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Satan’s Role in Human Suffering

Belief in Satan the devil as a literal being is
not fashionable in many circles. Even in the
United States, where belief in the devil is com-
mon, polls have shown that most Americans
do not believe in Satan as a literal, living entity.
Many conceive of the devil as merely symbolic
of man’s inhumanity to man or the embodiment
of evil in general.

The Bible, however, presents Satan as a
real being—a spirit presence possessing great
power to do harm. Because so many reject the
existence of an actual devil, he is an unrecog-
nized cause of much suffering. Whether we
realize it or not, his deception of humanity is the
major cause of anguish and grief.

The extent of Satan’s influence and
power is clearly revealed in the Bible. Rev-
elation 12:9 tells us he “deceives the whole
world.” John writes elsewhere that “the whole
world lies under the sway of the wicked one”
(1 John 5:19). When Paul proclaims that “the
god of this age” has blinded the minds of
many so that they do not believe the gospel
(2 Corinthians 4:4), he refers to the devil.

In the parable of the sower and the seed,
Jesus tells us that as soon as many people hear
God’s Word explained to them “Satan comes
immediately and takes away the word that was
sown in their hearts” (Mark 4:15). This wicked
being wants mankind blinded to the comfort,
encouragement and deliverance of God’s truth.

Through the spiritual blindness and
ignorance Satan has foisted off on the
world, he is the instigator of incalculable
suffering. He has blinded humanity to the
reason for our existence. He has deceived
people into believing that his way—the way of
selfishness and sin—is better than obedience
to God’s commands. Regrettably, humanity has
fallen prey to Satan’s ploys, not realizing the
ultimate grief that sin brings.

Satan is called “the tempter” (Matthew 4:3).
Throughout history he has succeeded in tempt-

ing people to indulge in an unlawful and immoral
exercise of their physical appetites. He employed
this strategy in the Garden of Eden, and his
game has worked marvelously ever since.
Everyone has suffered because of it.

Yet Satan’s influence goes beyond mere
deception. Paul refers to him as “the prince of the
power of the air, the spirit who now works in the
sons of disobedience” (Ephesians 2:2)—appar-
ently “broadcasting,” as it were, wrong moods
and attitudes to receptive human minds.

Jesus described the devil as “a murderer
from the beginning” (John 8:44). Satan’s intent
has always been to make human life miserable
and ultimately destroy us (1 Peter 5:8). His very
nature is destructive, and those who commit
destructive acts unwittingly follow him. Revela-
tion 9:11 labels Satan as “the angel of the bot-
tomless pit, whose name in Hebrew is Abaddon,
but in Greek he has the name Apollyon.” These
two names mean ‘cestruction” and “destroyer,”
respectively. In contrast to God, who is the
creator, sustainer and giver of life, Satan is the
ultimate destroyer and murderer.

Satan is the agitator of war and other conflicts.
The book of Revelation depicts demonic spirits at
the end of the age that “go out to the kings of the
earth”to “gatherthemtothe battle of that great day
of God Almighty” (Revelation 16:14). Satan and
his demons will instigate a time of distress
that will be more terrible than any devastation
human beings have ever experienced (Matthew
24:21-22).

We can see from these passages that Satan
exerts a pervasive power over mankind. God,
however, sets limits on Satan’s power (Job
1:12; 2:6). God will not allow Satan to thwart
His master plan for the salvation of humanity.
God will never relinquish His ultimate control
over mankind and the rest of His creation. (To
learn more about Satan’s role in human affairs,
be sure to download or request your free copy
of Is There Really a Devil?)
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for health experts in the United States” (The Gift Nobody Wants, 1993,
pp. 226-227).

In making decisions that lead to such problems, our bodies often alert us
to the dangers. Brand and Yancey note that “an astounding proportion of
the health problems stem from behavior choices that show disregard for the
body’s clear signals” (p. 226).

We reap what we sow

The conclusion should be obvious. Much suffering is caused by wrong
choices. The Bible offers guidance as to how we should live. Yet as far
back as Adam and Eve we have repeatedly spurned God’s instruction and
brought enormous pain and sorrow on ourselves.

