Response to Suffering – A Scriptural Picture of God

Prayer:  Phil 2:6-11
Jesus, we are grateful that you chose to let go of the amenities afforded to you as God in order to enter our world and bring us the fullness of life found in you.  You accepted severe suffering in order to bring this message of forgiveness, healing and ultimate salvation to us.  Empower us, Lord, to follow this model as we seek to bring others into your love.  Help us to enter their world with the awesome power of your love. Amen.
Healing ministry begins with people who are sick or suffering in some way.  Our understanding of the cause of suffering in the world is significant in how we minister healing in Jesus’ name.  We need to look at what Jesus said about suffering and how he responded to it. 

We each know of many tragedies, situations that cause pain and suffering.  People ask us, "Why do bad things happen?"  "Why is there suffering in the world?"  "Why does God let people suffer?"

Jesus gave no explanation for suffering.  He does not answer the questions about its origin.    This may be because he knew that an explanation of suffering does not take away the pain.

He showed us that love, compassion, and sincere care lessens the pain and cures illnesses.  If a person responds to Jesus’ healing love with a desire to enter into a relationship with him, they receive the gift of salvation.  Bad things happen, sickness happens because people are free to do harmful things, but Jesus healing ministry clearly shows that God did not intend human freedom to be used that way.  Jesus’ life, death and resurrection clearly shows us that he came among us to free us from the effects of human’s destructive choices and to empower people to choose an eternal relationship with him.  God can not stop people from causing suffering to others, but he can and did enter human suffering with the power of his eternal love which brought about healing, forgiveness and freedom from the grip of evil.  
Jesus offered a very unique response to people who suffered from which we can draw comfort and hope.  As we saw in the first presentation, Jesus was moved with compassion for people in pain (Mk 1:40-42; Mk 6:34) and for the crowd who was in need.  His deep love for them caused him to enter their world with the message and power of the Father’s love, the same love that had created them. This attitude of compassionate love is described in Phil. 2:6-11.   We read there, “Though he was in the form of God he did not deem equality with God something to be grasped at, but rather emptied himself and took the form of a slave…”  Jesus accepted the pains of this world and even crucifixion for our benefit that he might set us free of pain.
Jesus felt people’s pain stemming from illness, evil, and sin, and entered into it with the Father’s love to bring about forgiveness, healing, deliverance, inner transformation, and eternal health or salvation.  His response to such suffering brought about new life.
Jesus’ healing and saving ministry comes from his readiness to enter into people's pain with the message of wholeness.  Jesus wanted people to be well forever.  Jesus’ response of compassion to sickness was revolutionary.  His Jewish contemporaries would have responded to the sick with contempt, or fear because they assumed that God sent sickness or tragedy as a punishment for a person’s sins. We see this implied in Jn 9:1-2 where the disciples ask Jesus concerning the blind man, "was it his sin or his parents that caused him to be born blind?"  Later in the story (Jn 9:34) the leaders say, "You are steeped in sin from birth, and you are giving us a lecture?"

Jesus healing ministry clearly eliminates the idea that God sends sickness to punish people.  His response of compassion shows that God does not “send” the illness.  Otherwise, could you imagine the encounter after Jesus was healing people and then went to the mountain to pray?  He might say, “Father, I healed many of our people.”  The Father might respond by saying, "Why did you do that?  I was just trying to get even with them and you just cured them all!"  There would have been a fight in the Trinity.
Jesus’ words in the gospels do not give us an explanation for the origin of suffering, but they eliminate certain explanations.  

Jesus” healing ministry clearly demonstrates that God is on our side wanting us to be well- whole.  God does not send sickness to punish people.  This message can be found in Hosea 11:1-4 also.  It proclaims God’s deep love for people using the image of a loving parent raising an infant to its cheek.  The image tells us that God aches when we hurt one another or ourselves just as loving parents hurt inside when their children turn away and/or get hurt.  If God truly loves us there must be a certain ache to see us suffer.  Bishop Sheen wrote, “How can love be love if it costs not the lover."  We read about this same love of God in Exod 3:7-8.  God says, "I know what my people suffer, therefore I have come to rescue them."  The compassionate, loving heart of God would never, never, never think of punishing us with sickness or tragedy.
God does not send sickness to teach a lesson.  This implies the human feeling of retaliation, which is not present in the heart of God. God sent Jesus to teach us.  We can learn something from an illness because we have a mind, but that does not mean God sent it.

God did not send suffering to test our faith.  Only humans need to give tests.  God knows our heart. We can discover how deep our faith in God is, but God already knows that.

If a person thinks his or her sickness is “sent by God,” he or she will not pray for healing.  These influences undercut the Christian healing ministry.
We can put meaning into events not because they had a prior purpose or meaning, but because we believe in an all loving God who makes all things meaningful in light of his eternal plan of salvation.
We recognize that people's bad choices cause sickness at times or cause pain to others, or cause pain to next generation.  We know that being disconnected from God causes spiritual stress, alienation, lack of direction, lack of protection or security, which can lead to physical sickness. 

Jesus’ mission was to eliminate suffering stemming from sickness, sin, the grip of evil.
He never encouraged people suffering from these things "to take up their cross," or to grin and bear it.  He always offered healing love in response to their dis-ease.  His response to this type of suffering indicates that it is a burden to be shared not a cross to be carried alone.
The “cross” was the suffering Jesus took on in order to set people free.  In order to free people from the pain of illness, sin and oppressive evil, Jesus had to accept his own suffering.  This included the pain of compassion (to feel with), the ridicule of others, crying when Lazarus died, exclusion from certain places, and ultimately death on the cross.  This kind of suffering for the benefit of others is redemptive suffering, the suffering involved in walking with someone through pain to wholeness. Jesus demonstrates the healing power of investing ourselves in other’s pain with the Love of God.  He challenged his followers to “take up their cross,” to love people with the love of God until it released their pain.  This kind of suffering for the continuation of the mission of Jesus is redemptive suffering.  Bringing this love of God may not result in a cure, but it brings healing in some way, and may empower a person to use their condition as an avenue to bring healing to another person.  This, too, would be redemptive suffering.  
The Christian response to suffering from sickness, sin and the grip of evil is healing, forgiveness, and deliverance ministry.  We are called to bring the power of God's love to every person for their wholeness and salvation.
