand” (Psalm 139:17). That number has been
calculated as seven quintillion, five-hundred quadrillion. In numeric
terms, it is 75,000,000,000,000,000,000. That’s how often God thinks
of you. As the song says, when you cannot see his hand, trust his heart.
Second, pray for him to manifest his presence to you today.
John was “in the Spirit” when he met the risen Christ. We will
personally experience the presence of God to the degree that we draw
close to him in prayer, repentance, and worship. Our Lord promises,
“You will seek me and find me, when you seek me with all your heart”
( Jeremiah 29:13). When last did you fall at his feet? When last were
you awed by God?
Third, pray for him to make his presence real to those in need.
The year was 1945. Spencer January, a lifelong resident of Dallas, Texas,
was a soldier in the US Army’s 35th Infantry Division, 137th Infantry,
Company I. His division was pushing through the Rhineland region of
West Germany toward the Elbe River to meet the Russian troops.
On March 9, the American troops were ordered to move into
Ossenburg, Germany, where a factory that had once manufactured soap
was now producing gun powder and other war products. As Spencer
and the rest of Company I were cautiously making their way through a
wooded area, word came that the company ahead of them had been hit
hard and his company would replace them.
When his company arrived at the scene, Spencer was appalled at what
met his eyes. Only a handful of badly wounded soldiers, hiding behind
a stone house at the edge of the woods, had survived. Straight ahead lay
a two-hundred-yard stretch of open field, bordered on the far side by
thick woods, covered with the bodies of dead American soldiers.
Three nests of German machine guns had mounted the fierce assault.
To try to cross that flat, open field meant suicide, yet there was no other
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road into the town. As the order was given to advance, Spencer prayed
desperately, “God, you’ve got to do something.” Thinking of his wife
and young son back home, he pleaded, “Please, do something.”
Their advance began. Just as the soldier at the front took his first step,
something to the left caught their eye. A fluffy white cloud appeared
out of nowhere and settled on the ground, completely obscuring the
Germans’ line of fire.
Taking advantage of this miraculous turn of events, Spencer and his
fellow soldiers bolted into the clearing and ran for their lives. Safe in
the sheltering woods on the other side, his heart pounding in his ears,
Spencer hid behind a tree and watched as the last American soldier
raced to safety.
He will never forget what happened next: the instant the last soldier
scrambled to safety, the cloud vanished! The Germans, thinking they
still had the American soldiers pinned down behind that stone house,
radioed its position to their artillery. Within minutes, the house was
blown to bits.
But that’s not the end of the story.
Two weeks later, a letter arrived from Spencer’s mother back in the
States. “Son, what in the world was the matter on such and such a
day,” she asked, pinpointing the very day and time that Spencer and
Company I had faced such grave danger.
“You remember Sister Tankersley from our church? Well, she called me
that morning and told me that the Lord had awakened her at 1:00 in
the morning and said, ‘Spencer is in serious trouble. Get up now and
pray for him.’ Sister Tankersley said she prayed for you until 6:00, when
she had to go to work. She told me that the last thing she prayed before
getting off her knees was, ‘God, whatever danger Spencer is in, just cover
him with your cloud.’”
All of God there is, is in this moment. And with you.
This is your heavenly Father’s promise today.
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Discussion questions
1. A skeptic might say that a God powerful enough to be present
in our suffering is powerful enough to prevent it. How would
you respond?
2. When in the past have you experienced God’s presence in your
pain? How do these memories encourage you today?
3. What ways would you suggest to help a hurting person see
God’s presence in his or her suffering?
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CHAPT ER 6

M E ET I N G S A M A R I TA N S
W H E R E T H EY A R E
JOHN 4

The following story is a hoax, although it was once reported as fact. Still,
it serves as an illustrative reminder that other people might be having
a much worse day than you are. (Which isn’t to say that, on some days,
you might be that other person.)
A man was working on his motorcycle on his patio when it slipped into
gear and dragged him through the glass patio door and into the dining
room. He lay bleeding on the floor as his wife called the paramedics,
who transported him to the hospital for stitches.
Then she went into the living room, pushed the motorcycle back
outside, and used some paper towels to blot up the gasoline that had
spilled onto the floor. She threw the towels into the toilet and went to
the hospital to check on her husband.

His stitches completed, he was released to come home. As he looked
at his shattered patio door and damaged motorcycle, he became
despondent, went into the bathroom, sat down and smoked a cigarette.
He then threw it into the toilet—where the gasoline-soaked towels
were. It exploded, blowing his trousers away and burning his backside.
His wife again ran to the telephone to call for an ambulance.
The same paramedics came to the house again. As they were carrying
him on their stretcher down the stairs to the ambulance, one of
them asked his wife how he had burned himself. She told him, and
the paramedics started laughing so hard that one of them tipped the
stretcher and dumped the man out. He fell down the remaining steps
and broke his arm.
Some people are hurting in ways that are obvious to the rest of us. The
woman on crutches, the man in a wheelchair, or the family standing at a
casket in a cemetery cannot hide the fact of their suffering.
The rest of us, however, learn to cover up our pain lest others make it
worse. People ask us how we are, and we tell them we are “fine.” We ask
them how they are, and they reply with the same. We both know we’re
lying, but neither wants to hear the truth.
Thus far in this book, we’ve discussed the sources of suffering and found
biblical responses. But none of these principles will be effective unless
we learn how to build relational bridges to those who need God’s Word
and our love.
