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A Response to Suffering 
By: Pete Bullette 

 
(This is a manuscript from the series Elements of Life, a series through the book of 
Genesis.) 
 
We are in the middle of a series called the Elements of life.  We are walking through the book of 
Genesis and in the process we are learning about important elements of life that will never be 
on the periodic table.  They are elements that when we understand them we will better 
understand God, our lives and the world that we live in.     
 
All of Scripture is important, but these first three chapters are crucial and the rest of the Bible 
assumes that you know these first three chapters.  They set the stage for the rest of Scripture.  
It has been said that the first three chapters of the Bible are the first half of the Bible and then 
the rest of the Bible the second half of the Bible.  They are world-view setters.  They are crucial 
to our understanding.   It has been said that the chapter we will read today may be the most 
important of all of Scripture.  It tells us not just what happened historically, but what happens in 
each of our lives. 
 
Read Genesis 3:7-19 
 
Tonight we are going to be looking at a very difficult element.  It is an element that we would like 
to ignore and even isolate ourselves from but the Bible doesn’t do that.    Periodically, in Chi 
Alpha we talk about things that are uncomfortable or controversial but very pertinent to our lives.  
Tonight is one of those.  We call them the Pink Elephants in the room.   We are looking at the 
element of suffering.   
 
Here is the simple fact, if you live long enough you will suffer—You or someone you love will 
experience some kind of physical suffering—get cancer, have a stroke, suffer from a disease.  
Or you will walk through emotional suffering—I have sat with students what have dealt with 
someone dying out of the natural order, walk through a divorce, suffered abuse.   
 
This can bring up big questions such as—If God is good, why do I and people that I love 
suffer?  Why is the hospital a few blocks away packed with people suffering? Why is there 
divorce, poverty, and hunger? Why are people betrayed, raped, murdered?  Why do people get 
cancer and children grow up without parents? Why is Syria falling apart with masses suffering?  
These are very real questions. 
 
I thought I would start by sharing a bit of my story.  I definitely don’t have the corner market on 
suffering, I am sure that sadly many of you have suffered more than I have, but I also don’t 
speak from an ivory tower on this one.  I grew up in a broken home. In High School one of my 
closest friends died in an auto accident.  My step dad died of Pancreatic cancer when he was 
53 and my brother and sister were in high school.  I watched my sister take her last breath as 
she died of Leukemia at 17.  Amy and I have had several miscarriages over the course of our 
marriage.   
 
I want to talk with you tonight about how the Bible helps us make sense of the suffering we have 
experienced and the suffering that we see:  The Bible is not silent about suffering.  It doesn’t try 
to ignore it or sugar coat it, but instead it gives us clues into how to process a world with 
suffering.  I am going to briefly talk about 4 things that we learn from this passage and the rest 
of the Bible the helps us have faith in a world of suffering. 
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Things are not as they were meant to be 
First of all, when you read the Bible you quickly find out that things are not as they were meant 
to be.  In the very first chapter of the Bible we see the story of creation and that God created the 
world to be a place of joy, delight and fulfillment.  It says that when creation was finished, God 
pronounced a blessing over creation by saying “and it was very good”.  
 
When we read about creation in Scripture we see a world that is perfect—humanity in perfect 
relationship with God, at perfect relationship with each other, no insecurity (they were naked 
and felt no shame) and at peace with their environment.  There is a Hebrew word for this is 
Shalom.  Shalom is the webbing together of God, humans, and all creation in justice, fulfillment, 
and delight.  It is universal flourishing, wholeness and delight.  It is the way things ought to be! 
(Plantiga)  wholeness, perfection, beauty, no tears, death, suffering, loss, mourning, insecurity, 
locks on doors,  wars, divorce, no leukemia, no disease, etc.  Creation before the fall was in 
perfect 4 part harmony. Harmony with God, each other, themselves and creation. 
 
