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THE PROBLEM OF PAIN 
If God Is So Loving, Why Are Things So Lousy? 

 
Text: Mark 14:32-36 

Facing the Reality of Pain 
 
A taxicab swerves out of control, leaving a brilliant young woman brain-damaged for life.  
A couple joyfully awaits the arrival of their new daughter only to discover that the baby 
has a fatal defect.  A mother of three small children goes in for a routine operation and 
dies on the table.  A young man accepts the hospitality of strangers and is beaten to 
death for his trust.  The tests come back and its cancer.  A fire devastates a family’s 
home.  Five children learn that daddy won’t be coming home, ever again, because he’s 
been killed by bank robbers.  A beloved grandfather puts a gun to his head and pulls the 
trigger.   
 
Those stories are simply a few from my own family’s history.  You could probably spin 
similar tales and more.  Across the planet, each minute of each day, a million scenarios 
like these unfold, giving rise to the inevitable question that gets groaned out through 
clenched teeth: “Why God?  If you’re so loving, then why are things so lousy?”  It’s a 
good question really.  Studdert-Kennedy used to say that anyone who was undisturbed 
by how to relate the reality of suffering to the Christian claim of an all-loving, all-powerful 
God was clearly afflicted by either a hardening of the heart, or a softening of the brain.   
 
For what it’s worth, the Bible does not run from this question.  On the contrary, the 
reality of pain is painted with extraordinary color and in great volume throughout this 
book.  At one point, the figure of Job – a man who progressively lost everything he loves 
– speaks for many of us who have struggled to make sense of the seemingly senseless 
suffering of life.  Shaking his fist at the heavens, Job cries out: “I will speak in the 
bitterness of my soul... I will say to God... let me know why you contend against 
me.  Does it seem good to you to oppress, to despise the work of your hands and 
favor the schemes of the wicked?”1 
 

In Search of a Reason for Pain: 
The Causal Approach 

 
Job is asking what we all want to ask God at one time or another:  “Is there a reason 
that You allow or activate all this suffering?”  We want to believe in a good and powerful 
God so we reach for those reasons that will somehow make sense of suffering.  Some 
of us find that rationale by focusing on the CAUSES of suffering.  After all the Bible does 
suggest three principal causes for or contributors to the pain and losses of life.  To put it 
succinctly, suffering is caused by the outworking of physical law, the violation of moral 
law, and the breaking of spiritual law.  Let me touch briefly on each in turn. 
 
Scripture teaches that God has created an ordered Universe ruled by an awesome 
interlocking, multi-dimensional matrix of physical laws and forces.  It is the dynamic 
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outworking of these principles and patterns that produces and sustains life as we know 
it.   Yet there are certain unavoidable consequences to the outworking of those laws 
too.  For example, the law of gravity that allows us to live without fear that we’ll suddenly 
fall off the face of the planet into space, is the very same one that will bring a plane 
crashing to the ground if its engines fail.  We can’t have the blessings of the first without 
the occasional banes of the other. 
 
Scripture also teaches that the universe is ruled by certain moral laws, every bit as 
consistent as the physical ones, and all predicated on the wonderful capacity of human 
beings to make choices.  If we choose – for example -- to support, encourage, and 
sacrifice for one another, many kinds of suffering diminish.  If, on the other hand, we 
choose to cheat, batter, or ignore the needs of one another, loneliness, violence, and 
misery escalate.  Particular moral choices will have predictable social effects.  We might 
like to blame God for hungry children and forgotten senior citizens.  But much of the 
suffering of this world is the direct or indirect result of humanity’s violation of the moral 
imperative to “love one another.”2 
 
Thirdly, and while we enter into a metaphysical realm here that is something of a 
mystery to me, the course of life is powerfully affected by spiritual law as well.  The 
Bible teaches that when human beings rebelled against God’s spiritual authority at the 
start of creation, their spirits became misaligned from God and distorted in their very 
nature.  In religious terms, what was whole or holy became broken or sinful.  And 
because -- as many scientists believe -- there is some deep connection between energy 
and matter, the decay and deformity that began at the level of the human soul 
permeated human flesh as well.  Sin externalized itself physically in the form of disease 
and defects, and ultimately death itself. 
 