Let’s learn from the greatest bridge-builder in history.
Go where the pain lives
Our text begins: “Now when Jesus learned that the Pharisees had heard
that Jesus was making and baptizing more disciples than John (although
Jesus himself did not baptize, but only his disciples), he left Judea and
departed again for Galilee” ( John 4:1–3).
The Pharisees were seen by many as the spiritual elite of the land; they
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likely were threatened by Jesus’ growing popularity (cf. Mark 1:5;
Matthew 3:5). He would later engage them in heated debate and very
direct rhetoric (cf. Matthew 21–23), but he knew that this was not the
time for such conflict.
So, he left Judea to return to Galilee, the area where he had grown up.
However, as John adds, “He had to pass through Samaria” (v. 4).
Going where Jews didn’t go
Judea was to the south, Galilee to the north, and Samaria in the middle.
The shortest route back to Galilee would be through Samaria. However,
this was a road nearly all Jews avoided. Samaritans were known for
attacking Jews passing through their region (cf. Luke 9:51–56). As a
result, the road that veered east through Perea and bypassed Samaria
was far more popular for most Jewish travelers.
This animosity between Jews and Samaritans began in 2 Kings 17,
where the Northern Kingdom of Israel was exiled to Assyria “because
the people of Israel had sinned against the Lord their God” (v. 7). The
Assyrian king resettled the area with foreigners (v. 24). Over time, the
Jews remaining in the area intermarried with these foreigners, though
such relationships were forbidden by the Law (cf. Ezra 9–10).
Their descendants, the Samaritans, developed their own version of the
Pentateuch to support their claim as God’s chosen people. Over time,
they came to reject the Jewish prophets and Jewish traditions.
When Jews from Judea returned after seventy years of captivity in
Babylon, their Samaritan neighbors to the north did all they could to
keep them from rebuilding Jerusalem (Nehemiah 4:1–14). Samaria
became a place of resort for outlaws from Judea. The Samaritans built
their own temple on Mount Gerizim to rival the one in Jerusalem. In
129 BC, the Jewish general and leader John Hyrcanus led an attack
against the Samaritans that destroyed their temple.
As a result, the Jews and the Samaritans hated each other with an
animosity that had brewed for four centuries.
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Jesus’ decision to go through Samaria was prompted not by geography
but by compassion. He “had” to go through Samaria because he is the
Savior of all people, the One who came to prove that “God so loved the
world” ( John 3:16, my emphasis).
Going where everyone went
Our text continues: “So he came to a town of Samaria called Sychar, near
the field that Jacob had given to his son Joseph” (v. 5). Jacob purchased
this land from “the sons of Hamor, Shechem’s father” (Genesis 33:19) and
later bequeathed it to Joseph (Genesis 48:22). It was probably the site of
the modern town of Askar, near Shechem (modern Nablus).
John tells us that “Jacob’s well was there” (v. 6a). This well lies more than
a half-mile south of the modern-day village of Askar. It is one hundred
feet deep and still serves the area; I have drunk from it myself.
The narrative continues: “Jesus, wearied as he was from his journey, was
sitting beside the well” (v. 6b). The well had a wooden platform around
its mouth, forming the ledge on which he sat. Villagers in Jesus’ day
typically had only one such well, which meant that the townspeople
went there regularly. By resting at this spot, Jesus chose to make himself
visible to anyone who came by. There was no more public place in town.
This story is in Scripture because it is as relevant to us as it was to those
who first experienced it. John’s purpose was not to tell us everything
that happened across the entirety of Jesus’ ministry. To the contrary, he
later notes that “there are also many other things that Jesus did. Were
every one of them to be written, I suppose that the world itself could
not contain the books that would be written” ( John 21:25).
The Holy Spirit led John to include this narrative so it could serve as a
ministry model for us. Here we discover an important principle: to help
hurting people, we must go to them.
If Jesus had stayed in Judea or traveled around Samaria to Galilee, would
the woman he meets next have ever encountered his transforming
grace? If he had not gone to her, would she have come to him?
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When people are sick physically, they go to a doctor. But when they are
hurting emotionally, relationally, or spiritually, many keep their pain to
themselves. They feel that others won’t understand and may even blame
them for their suffering.
That’s why those who want to help the hurting need to build relational
bridges to the people they influence. It’s not enough to be their
employer, employee, friend, or even family member. We need to make
them know that we are available if and when they need us.
We can do this by being public about our own challenges and problems
and by demonstrating compassion whenever we hear of a person who is
struggling. When that person is within our circle of influence, it is vital
that we take the first step in reaching out to them. A note, an email or
text, or a phone call just to say we care is essential. Continuing to check
on them is important as well.
We’ll discuss other practical ways to help in our next chapter, but
for now, let’s resolve to follow Jesus’ example by going to “Samaria,”
wherever that is for us.
Find common ground with those in need
What happens next must have shocked John’s readers.
“It was about the sixth hour” (v. 6c), i.e., noon. This was the heat of the
day. This is a clue that Jacob’s well, while a popular place for community,
would likely be deserted at this time.
Except for a person who came at that time for that very reason: “A
woman from Samaria came to draw water. Jesus said to her, ‘Give me a
drink’” (v. 7). Why would she come in the hottest time of the day, when
the well would be deserted?
