
SERMON PREACHED AT PRIMROSE METHODIST CHURCH  

HOW IS GOD WITH US IN A WORLD OF PAIN? (23 SEPTEMBER 2012) 
           

Transforming Verse: When you pass through the waters, I will be with you… 
(Isaiah 43:2) 

Readings:  Isaiah 43:1-3,5; Luke 23: 32-43.  (Turn to your Bibles and read these 
passages!) 
 
Innocent child killed by a stray bullet. Why? Earthquake kills 200. Why? Thirteen 
year old dies of Aids. Why? Brutal slayings on a train. Why?  If God is all-loving, if 
God is all-powerful, why do we know fear, anxiety, insecurity, suffering and pain?  I 
don't believe it's enough to simply blame the devil. God is all-powerful. He is 
omnipotent. Why doesn't God put a stop to the devil's torment?  We must look 
deeper.   

For reflection 
1) What are some ways in which you try to make sense of the pain and suffering 

we encounter in this world? 
2) What areas of pain and suffering baffle us and just don’t make sense at all? 

 
We firstly consider a number of suggestions. In the face of real suffering our 
exploration will be superficial, but I believe they at least point to the possibility that a 
loving concerned God is at the helm of this universe. 
 
Some point out that much suffering is the result of our own sin. We fight and 
quarrel, the Book of James tells us, because of the desires that battle within us.  
Greed, selfishness, anger, and bitterness: these lead to wars and murder.   The 
problem here is that it is not only the guilty who suffer.  Many who are innocent find 
their lives destroyed by the greed and passions of others so theanswer is not that 
simple.  Jesus himself rejects this as a universal solution to the problem of pain. He 
said of the eighteen men who died when a tower fell on them: “Do you think they 
were guiltier than all the others living in Jerusalem? I tell you no! But unless you 
repent, you will all perish.” (Ref??)  Part of the answer perhaps but we still have a 
long way to go. 
 
Others point out that our capacity for pain helps us to survive. If it were not for this 
warning system we would very soon be dead or badly damaged. If we accidentally 
place our hand on a hot stove plate we need to feel a sharp jolt of pain to make us 
remove our hand as fast as possible and to discourage us from doing it again. Pain 
warns us of disease which otherwise might kill us before we realise its presence. 
The threat of pain, whether physical or emotional, ensures that we see to our loved 
ones’ security. But again this does not explain every kind of suffering. What of the 
extreme pain some endure on their deathbed?   What is that pain protecting them 
from? 
 
Others ask the question: If there were no pain could there be pleasure? There 
certainly is a strong relationship between pain and pleasure. If we are away from 
loved ones for a month the loneliness felt enhances the joy of meeting. A young boy 
listened carefully as his teacher described the merits of giving gifts. Being poor he 



wondered what he could offer as a gift. The next day he brought his teacher a 
beautiful seashell. Where did you find such a beautiful shell, the teacher asked? 
The young boy told her that the only place was a certain bay several kilometres 
away. "Why ... why it's gorgeous, said the teacher. But you shouldn't have gone all 
that way to get a gift for me." His eyes brightening, the boy answered, "The long 
walk was part of the gift!" Perhaps our walk of pain is part of our joy. This may be 
part of the joy of heaven as God swallows up death forever and wipes away tears 
from all faces. 
 
Still others point out that pain is necessary for the formation of character. What kind 
of people would we be if we never had any hardships? As we persevere we produce 
courage and endurance. Again there are objections: What of the child who starves 
to death? Whose character is gaining through that? 
 
Yet others see a secondary good arising out of suffering. This good is normally of a 
moral or spiritual kind. Thus a world in which life is fragile and where death could 
occur at any moment is one that  encourages us to put our hope in a saviour who 
can see us through death to life. 

For reflection 
1) Have any of the above suggestions addressed some of your questions?  How? 
 
These and other suggestions may be useful in that the problem of pain is reduced 
to more manageable proportions. But none offers a comprehensive solution. We get 
a little further if we ask the question differently: “What would we lose in a world in 
which pain and suffering were banished?”  
 