Are you with me, so far?  What I’m trying to say is that some of us try to get at a reason 
for the suffering that afflicts us by taking the Causal Approach.  We seek to comfort 
ourselves or other people by saying that the lousy events of life don’t in any way 
demonstrate a lack of love on the part of God.  On the contrary, we believe that the 
Bible teaches that suffering is caused by the outworking of physical law, the violation of 
moral law, and the breaking of spiritual law -- and all of those laws are fundamentally 
gracious gifts of a good God.  
 

In Search of a Reason for Pain: 
The Benefits Approach 

 
But not all of us find that angle very comforting.  I’m not sure I do.  Even if the laws that 
govern the universe are the sanest, kindest ones possible, I still want to believe that 
somehow there is some silver lining a loving God has built in to even the necessary 
downsides of life in such a world.  Because a lot of us feel that way, we try sometimes 
to get at a reason for suffering by taking what I might call the Benefits Approach.  We 
make better sense of the pain we encounter by trying to see the positive effects that 
such suffering can potentially have.  
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Some of us notice that suffering CAN serve as the holy hammer that shatters our self-
centeredness.  I think in this regard of something that a dear friend named Judy once 
said to me a few weeks before cancer took her life. “You know, Dan,” she said, “when I 
first got sick, all I could think was ‘Why me?’  ‘Why should this happen to me?’ But then 
one day it hit me.  I thought to myself, ‘Why NOT me?’  ‘Why should I be exempt from 
this?’  I realize now that I’m not the center of the universe -- an important piece, yes, -- 
but not the center.  That discovery” said Judy, “did two incredible things for me.  It made 
me start to seek after the One who truly IS the Center.  And it made me start looking at 
other people as every bit as important in the big picture as I am.  It took cancer, to teach 
me that.” 
  
When someone comes to that sort of place, they also often find, SECONDLY, that 
suffering CAN be the bridge to a greater intimacy with God and others.  It takes the 
shedding of blood -- literally or figuratively -- to become blood brothers or sisters with 
someone.  It is in that time of foxhole fear that we move beyond mere cordial 
acquaintance with others and begin to form bonds of genuine fellowship.  It is when 
we’re carrying our crosses that we can begin to relate to the One who carried his to 
Calvary.  Suffering can be a terrible barrier for some people.  Yet, for others, the 
experience of pain often becomes a bridge into a quality of relationship that can be 
reached by no other route. 
 
Let me suggest a THIRD potential benefit as well.  Suffering can also be the wake-up 
call we need to take sin and evil seriously.  As C.S. Lewis once wrote: "God whispers to 
us in our pleasures, speaks in our conscience, but shouts in our pains: [Suffering] is 
God’s megaphone to rouse a deaf world."3 Now, I don’t know about you, but I have 
found that true in my life. In times of ease, I just don’t hear God’s call to self-
examination and repentance all that well.  When life around me is calm, I tend to 
become very blase about the reality of sin and evil and very lax about trying to combat it 
in my life or the wider world.  My very worst moral failures and periods of least 
effectiveness in personal ministry have come during seasons when I was enjoying a 
nearly deafening comfort.  How about you? 
 
Having said all this, let me hasten to add that it take a special kind of person to perceive 
the benefits of suffering while they are in the midst of it.  I once read a story in the 
Rotarian magazine of an organization that offered a bounty of $5,000 for wolves 
captured alive.  The ad turned two fellows by the name of Sam and Jed into instant 
bounty hunters.  Day and night they searched the mountains and forests hunting for 
their valuable prey.  Exhausted one night, they fell asleep with visions of new 4X4’s 
dancing in their heads.  Hours later, Sam suddenly woke up to the specter of some 50 
wolves who had surrounded the campsite with eyes flaming and teeth bared.  Sam 
nudged his friend and said:  “Jed, wake up!  We’re rich!”   
 
Only a very seasoned-spirit or a very stupid one sees the lousy situations of life in such 
a positive light.  Which is one reason why -- if you’re trying to be supportive to someone 
in the midst of a season of suffering -- I encourage you to avoid trying to cheer them up 
by attempting to point out either the causes or the benefits of their pain.  You will come 
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across to them more like an unsympathetic wolf than a caring friend.  And you will not 
be doing God any favors either.   In fact, in the story of Job, God says to the so-called 
friends who flippantly suggest that they know why Job is suffering so: “My wrath is 
kindled against you... for you have not spoken of me what is right.”   
 