We learn later that she has had five husbands and is now living with
a man with whom she is not married (v. 18). She was a social outcast
in her small town. Even if her previous five husbands had all died, she
was now living with a man who was not her husband. It’s plausible that
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she had entered into an affair with him and that they were living in an
adulterous relationship. It’s also plausible that she had done the same
with her previous husbands.
Since women usually were responsible for bringing water from the
town well back to their homes for cooking and cleaning, it’s likely
that this unnamed woman most wanted to avoid other women. She
was successful, except that a man she had never met was there and was
asking her for a drink.
She was surprised: “The Samaritan woman said to him, ‘How is it that
you, a Jew, ask for a drink from me, a woman of Samaria?’” (v. 9a). She
could tell he was Jewish because the Samaritan prayer shawl used blue
fringes, while the Jewish prayer shawl fringes were white.
John explained her surprise to his readers: “(For Jews have no
dealings with Samaritans)” (v. 9b). We’ve discussed the reasons for their
animosity. But adding to her astonishment, Jewish men did not speak
to women in public. When his disciples later returned, they “marveled
that he was talking with a woman” (v. 27). A Jewish rabbi did not greet a
woman in public, even if she was his wife, daughter, or sister.
Associating this publicly with a woman of such notoriety could
undermine Jesus’ public reputation and ministry. But he did not care:
“Jesus answered her, ‘If you knew the gift of God, and who it is that is
saying to you, ‘Give me a drink, ‘ you would have asked him, and he
would have given you living water’” (v. 10).
She came for water, so he began their conversation and then turned to
the “living water” he alone could offer her soul.
To help hurting people, it’s important that we begin with the pain they
are feeling, meeting them where they hurt. They will not be interested
in our spiritual advice if we don’t first demonstrate tangible compassion.
As my longtime friend Dr. Randel Everett notes, “I have no right to
share the gospel with a hungry person.”
When you discover that someone you know is hurting, begin praying
for them immediately. Ask God to be their Great Physician and ask him
56

to use you as his hands and feet. Ask for discernment to know what you
can do to be helpful. Seek his heart for this hurting soul.
And serve them with humility, recognizing that we are all broken
people. Christians are “beggars helping beggars find bread.” The ground
is level at the foot of the cross.
Lead hurting souls to Jesus
Through their conversation, our Lord led this lonely woman to recognize the astounding truth that he was their long-awaited Messiah (v.
26). She then ran back to her village with the news (vv. 28–29), and
they met him and trusted in him as well (vv. 30, 39–42).
A hurting soul most needs the help of our Savior. Human words cannot
convict of sin or save souls. You and I cannot heal a hurting marriage or
a broken home. But Jesus can.
Our job is to bring people to him, to look for ways we can show others
how and why to trust in our Lord as their Lord. In the next chapter,
we’ll explore practical ways to do this. For now, let’s decide that we want
to. And let’s ask God to empower and use us for this purpose, to his
glory.
One other point: for people to believe that our Father loves them, they
need to know that we love them.
Some today struggle to picture God as love. They know that Jesus loves
us but are not so sure that God the Father does.
I remember a preacher’s story about a dying woman, with her husband
on one side and their estranged son on the other. In her last act, she
took the hand of the father and the hand of the child, brought them
together, and died.
And so, the preacher said, Jesus on the cross took the hand of the wrathful
Father and sinful humanity and brought them together in his death. But the
Bible says, “God so loved the world that he gave his only Son” (John 3:16).
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The Bible claims that “God is love” (1 John 4:8). But hurting people
often struggle to believe that it is true. If God really loved them, he
wouldn’t let them hurt like this, would he? He wouldn’t allow a plane
to crash, or a hurricane to kill multiplied thousands; he wouldn’t
countenance cancer or heart disease, or rape or drug abuse, or poverty or
pain. Or so it seems.
That’s why people need a “God with skin on.” They need to see God’s
love in ours.
Christians are the only Bible many people will read, the only Jesus they
will see. Nearly twenty centuries ago, Clement of Alexandria said that
the real Christian “practices being God.” Because we have received, we
know how to give. Because we are accepted, we know how to accept.
Because we are loved, we know how to love. With God’s love.
Jesus said that loving hurting people would be our greatest witness: “By
this all people will know that you are my disciples, if you have love for
one another” ( John 13:35). We prove God’s love when we love.
Conclusion
Where is your Jacob’s well? Who is your Samaritan woman? Would
you make yourself available to her pain? Would you demonstrate your
compassion for her suffering? Would you ask Jesus to use your heart and
words to bring her to himself ?
We never know when the opportunity to help a hurting person is our last.
Roger Simms walked slowly along the highway. He was tired, and the
suitcase he carried grew heavier by the minute. He was anxious to get
out of his army uniform and see his parents and girlfriend again.
A car came into view, so Roger stuck his thumb in the air. To his
surprise, the sleek, black Cadillac pulled over for him. “Thank you!” he
said to the stranger inside.
“Glad to help,” the man said.
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And they began to talk. The driver’s name was Mr. Hanover, and he
owned a business in Chicago.
As they drove along, the Holy Spirit began to prompt Roger to witness
to Mr. Hanover. But he couldn’t, Roger told God. He couldn’t talk to
this distinguished-looking businessman about spiritual things.
Finally, the Spirit’s urging became so strong that Roger couldn’t ignore
it. “Mr. Hanover,” he said, “I would like to talk to you about something
very important. I want to talk to you about your soul.”