Instead that is not what we experience.  There are tsunamis and earthquakes, war and poverty.  
Marriages and relationships fall apart, people are exploited, people suffer from physical and 
mental maladies, we experience the agony of grief.  Shalom has been broken.  This world is not 
as it was meant to be!  What happened?  What in the world is wrong? 
 
We see in Genesis 3 a key word as it speaks of why this is—it says “because” (v14,17).  
Because humanity used their freedom of choice wrongly there was a cataclysmic inversion 
that happened.  We were created to live in obedience to God and then rule over creation.  But, 
instead of submitting to God, we rebelled against God, and declared anarchy—we will be our 
own authority.  As a result, we have made a mess of the world that God created good, with the 
misuse of our dominion and lack of submission to Him.    
 
The Bible says that the whole world was put under the curse of sin; a curse that includes death, 
destruction and suffering.   Shalom has been wrecked!  In our passage tonight we see this.  As 
we rebelled against God, and broke our relationship from Him, our world has never been the 
same.   
 
The ramifications of this “sin” was a break down in our relationship with God—we hide in fear 
from Him (v10).  Not only that, we see in v12 that Adam actually tries to blame God for his 
troubles.  “The woman YOU put here with me…”  Andy Stanley says it this way “Adam blamed 
God for his trouble and mankind has been blaming God ever since.”1  It is a picture of what 
happens when we rationalize sin—The criminal becomes the victim.  And rather than the 
criminal being on trial, we want to put God on trial. 
 
It also results in a breakdown in our relationship with each other—Not only is it God’s fault, it 
is Eve’s fault (v12) In v16 that there will be a power struggle, division, broken relationships in 
humanity and the battle of the sexes instead of harmony.  We see also in verse 16 that times of 
joy will also be met and mixed with pain.  
 
We see in v7 that they are full of insecurity and shame—so their relationship with 
themselves has been broken.  Their shalom within their selves is now broken.  How much of our 
lives are lived out of shame and insecurity—which often leads to more brokenness.  Identity 
issues are now pervasive.   
 
Finally we see in v17-18 that there are environmental impacts of the sin—there will be 
struggle with the environment, it won’t always work with you but will work against you.  There 
                                                
1 From Andy Stanley’s book The Grace of God 
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will be hostility and frustration between humans and the environment. It will be a source of 
curse and pain.  Romans 8 says that the environment has been made subject “to 
frustration…and the bondage of decay.”  Sin had environmental impacts as the world was 
exposed to the curse of sin. When we fell from our privileged position, the whole world was 
thrown out of wack. 
 
So, rather than creation being in perfect 4 part harmony, the sound track to creation sounds 
more like a middle school band. Harmony has been broken and we live to a different soundtrack 
in the fallen world. 
 
If you want to know how God feels about suffering look at Jesus.  When we see him at Lazarus’ 
grave with the two sisters, Mary and Martha, in John 11,we see Him “deeply moved” in spirit 
and troubled.  The word in the greek is a word that speaks of an “inarticulate sense of anger”.  It 
is the word used for the snort a horse gives when it rares up with its front hooves and gives a 
snort.  There is anger and outrage.  I like how the New Living Translation translates it—He was 
moved with indignation!  Raw, holy emotion!  Jesus is standing face to face in front of this 
devastation of his good creation and He is angry.  This is also the passage where we see Jesus 
with those struck with grief weeping.  God’s heart is moved. 
 
So we have a Bifocal/two-fold vision—Created good by God, but fallen and gone wrong!  
The story of Scripture is about God at work in the world to restore Shalom, to restore 
things back to the way they should be. 
 