We will consider two such possibilities, two different alternative worlds: in the first 
world we are globular creatures living in sterile, indestructible balloons floating on a 
foam sea. We need no food or water and live eternally. We live at one level of 
pleasure and can communicate with each other. What would we lose? We would 
probably lose a lot of what we understand by compassion. We would not be 
concerned for anyone: why be concerned if no suffering can cross our paths? 
Would we have any need for endurance and courage? To produce endurance and 
courage we need to face and overcome threat. This world would have no threat. 
Would this be a world with any sense of adventure? Adventure is based on risk and 
danger. We go canoeing on rapids, and climb sheer cliffs. We risk in our day-to-day 
lives and professions: will this step embarrass us or will it yield fruits? All this 
adventure will be lost. Would we need any sense of loyalty? And what of giving to 
others? Would there be any sense in making sacrifices? I think life would lose its 
spirit: would we ever learn to be strong, loving and dependable creatures? 
 
“On December 29 1987 a soviet cosmonaut returned to the earth after 326 days in 
orbit. Can you imagine that? Being alone and in a confined space for 326 days? He 
was in good health, which hadn't always been the case in those record-breaking 
voyages. Five years earlier, touching down after 211 days in space, two 
cosmonauts suffered from dizziness, high pulse rates and heart palpitations. They 
couldn't walk for a week, and after 30 days were still undergoing therapy for 
atrophied muscles and weakened hearts. What was the difference? At zero gravity, 



which the cosmonauts were experiencing in orbit, the muscles of the body begin to 
waste away because there is no resistance. When we raise our arms we do so 
against gravity, when we lower our arms we have to slow them down against 
gravity. To counteract this loss the soviets invented the Penguin Suit. It is a suit 
laced with elastic bands, resisting every move the cosmonauts make. Thus they are 
forced to exert themselves. This suit made the difference.  We often long for days 
without difficulty, but God knows better. The easier our life, the weaker our spiritual 
fibre, for strength of any kind grows only by exertion.”  

For reflection 
1) Would you choose to live in this sterile environment?  What are its negatives and 
positives? 
 
Secondly, we consider a world much like ours, except that God always intervenes 
when pain and suffering threatens. We fall off a cliff but God intervenes and lowers 
us gently; an airliner is about to crash, God intervenes and it lands safely. People 
are short of food, God satisfies their appetites. There is a housing shortage, God 
supplies us with houses. There is a new disease threatening us, God comes up with 
the cure.  What would we lose in this world? Why would farmers have to grow 
crops? God would meet our hunger and supply food. Why would builders have to 
build houses? God would supply our need. Would we need to work? Would we 
need to educate? Much of the incentive for work and education would be lost. It 
would be a world in which all responsibility for our lives would shift from us to God. 
Having no responsibility we would degenerate into weak and helpless individuals. 
 
A compassionate person, seeing a butterfly struggling to free itself from its cocoon, 
and wanting to help very gently loosened the filaments to form an opening. The 
butterfly was freed, emerged from the cocoon and fluttered its wings but could not 
fly. What the compassionate person did not know was that only through the birth 
struggle can the wings grow strong enough for flight. Its shortened life was spent on 
the ground: it never knew freedom, never really lived. 

For reflection 
1) Would you choose to live in an interventionist world?  What are the negatives and 
positives? 
 
But, you say, it's all very well to speak of this world in these lofty terms but what of 
those who are crushed by its challenge and design? In order for us to grow and be 
stretched, the challenge must be real. If, in a sports game, there were no chance of 
losing would the winning team even have to exert itself?   We live in a world in 
which there is risk, but it is one that challenges us to develop love, forgiveness and 
teaches us to give sacrificially. It is one in which we are called to courage, 
adventure, responsibility and endurance.  Would it be of any consequence if we lost 
these virtues? Would you accept a one-way ticket to one of the worlds I have 
described? 
 
Now we need to face up to another problem.  In the face of real personal suffering 
and anguish these theories do little to comfort.   Where do we find comfort? 