Steel-gray eyes pierced Roger’s, but the man made no reply.
For the next few minutes, Roger poured out his soul as he explained
the gospel to the man. Finally, he asked him if he would like to receive
Christ as his Savior.
To Roger’s astonishment, the man abruptly pulled the car to the side of
the road. The businessman bowed his head over the steering wheel and
began to weep. Through his tears, he prayed and received the salvation
only Jesus can give.
A few minutes later, he dropped Roger in front of his home. “Thank
you,” he said. “This is the greatest thing that has ever happened to me.”
He gave Roger his business card and said, “This is where you can find
me if you are ever in Chicago.”
In a few months, Roger and his girlfriend Beth were married. Two years
later, a little boy was born to them. Roger began his own business, and it
began to prosper. Then he had to make a trip to Chicago. As he was packing
his socks, he found Mr. Hanover’s business card, given to him years earlier.
He decided he’d look the man up, just to see how he was getting along.
It was a Tuesday morning when Roger stepped inside the impressive
doors of Hanover Enterprises. A receptionist sat at a desk in the plush
room before him. “I am Roger Simms,” he said. “I would like very much
to see Mr. Hanover.”
A strange look came over the woman’s face. “That is not possible, Mr.
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Simms. Would you like to talk with Mrs. Hanover?”
Roger was puzzled but consented. Almost immediately, he found
himself face-to-face with a woman, in her mid-fifties, who extended her
hand. “You knew my husband?”
Roger said, “Yes, he picked me up when I was on my way home from the
war.”
“Can you tell me just when that was? I mean, what day?”
Roger was sure: “It was five years ago in the spring, May seventh.”
Mrs. Hanover was visibly nervous. “What did you talk about that day?”
Roger hesitated, then said, “Mrs. Hanover, we talked about spiritual things.”
She was incredulous as he went on, “I talked with him about his soul.”
Her lips began to tremble. “And what was his response?”
“Mrs. Hanover, he pulled over the side of the road, and gave his life to
Christ that day.”
The woman began to weep—sobs from deep within her soul.
Roger was confused and upset: “What is going on?”
Finally, she answered him: “I had prayed for my husband’s salvation for
years.”
“And where is your husband, Mrs. Hanover?”
“He is dead,” she said. “He was in a car crash after he let you out of the
car. He never got home.”
But he did, and all of heaven rejoiced.
All because Roger met a hurting person with the love of Christ.
Who will be your Mr. Hanover today?
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Discussion questions
1. Why is it sometimes difficult to take the initiative in helping a
hurting person? How can we overcome these obstacles?
2. Describe someone who took such initiative with you when you
were facing suffering. How does their story encourage you to
take similar initiative today?
3. What practical steps can you take today to build a relationship
with a hurting person?
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CHAPT ER 7

P R A CT I C A L WAYS TO
H E L P H U RT I N G P EO P L E
JOB 2

No one except the Lord Jesus experienced greater suffering in Scripture
than a man named Job. In fact, his name is synonymous with pain.
Job lost his sons and daughters, his oxen and donkeys, sheep and camels,
and his health. Things were so bad that Job’s wife encouraged him to
“curse God and die” ( Job 2:9).
Into his story stepped three men who offer us a powerful model for
helping hurting people. Let’s learn from them what to do—and what
not to do.

Offer the “ministry of presence”
The Bible introduces their part of the story:
Now when Job’s three friends heard of all this evil that
had come upon him, they came each from his own place,
Eliphaz the Temanite, Bildad the Shuhite, and Zophar the
Naamathite. They made an appointment together to come
to show him sympathy and comfort him. And when they saw
him from a distance, they did not recognize him. And they
raised their voices and wept, and they tore their robes and
sprinkled dust on their heads toward heaven. And they sat
with him on the ground seven days and seven nights, and no
one spoke a word to him, for they saw that his suffering was
very great ( Job 2:11–13).
Here we find at least four very practical principles at work.
One: Pay the price of presence.
Eliphaz was a “Temanite,” living in the town of Teman, a prominent
city southeast of the Dead Sea in the land of Edom. His journey to Job
would have traversed more than a hundred miles. Bildad and Zophar, as
well as their places of origin, are otherwise unknown in the Bible.
These three “made an appointment together,” setting aside time to be
with their friend. They did not happen to see him or just “drop by.” They
were sacrificial and intentional in their outreach to Job.
Two: Empathize with the person’s suffering.
These friends came to “show him sympathy.” The Hebrew literally
means “to move back and forth with him.” As he sat in ashes and grief
(v. 8), they sat with him. They felt what he felt.
Three: Make clear your compassion.
Job’s friends also came to “comfort him” (v. 11). The Hebrew literally
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means to “breathe deeply with,” to express sorrow or compassion. Then
they “raised their voices and wept” with him (v. 12). They “tore their
robes,” a common sign of grief, and “sprinkled dust on their heads
toward heaven,” an act similar to Job’s sitting in ashes (v. 8). They
exhibited physically the pain they felt personally for him.
Four: Connect before you speak.
Our text concludes: “They sat with him on the ground seven days and
seven nights, and no one spoke a word to him, for they saw that his
suffering was very great” (v. 13). Sitting on the ground was a cultural
way to show grief (cf. Jonah 3:6). Weeklong times of mourning are
found elsewhere in Scripture (cf. Genesis 50:10; 1 Samuel 31:13). They
stayed with their friend whose “suffering was very great.” The Hebrew
indicates that his pain “had grown to become massive.”