It is interesting, that immediately after the fall, God is not sitting idly by, but God has a plan! Not 
only is God’s heart moved, but God’s hand moves!  Genesis 3:15 is the first presentation of 
the gospel in the Bible.  We see God declare that one is going to come from the offspring of a 
woman who will crush the head of the serpent, but will in the process have his heel bruised.  It is 
a powerful picture of victory that God will bring, but this victory will come at a cost.  This leads 
me to my next two points: 
 
Our God has wounds 
The second thing that helps us have faith in a world of suffering and even gives me faith, is the 
face that in the Christian faith, our God has wounds. The way that God brings the restoration 
is that God came down to save us, in Jesus Christ, the Son of God, through dying a brutal death 
on the cross to take the curse of sin for us.  There is no other God with wounds.  God is not 
somehow distant and unconcerned, nor untouched by our suffering.  He plunged himself into 
the middle of the chaos and hostility—and literally has the scars to show for it.   I want to read a 
lengthy quote to you, but I feel like it really seals the importance for Christians of the cross and 
suffering. 
 
By John R. W. Stott “I could never myself believe in a God, if it were not for the cross….In the 
real world of pain, how could one worship a God who was immune to it?  I have entered many 
Buddhist temples in different Asian countries and stood respectfully before the statue of 
Buddha, his legs crossed, arms folded, eyes closed, the ghost of a smile playing round his 
mouth, a remote look on his face, detached from the agonies of the world.  But each time, after 
a while, I have had to turn away.  And in my imagination I have turned to that lonely, twisted, 
tortured figure on the cross, nails through his hands and feet, back lacerated, limbs wrenched, 
brow bleeding from thorn-pricks, mouth dry and intolerable thirsty, plunged in God-forsaken 
darkness.  That is the God for me!  He laid aside His immunity to pain.  He entered our world of 
flesh and blood, tears and death.  He suffered for us. Our sufferings become more manageable 
in light of His.  There is still a question mark against the human suffering, but over it we boldly 
stamp another mark, the cross which symbolizes divine suffering.”  
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So, in God’s love and desire to restore us and the world to the way things were meant to be, 
God isn’t aloof from our pain, but God entered into our suffering and took our curse!  What a 
wonderful picture of God!  So, we may not know all of the answers to our suffering and the 
suffering we see, but we know what the reason isn’t.  It isn’t because he doesn’t love us or he 
doesn’t care.  He went to the cross so He could end evil and suffering without ending us. 
 
He doesn’t ignore our pain, but enters into it with us—Isaiah 53:3 speaks of Jesus by saying “He 
was despised and rejected by men; a man of sorrows and familiar with suffering”.  He validates 
our pain (weeping with Mary and Martha), entered into our pain and then promises to one day 
destroy our pain…which brings me to my next point. 
 
The hope of restoration: 
In Christianity, we live with a great hope, and this hope helps us in the midst of our suffering.  
When we face grief or suffering in our lives, we face it with hope.  Hope is our companion in 
suffering. (2 Thess 4:13)  I have a friend who works for a funeral home and he said he can tell a 
difference between those who have faith and those who don’t when they are going through the 
funeral process.   
 
Our hope is that we have life even beyond death because of our relationship with Jesus.  That 
as we place our trust in Him we can know that just as he was victorious over death, that when 
our physical life ends, we continue on living.  Jesus said “He who believes in me will live, even 
though he dies; and whoever lives and believes I me will never die”  So we have a hope that 
death is not the end.  This is why my sister, even in the midst of suffering could sing “God is so 
good to me”.  Because she knew that her deepest need, a need to be reconciled with God 
through forgiveness of sin had been met and so she had Life, even if she died. 
 
Let me make a very frank confession to you:  There are two things that I don’t talk about enough 
in my preaching—Heaven and hell.  But the Bible reminds us of them often.  We are to be 
people who live with an eternal perspective.   
 
We have a hope of eternal life  and that the day is coming when God is going to complete his 
work of restoring all things and make all things new like they were intended to be.  He says, 
there is a day, when he is going to wipe every tear from our eye and all suffering will be gone 
from the world.   
 
In the middle of extreme suffering Paul, where at one point he talks about it being so intense 
that he despaired of life,  wrote that  his “light and momentary troubles are achieving for us an 
eternal glory that far outweighs them all.”2 When he looked at the billions of years of glory that 
await, he overflowed with hope in the midst of suffering.  
 