The reason that such reasons are not enough is because they fall short of providing 
what most people are really looking for in the midst of their pain.  Most people are not 
really looking for a WHAT or a WHY, so much as for a HOW.  How do I go on?  When 
my capacity for reasoning is blinded by grief and loss, how do I go on?  The good news 
I want to share with you before we close today is that this is precisely where the Bible 
puts its emphasis on the Problem of Pain.  It tells us exactly how we are meant to 
respond to suffering.  And nothing paints that portrait more powerfully and poignantly, 
than the response of Jesus himself during the final week of his life.  
 

The Christian Response to Pain 
 
At the start of Holy Week, Jesus crested the Mount of Olives and did something that no 
one who has truly studied the story can ever forget.  With eyes that perceived more than 
the city of Jerusalem itself, Jesus saw the pitiable ignorance of a world that would 
crucify its Creator.  He saw the confused thrashings of a race capable of trading truth for 
lies and life for mere livelihood.  He saw the giant agony of every grieving heart, every 
lost soul, every tormented mind, every failing body.  And seeing this, the Bible says, 
Jesus broke down and wept.  In doing that, Jesus demonstrated that God is not a 
distant teflon deity.  As Isaiah reminds us: He is familiar with suffering and sorrow.4  And 
that, it seems to me, should help guide our FIRST response to the pains we endure.  At 
the very moment of misery, when you feel most alone, picture the tear-stained face of 
Jesus.  Know that there is Someone who suffers with you… who would take your place 
upon the cross were it possible… who will never leave you or forsake you.   
 
Then, let this be your SECOND response to suffering: Dare to intentionally ask for 
another human being’s companionship in a period of pain.  For some of us, that is hard 
to do.  We feel like –as adults –we’re supposed to be able to handle pain on our own.  
But remember again the model of Jesus.  I’ve always been impressed by the fact that 
when the Son of God faced his own dark night of the soul in the Garden of 
Gethsemane, he chose not to do it alone.  Instead he literally begged his disciples to 
keep watch and pray with him through the long night.  Now let me ask: If God himself 
could express such vulnerability, couldn’t you?  Is there someone you might beseech 
today to watch and pray with you as you work to make it through the midnight of some 
Gethsemane in your life right now? 
 
You know, there’s a THIRD thing about Christ’s response to suffering that strikes me.  
We don’t hear Jesus saying: “Thank you, Father, for this opportunity to have my 
character stretched on the cross.” Or:  “Praise you, God, for in spite of the fact that I’m 
about to be crucified I know I still have many reasons for joy.”  When Jesus faced 
suffering -- even though he, unlike us, DID know the full picture, the big reason for what 
he was going through -- Jesus still sweated blood and cried out to his Father from the 
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depths of his soul. “If there’s any other way to do this thing, let this cup of 
suffering pass me by.”   Do you know that we have the freedom to do likewise?  It’s 
the THIRD dimension of a helpful response to pain.  We should feel free to offer an 
authentic, emotional, and even questioning outcry to God.  Believe me, God can handle 
it. 
 
But I think it is also important to notice how Jesus finished his prayer.  Do you 
remember how it went?  Jesus essentially said:  “If the cup of suffering can’t be passed 
Father, then grant that somehow in my drinking of it, thy will shall be done.” It’s the 
FOURTH and final part of a Christian response to personal pain.  Even if offered 
through clenched teeth, we need to learn to express a perseverant faith in the ultimate 
redemptive purpose of God.  Clothed in sackcloth and ashes, even Job somehow 
managed to say to God: “I know that you can do all things, and that no purpose of 
yours can be thwarted.”5  Author Phillip Yancey once described such a perspective in 
these words: “Faith means believing in advance what will only make sense in reverse.” 
 
Have that faith, will you?  For as a great theologian has said: "Someday the mystery of 
suffering, the mystery of madhouses, mass graves, the mystery of widows and orphans 
will be illuminated.  Someday will come the 'hereafter,' when we shall learn all the 
answers.  Someday the paralyzing contradiction between justice, on the one hand, and 
life's blind game of chance, on the other, will be reconciled.  Someday the tension 
between rich and poor, between the sunny side of life and the gloomy zones of horror, 
will be equalized.”  In the meantime we must cling stubbornly, no matter how dark it may 
get, “to the hope and light of this final fulfillment.”  For even in the the midst of the lousy 
times of life, there is a loving Lord who is “working together all things for good, for 
those who love him and who are called according to his purpose.”6  Have faith. 
                                                 
1Job 3:11-12; 10:1-3 
2 John 13:34 
3C. S. Lewis, The Problem of Pain, p.193. 
4 Isaiah 53:3 
5 Job 42:2 
6 Romans 8:28 