Henri Nouwen testified:
More and more, the desire grows in me simply to walk around,
greet people, enter their homes, sit on their doorsteps, play
ball, throw water, and be known as someone who wants to
live with them. It is a privilege to have the time to practice this
simple ministry of presence. Still, it is not as simple as it seems.
My own desire to be useful, to do something significant, or
to be part of some impressive project is so strong that soon
my time is taken up by meetings, conferences, study groups,
and workshops that prevent me from walking the streets. It
is difficult not to have plans, not to organize people around
an urgent cause, and not to feel that you are working directly
for social progress. But I wonder more and more if the first
thing shouldn’t be to know people by name, to eat and drink
with them, to listen to their stories and tell your own, and to
let them know with words, handshakes, and hugs that you do
not simply like them, but truly love them.
A surgeon must touch a body she hopes to heal. A counselor must
develop a relationship with someone he hopes to help.
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The first step in helping someone in pain is to be present to their pain.
What does this mean in practice?
• Ask the Spirit to lead you. He knows the heart and mind of the
person far better than we can.
• Make time for them. If possible, set an appointment rather than
dropping by. Seek not to impose but to support.
• Offer physical presence. Grief is intensely isolating. Hugs and
physical proximity are more important than we know.
• Listen without judging. Sometimes a person just needs someone
to hear them speak their pain. They are seeking answers far less
than empathy.
• Don’t claim to understand “how they feel” or compare your
suffering to theirs. Even if you have faced similar circumstances,
you cannot know how this person is feeling. Don’t minimize
their pain by comparing it to others or to your own.
• Don’t ask, “What can I do to help?” The person likely will have
no answer and may feel that you are looking for ways to cut
short your time with them.
• Include them in your life. Invite the person to join your family
and friends for social outings. Offer to bring the person to
church services and activities. Be their conduit to the larger
world.
• Stay in touch. Just a card, email, or text can be a great blessing to
hurting souls.
I made my first visit to Cuba in 1999. As a veteran of missionary travel,
I expected to be able to offer theological resources to the pastors I was
invited to teach. I quickly discovered them to be brilliant men and
women, remarkably well-read and deeply devoted to the Lord. Their
faithfulness in the face of extreme persecution was deeply moving.
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I soon expressed to the leader of the conference my sense that I needed to
learn from them far more than they needed to learn from me. He thanked
me but then explained that my presence with these leaders was a gift to
them I could not fully understand. They felt so isolated from the rest of
the Christian world, he said. For an American to come to be with them
was a “ministry of presence” that God would use in their lives.
When we seek to be the hands and feet of Jesus (1 Corinthians 12:27),
we continue his earthly ministry and extend his kingdom through our
compassion.
Know the “stages of grief”
The ministry of presence is the foundational first step to practical ministry
for suffering souls. Our second step is seeking to understand something of
the pain they face and finding ways to help them as they hurt.
In 1969, Swiss-American psychiatrist Elisabeth Kübler-Ross published
On Death and Dying, based on her work with terminally ill patients. She
concluded that such patients typically deal with grief in the context of
five stages:
1. Denial usually comes first. The patient claims that the doctors
are mistaken, or the diagnosis is incorrect, or things are not
otherwise as bad as they seem.
2. Anger typically comes when denial fails. “Why did this happen
to me?” the patient asks God and the world. “I don’t deserve
this” is a common sentiment.
3. Bargaining ensues when the patient begins seeking ways to
mitigate their suffering. They may make “deals” with God, or
ask to be kept alive long enough to see a child’s wedding, etc.
4. Depression sets in when the patient comes to see the reality of
their mortality. They may become withdrawn and morose, cease
treatments, and become difficult for doctors and loved ones.
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5. Acceptance comes when the patient embraces mortality and
seeks ways to prepare for impending death with concern for
others.
It is important to note that these “stages” may not be progressive or
conclusive for any particular individual. Some people quickly move
from denial to acceptance. Some move to bargaining, then back to
denial, then to anger, then to acceptance. Human emotions are not
linear and are seldom predictable.
However, knowing and expecting hurting people to experience some
or all of these “stages of grief ” can be helpful as we seek to provide
resources for them in their pain.
Job’s friends did not try to intrude on his grief or rush his experience of
it. Their silence and empathy are a model for us.
Share God’s word, not your wisdom
Now the story shifts. After Job’s lament over his grief and suffering ( Job
3), Eliphaz the Temanite responds with the claim that the “innocent”
and “upright” always prosper ( Job 4:7). Job’s sufferings must therefore
be the consequence of sin in his life. If Job will turn to God in faith, the
Lord will relent and bind up Job’s wounds ( Job 5:18).
Bildad likewise blames sin for Job’s sufferings ( Job 8:4) and claims that
since “God will not reject a blameless man” (v. 20), Job must repent and
seek his favor. Zophar goes even further, telling Job that “God exacts
of you less than your guilt deserves” ( Job 11:6) and calling on Job to
repent (vv. 14ff ). When Job rejects their theological arguments, Eliphaz
accuses him of “doing away with the fear of God” ( Job 15:4).
Job rightly responds to his friends: “Miserable comforters are you all”
( Job 16:2).
It has been rightly noted that Job’s friends did well until they began to
speak. Then they sought to explain the mystery of innocent suffering
and made Job’s misery worse by blaming him for it.