This is the power of a vacation—This summer my family is going to Disney.  We have a 
reservation made and we are excited to the week.  My kids have started watching Disney 
movies in preparation for it.  Here is the point and most of you know this—vacation isn’t just 
about a week—it also brings an anticipation to your heart that even when things are tough, you 
are encouraged because you look forward to the pending vacation!  This is what our hope of 
heaven does in our suffering! 
 
The goal of the Christian life is not to get 70-80 good years on earth, but it is looking forward to 
the new heavens and the new earth.  We must remember this.  This is why Christians 
throughout the centuries have been willing to suffer for Jesus. 
 

                                                
2 2 Cor 4:17 
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I heard a story of an elderly man whose body was breaking down and when asked how he was 
doing he would reply “nothing a good resurrection can’t fix.”  Hope of restoration! 
 
Meaning and purpose in suffering 
Finally, the last thing that I am going to mention that helps me have faith in the midst of suffering 
is that my faith gives meaning to my suffering.  Without faith, there is no meaning to 
suffering.  We believe as Christians that though God is not to blame for suffering, in that He 
created the world without suffering and He will ultimately be the one who rids the world of 
suffering and evil, He is sovereign enough to use suffering for a purpose in our lives.   
 
We see that God uses pain as a tool to form our character.   It says in Scripture that God uses 
pain in our lives to bring us to maturity and to transform us.  (Romans 5:3, James 1:4)  God 
doesn’t waste pain!  He redeems it!  Rick Warren says, the place of our greatest pain often 
becomes the place of our greatest ministry. 
 
As Christians we believe that the purpose of our lives is to glorify God, to live lives in a way that 
show others His value, His greatness and His nature.  We believe that when we suffer and still 
place our faith in God, that we are able to glorify God.  God’s value, greatness and character 
can be put on display as we trust Him, worship Him and have our hope in Him in the middle of 
the pain. God is glorified when we bless him for blessings, but there is something powerfully 
revealed about his greatness when he is glorified in suffering. 
 
He can also be glorified by using it for his redemptive purposes.  God graciously gave me a 
glimpse of this a few years ago.  A couple of years ago, I got a call from my pastor at City 
Church, Pastor Pete.  He told me an incredible story.  There was a student named Annie, that 
had walked away from her faith due to a sudden death in her family.  Well, she came to Chi 
Alpha on a week that I shared my sister’s story of faithfulness in suffering and that night she 
recommitted her life to Christ.  While she was a student at UVA, she babysat for an atheist 
family that would be critical of her faith, which would lead into conversations about her faith.  
The mom of the kids later got cancer and before she died she called Anne and said, “I now 
understand what you shared with me” and talked about how she became a believer.  So, at this 
ladies funeral, which Pastor Pete performed Annie comes up to him and shares this story.  So, 
Pastor Pete calls me and says you will never believe what happened. 
 
It was one of those pictures of how God uses suffering for His redemptive purposes in ways we 
may not be able to understand.  It doesn’t mean that we can always draw a straight line 
between suffering and redemption, but it does mean that God can use it for His glory in many 
ways.  Whether it be our faithfulness to Him in the midst of the pain; to form us to look more like 
Jesus, or for His redemptive purposes…All of this says that God does not waste suffering, but 
uses it and fills it with meaning and purpose.  
 
Conclusion 
In conclusion, the 4 things that help me have faith in the midst of a world with suffering are: 

1.  Things are not the way they were intended to be.  The sound track of creation has 
changed from what was intended due to our sin…and it is a painful reality. 

2. Our God has wounds.  He isn’t aloof from our pain, but plunges himself into it. 
3. The hope of restoration.  The goal of the Christian life is not 70-80 pain free years, but 

we look forward to the new heavens and new earth. 
4. My faith fills my suffering with meaning and purpose.—He uses it for His glory and fills it 

with meaning and purpose. 
 
He validates our pain, He enters into our pain, He brings hope for the end of our pain and then 
He brings meaning and purpose to our pain! 