For reflection 



1) What kinds of things have brought you real comfort in times of suffering and 
struggle? 
 
Our scripture reading from Isaiah boldly proclaims, “…you are mine. When you pass 
through the waters, I will be with you; and when you pass through the rivers, they 
will not sweep over you. When you walk through the fire, you will not be burned; the 
flames will not set you ablaze.  3 For I am the Lord your God, the Holy One of 
Israel, your Saviour….5 Do not be afraid, for I am with you…” 
 
Now there are different ways of being “with” us.  Someone can be with us in the 
sense of a foreman: directing us while we do all the manual labour.  Or they can be 
with us in the sense of rolling up their sleeves and sweating with us; sharing in our 
cuts and bruises. How is Christ (God with us!) with us?  Consider some scriptures 

while asking this question: John 11:32-36 “32 When Mary reached the place where 
Jesus was and saw him, she fell at his feet and said, “Lord, if you had been here, 
my brother would not have died.” 33 When Jesus saw her weeping, and the Jews 
who had come along with her also weeping, he was deeply moved in spirit and 
troubled. 34 “Where have you laid him?” he asked. “Come and see, Lord,” they 

replied. 35 Jesus wept. 36 Then the Jews said, “See how he loved him!”” Mark 

14:32-34 “32 They went to a place called Gethsemane, and Jesus said to his 
disciples, “Sit here while I pray.” 33 He took Peter, James and John along with him, 
and he began to be deeply distressed and troubled. 34 “My soul is overwhelmed 

with sorrow to the point of death,” he said to them.” Luke 22:44 “And being in 
anguish, he prayed more earnestly, and his sweat was like drops of blood falling to 
the ground.” 
 
But a picture speaks a thousand words.  The scriptures affirm that Christ was 
crucified between two criminals.   See the picture: Christ suffering in the midst of our 
suffering: he suffers in the midst of the suffering of humanity…  As the French writer 
Paul Claudel points out: “Christ did not come to explain suffering, nor did he come 
to do away with suffering. Rather he came to fill suffering with his presence.” 
 
It is important to note what he did NOT come to do.  He did not come to establish a 
world of floating globes on a sea of foam.  He did not come in an interventionist way 
so as to make our efforts irrelevant.  No he comes to fill our suffering with his 
presence so that in the midst of struggle we may find hope, transformation and 
salvation.  It is in this context that Christ says, “And surely I am with you always, to 
the very end of the age.” (Matthew 28:20)  He is with us on a tough journey but a 
journey that is filled with hope and which has a future. 

For reflection: 
1) How does Christ fill our suffering with his presence?  Try to come up with a 
number of alternatives. 
 
Christ is offering you a comforting, healing and transforming presence on your life’s 
journey.  You may feel like you are being crucified.  But today I appeal to you, do 
not be crucified alone.  Christ is beside you and his words are: “Truly I tell you, 
today you will be with me in paradise.” (Luke 23:43) 

 



For reflection: 
1) How do we live out our trust in God for the journey of life? 

 
A prayer: 
Dear Lord 
I cannot always make sense of this world.  Sometimes it amazes me by its beauty, glory and 
order.  At other times it seems dark, cruel, destructive and threatening.  I cannot always 
make sense of the circumstances of my life.  Sometimes I have the wind in my sails, other 
times I am grieving, questioning and struggling.  In moments I feel deeply loved by you, at 
other times I feel abandoned and alone.  My heart, soul and mind cry out, “Where are you 
Lord in the midst of all this?  Are you far away watching?”  Your words are, “When you pass 
through the waters, I will be with you…”  Well Lord, I am passing through the waters and so 
you are with me!  Today I look beside me, there you are hanging from a cross sharing my 
journey.   Help me to live out of your presence with me in every moment of my life no 
matter how I am feeling or what I am going through.  Help me to know your love and care in 
the present moment and for all eternity.  Help me to live in faith and trust.  Thank you Lord, 
you are with me! 
Amen 

 