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As we noted in our study of the “free-will theodicy,” misused freedom
does not explain innocent pain. In one of the churches I pastored, a dear
friend was dying of cancer. As she and I were talking one day, I asked her
if some part of her ordeal were especially difficult. She smiled and said
immediately, “All the people who tell me I’d be healed if I’d just repent.”
Each of the approaches to theodicy has their place, but none solves all
(or even any) individual suffering. That’s why we must seek the Spirit’s
leading and share advice and counsel only as he leads us.
I wish I had remembered this fact on a Sunday night in my first
pastorate. It was the fifth Sunday on the calendar. As was our custom,
I replaced the sermon with a question-and-answer time. During the
session, a member of the congregation raised her hand and asked, “Why
does God let people suffer?”
I had recently learned about the theodicy options we’ve discussed in
previous chapters and began explaining them to her. I could see in her
eyes, however, that such logic was not what she needed.
I sensed the Spirit’s nudge to ask her, “Why did you ask your question?”
Tears filled her eyes as she explained that she and her husband had put
her mother in a care facility for Alzheimer’s just that week.
There came a time later when we discussed the theology behind her
suffering. But that night she needed answers far less than she needed
empathy.
Fifteen years later, on Wednesday, September 15, 1999, a gunman attacked
Wedgwood Baptist Church in Ft. Worth, Texas, murdering seven people
and wounding seven others before killing himself. I was pastor of a church
in Dallas at the time. The tragedy in Ft. Worth deeply affected us all.
The next Sunday, I noted in my sermon that “innocent suffering has
always been part of the life of faith.” I quoted this paragraph as proof:
Others suffered mocking and flogging, and even chains and
imprisonment. They were stoned, they were sawn in two, they
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were killed with the sword. They went about in skins of sheep
and goats, destitute, afflicted, mistreated—of whom the world
was not worthy—wandering about in deserts and mountains,
and in dens and caves of the earth (Hebrews 11:36–38).
Then I noted that those who die in Christ have great hope, citing
Jesus’ promise that “everyone who lives and believes in me shall never
die” ( John 11:26). But I didn’t try to answer the question of innocent
suffering, pointing instead to the day when we will know what we
cannot understand today (1 Corinthians 13:12).
Conclusion
One of the best models I’ve encountered for practical ministry to
hurting hearts came from a philosophy of religion class I was teaching
while on the faculty of Southwestern Baptist Theological Seminary in
Ft. Worth, Texas. We came to a session on evil and suffering. As was my
practice, I asked the students if they would share times when God had
helped them through a period of unusual challenges.
That day, several students responded. One told of marital difficulties
and God’s grace. Another described a time of physical suffering and
God’s presence. Another told us that he and his wife had been facing
financial challenges but had experienced God’s provision.
Then one student told us about the year when his wife and two of his
children died in three separate tragedies.
We were all stunned. I asked the student how he survived that year.
With tears in his eyes, he told us that he had a pastor who called him
every day to remind him, “God is still on his throne.”
Then the student turned to the class filled with men and said, “Men,
God is still on his throne.” He is, indeed.
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Discussion questions
1. What positive and negative lessons about helping hurting
people can you suggest from Job’s friends?
2. When have you experienced the stages of grief ? How can your
experiences encourage you in facing present challenges?
3. How can you share biblical wisdom with a hurting person
today?
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CHAPT ER 8

A L I F E ST Y L E O F H E L P I N G
H U RT I N G P EO P L E
ACT S 3

Growing up, I was the youngest of all my friends. This meant I was
picked last for the kickball games and baseball teams. When you’re in
first or second grade, that’s a big deal. Your friends aren’t impressed with
your grades, just how far you can hit a ball.
And so, I grew up thinking I wasn’t a very good athlete or performer.
That was OK. My family was very supportive, I had good friends, and
my childhood was happy.
But everything changed one day in the seventh grade. We were playing
flag football during physical education. I remember the day like it was
last week. It was early fall, and the weather was just turning crisp. There
wasn’t a cloud in the sky.

I was put on the offensive line because everybody thought I couldn’t
catch or throw very well. Larry Montgomery faded back to pass, the
ball was tipped into the air, and I caught it and ran for a touchdown.
From then on, I was a wide receiver and eventually the quarterback. I
discovered I did have talent. I soon had more friends as well.
And I learned a lesson that day: life rewards performance. I’d later learn
that our culture says approximately the same: you are what you do.
I have often wondered how different my life would be if I’d dropped
that football.
From that day on, life was about catching more footballs. My trumpet
became a way to perform, and being first chair became very important
to me—as did making the best grades I could, leading clubs, and earning
school awards. The more footballs I caught, the better people liked me,
and the better I liked myself. I discovered a performance-based identity.
Then, when I was fifteen years old, I was invited to church, where I
heard the gospel and soon made Christ my Savior. But, before long, I
discovered a performance-based spiritual life as well.
I attended Bible studies, prayer meetings, and youth group activities. I
volunteered for the bus ministry on Saturdays, knocking on doors and
inviting children to ride our bus to church. I witnessed at school, went
on mission trips, and was part of the “inside” group at my church.
I was catching more footballs, this time for God—a performance-based
faith.
As a high school senior, I accepted a call to ministry, to be an even
better disciple and to help others become disciples. So, in college, I
became the preacher on the ministry team and was selected to lead
various clubs and organizations. Then to seminary, to a pastorate,
and eventually to teach on the faculty. From there, I went back to the
pastorate and then to the ministry I lead today.
Always catching more footballs. Always a performance-based faith.
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Here’s why I’m telling you my story: a performance-based definition
of success is the antithesis of compassion-based ministry. Our culture
defines us by how much we do, but hurting people define us by how
much we care.
Furthermore, measuring success by how people respond to our ministry
is frustrating at best. Often, we cannot see what effect we are having in
their lives. Some will never be able to express the difference we made or
even understand it. And we can be tempted to measure success by the
number of people we help rather than by the ways God uses us in their
lives.
Only the Holy Spirit can change a human heart. If we will define success
by faithfulness and ask God to use us in ways we can never measure this
side of heaven, our Lord will answer our prayer.
Oswald Chambers observed that a river touches shores its source never
sees. Some of the people whose compassion has meant the most to you
may have no idea of their effect on you.
When we commit ourselves to a lifestyle of compassion, God uses us to
change the world, one hurting heart at a time.
Let’s learn how.
See the one
As Acts 3 begins, we find Peter and John making their way to the
Jerusalem Temple for worship. At this early point in Christian history,
nearly all the followers of Jesus are Jews. And they have not yet broken
with their Jewish traditions.
Here they are climbing up the steps to the gate titled Beautiful for the
evening sacrifice. Josephus, the ancient Jewish historian, tells us that by
this time the evening sacrifice had been moved to three in the afternoon.
Everything about the story is routine.
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This is the third sacrifice of its kind that day, something like the third
worship service on a Sunday. Imagine that you attended all three
services, where you sang the same songs and heard the same message.
Even the beggar at the gate is routine. Acts 4:22 tells us he is more than
forty years old. His parents have likely brought him to the temple to
beg since his childhood. He has probably been placed at the same gate,
seeking alms from the same people who enter the temple there.
I’ve seen this custom in Israel even today: hungry, homeless, hurting
people standing around the gates of what is known as the Old City (the
historic part of Jerusalem), hoping for help from those who pass by.
How many times have these men climbed these steps to walk through
this gate to this service, passing this beggar? Perhaps you have a similar
routine on Sunday: you get up at the same time, drive the same streets,
park in the same place, and sit in the same pew or chair.
Everything is routine, until today.
Our text says that Peter “directed his gaze at him” (Acts 3:4). The Greek
phrase means “to stare with intent purpose.” It was used of Stephen at
his stoning as he looked into heaven (Acts 7:55) and of the disciples as
they watched Jesus’ ascension (Acts 1:9).
Others saw this man, but Peter looked. Others heard, but Peter listened.
Others rushed by, but Peter and John stopped. And the miracle began
here because they had an eye for the one.
They learned this commitment to helping hurting people from Jesus.
Remember Jesus calling Zacchaeus by name and noting the woman who
touched the hem of his garment. Envision him sitting with a Samaritan
woman at Jacob’s well. See him as a shepherd looking for one lost sheep.
Peter and John had probably passed this man thousands of times over
the years. But now, after Pentecost, they are filled with the Holy Spirit.
Now they have the Spirit of Jesus living in their hearts. Now they have
his eye for the one.
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A lifestyle of helping hurting people begins by seeing hurting people,
one by one.
Trust the name
After the lame man “fixed his attention on them, expecting to receive
something from them” (Acts 3:5), Peter said to him, “I have no silver
and gold, but what I do have I give to you. In the name of Jesus Christ of
Nazareth, rise up and walk!” (v. 6).
In the Bible, a person’s “name” denotes their character, personality, and
status. This is why Moses sought to know the “name” of God (Exodus
3:13). It’s why Jesus changed the name of “Simon” (“sandy”) to “Peter”
(“rocky”; John 1:42).
For Peter to say “in the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth” meant that he
wanted to see Jesus’ power, to claim his strength, to draw on his account.
Peter clearly knew that he had no ability to heal this man. But he knew
that Jesus could do what Peter could not.
Peter and the other disciples learned to trust Jesus’ name from having
watched Jesus at work. They saw him astound the scholars (Matthew
22:22), calm the stormy sea (Matthew 8:23–27), walk on the water
(Matthew 14:22–33), feed the masses (Matthew 14:13–21), heal the
sick (Matthew 4:23–25), and raise the dead ( John 11:38–44). They now
knew him to be the risen and ascended Lord.
A lifetime of helping hurting people depends on trusting in the name of
Jesus to heal those we cannot.
Touch the hurt
We can see the one and trust the name, but there’s a third component to
helping hurting people. Our text continues: “And [Peter] took him by
the right hand and raised him up, and immediately his feet and ankles
were made strong” (Acts 3:7).
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This was a remarkable, countercultural act by the apostle. In their day,
many unfortunately believed that a person facing physical challenges was
under the judgment of God. For instance, when Jesus and his disciples
saw “a man blind from birth” ( John 9:1), they asked the Lord, “Rabbi,
who sinned, this man or his parents, that he was born blind?” (v. 2).
This theology is completely wrong. Job’s physical suffering was in no sense
his fault (Job 2:7–8). Jesus’ followers are to invite “the poor, the crippled,
the lame, the blind” to their feasts (Luke 14:13). Our Lord touched a leper
and made him clean with no mention of sin or repentance (Mark 1:40–42).
Nonetheless, in Peter’s day, a person lame from birth was not to be touched.
Passersby might toss him a coin or offer a prayer on his behalf, but few
would touch him. Peter, however, “took him by the right hand.” The original
Greek says that he “laid hold of him” or “grasped him.” He identified with
this lame person, offering him physical solidarity and support.
This is the nature of our Father’s love for us. Remember his assurance: “Fear
not, for I have redeemed you; I have called you by name, you are mine.
When you pass through the waters, I will be with you; and through the
rivers, they shall not overwhelm you; when you walk through fire you shall
not be burned, and the flame shall not consume you” (Isaiah 43:1–2).
Here’s why: “For I am the Lord your God, the Holy One of Israel, your
Savior” (v. 3).
Three miracles then and today
Three miracles quickly ensued.
First, in that moment, “his feet and ankles were made strong.” The original
indicates that his feet and ankles were strengthened from within.
Then a second miracle occurred: “And leaping up, he stood and began
to walk” (Acts 3:8a). Legs that had atrophied after decades of disuse
suddenly enabled this man to leap, stand, and walk.
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A third miracle followed the second: “And [he] entered the temple
with them, walking and leaping and praising God” (v. 8b). Due to his
disability, he had likely been barred from temple worship for his entire
life. Now, for the first time in over forty years, he was able to come into
the presence of the God in whose name he was healed.
The various world religions can be described as attempts by humans to
climb up to God. Buddhists keep the Four Noble Truths and the Noble
Eightfold Path; Muslims live by the Five Pillars of Islam; Jews try to
observe their 613 Mitzvot (commandments).
Christianity, by contrast, can be described as God climbing down to us.
Our Savior knew that we could not earn our way into his perfect heaven
so he left heaven for earth, the throne of heaven for the thorns of a crown,
and the glory of God for the grave of men (cf. Philippians 2:5–8).
Jesus’ incarnational desire to identify with those he came to save extended
across his earthly ministry. He touched leprous bodies and blind eyes. He
welcomed despised Samaritan women and Jewish tax collectors. He was
criticized by the religious authorities for such grace: “This man receives
sinners and eats with them” (Luke 15:2). He still does (Revelation 3:20).
Now he wants us to do what he did. He wants us to be his hands and
feet (1 Corinthians 12:27), extending his love through our grace. He has
called us to assault the gates of hell (Matthew 16:18), to take his word
to “all nations” (Matthew 28:19), to go to those who cannot or will not
come to us.
A lifestyle of compassion
The miracle of Acts 3 occurred because Peter and John were committed
to a lifestyle of helping hurting people. They didn’t program or schedule
this encounter. They didn’t ask the man to make an appointment with
their office. They were available to him when he hurt, as he hurt, where
he hurt. And his world changed forever.

79

Let’s summarize the principles we have learned in our study and apply them
to a lifestyle of helping hurting people. When we find someone in need:
First, utilize the free-will approach to examine the origin of suffering.
Is there sin to admit? Is this pain in some way the result of their own
misused freedom? Of course, do not assume that this is the case. Joseph,
Job, and Jesus are clear evidence to the contrary.
Second, use the soul-building model to ask: What can this person learn
from their suffering?
How can they grow closer to God through their pain? Encourage them
to be open to every source from which this spiritual growth can come—
to ask friends for counsel, seek the Spirit in prayer and Scripture,
worship God even (especially) when it’s hard. Invite them to stay close
enough to Jesus to hear his voice and feel his transforming touch.
Third, use the future hope approach to ask: How can God redeem this
present suffering for future good?
How can he use their witness to touch the lives of people they may not
even know? How will he reward their present faithfulness in the future
and in glory? They may not be able to see the future, but they can
believe that it is real.
Fourth, utilize the existential model in encouraging the person to trust
God’s help in the midst of their pain.
Invite them to know that he loves them, no matter how the world
assesses or treats them. If they have asked Jesus to be their Lord, God
will always be their Father. Nothing can take them from Jesus’ hand
( John 10:28). He will enable them to withstand their trials until the day
he takes them home to glory (1 Corinthians 10:13).
In summary, use the redemption model to seek ways God is using the
person’s suffering for an even greater good.
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His character requires him to redeem all he allows. We may not
understand such redemption on this side of heaven, but we can be sure
of his power and grace (1 Corinthians 13:12).
Finally, commit yourself to a lifestyle of compassion.
Ask God to open your eyes to hurting hearts, to help you trust his
healing power, and to give you his compassion. Know that everywhere
you go, you bring the presence of Christ. And know that as you go in his
love, his kingdom extends until the day the King returns and all is well.
In John Bunyan’s classic, Pilgrim’s Progress, two characters named
Christian and Hopeful approach the river of death. They ask about the
depth of the water and are told, “You shall find it deeper or shallower, as
you believe in the King of the place.”
Christian enters the water and begins to sink.
Hopeful responds, “Be of good cheer, my Brother, I feel the bottom and
it is good.”
Christian soon finds solid ground to stand on, and “the rest of the River
was but shallow.”
So it will be for us and those we serve, to the glory of God.
Discussion questions
1. In our hectic lives, what can make it difficult to see hurting
people? What can we do to develop an “eye for the one”?
2. In what ways are we tempted to help people with our abilities
rather than God’s omnipotence? How can we depend on his
Spirit in such times?
3. How can you help a hurting person feel the touch of God in
your compassion today?
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