The Bible offers practical advice on virtually all aspects of life. Many of
its principles reveal how to avoid—and to some extent relieve—suffering.
(We have compiled much of this guidance in Making Life Work, a booklet
showing that many things in life go better if we simply apply principles God
reveals in His Word. Be sure to request your copy from our office nearest
you, or download or request it from our Web site at www.ucg.org/booklets.)

We cannot live substantially free from suffering until we are reconciled
to God and His commandments: “My son, do not forget my law, but let
your heart keep my commands; for length of days and long life and peace
they will add to you” (Proverbs 3:1-2, emphasis added throughout).

Were we to follow God’s instruction on a national scale, we would see
immediate and drastic reductions in crime, disease, hostilities between
nations, pollution, accidents, mental illness, broken families, shattered rela-
tionships and many other phenomena that cause us grief. God’s law is not
harsh or onerously restrictive. It is a law of liberty (James 1:25) that would
eliminate most of the world’s pain if it were universally obeyed.
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How Good Can Come
From Suffering

igmund Freud worked as a counselor to deliver people from

psychological difficulties. Yet he was honest enough to admit that

his ability to help was limited. He confessed that he “cured the

miseries of the neurotic only to open him up to the normal misery
of life” (Ernest Becker, The Denial of Death, 1973, p. 271). Freud was
right: There is no such thing as a trouble-free life.

Since we cannot avoid all suffering, we must keep in mind that it can
and often does produce good results. It’s easier to endure suffering and
pain when we view them as challenges than when we think of them as
unbearable curses.

It has traditionally been a tenet of Western culture, and rightly so, that
some difficulties are beneficial in that they can help us mature and become
better people. However, author Richard Kyle reminds us that much of
Europe, Britain and the United States has entered the post-Christian era,
in which “Christianity is no longer the definer of cultural values” (The
Last Days Are Here Again, 1998, p. 25).

The post-Christian mind-set rejects the traditional biblical view that
hardship and pain—though unpleasant and undesired—can work to ulti-
mate good. Expressions such as “By standing firm you will gain life” (Luke
21:19, NIV) and “We must go through many hardships to enter the kingdom
of God” (Acts 14:22, NIV), though true, are no longer widely accepted.

The Bible plainly teaches that adversity can produce beneficial results.
Even though Christ was the Son of God, He, too, “learned obedience by
the things which He suffered. And having been perfected, He became the
author of eternal salvation to all who obey Him” (Hebrews 5:8-9). Even sec-
ular history provides many examples of individuals and nations that, under
conditions of duress, overcame difficult circumstances to achieve greatness.
Sometimes one determined individual has provided the spark needed for
nations to endure hard times and achieve praiseworthy objectives.

A prime minister powerfully serves his country

Sir John Keegan observed this to be true with Winston Churchill and
Britain in World War II. In 1940, during the darkest days of the conflict,
Churchill stood valiantly to rally the beleaguered British people. “In a
series of magnificent speeches, appealing to his people’s courage and
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historic greatness, he carried Britain with him.” Through his powerful
words, he imposed his “will and imagination on his countrymen” (U.S.
News and World Report, May 29, 2000).

Stiffened by their prime minister’s resolve, Britons withstood a horrific
pounding by Hitler’s bombers in the Battle of Britain and turned a time
of trial and impending defeat into triumph in what Churchill called his
country’s “finest hour.”

Keegan writes that the British, under the threat of invasion, “wholly exem-
plified how a finest hour should be lived. They dug the dead and the living
from the rubble, manned their beaches [and] tightened their belts” (ibid.).

In The Lessons of History, Will and Ariel Durant observed that “a chal-
lenge successfully met . . . raises the temper and level of a nation, and
makes it abler to meet further challenges” (1968, p. 91).

The British experience demonstrates the necessity of pulling together
and supporting each other during adversity. Dr. Paul Brand tells how he
prepares for the worst: “The best single thing I can do to prepare for pain
is to surround myself with a loving community who will stand beside me
when tragedy strikes” (Brand and Yancey, p. 236). He notes that “suffering
is only intolerable when nobody cares” (p. 257).

God reveals that suffering carries with it a noble purpose: It should help
us to grow in brotherly love. “Bear one another’s burdens, and so fulfill the
law of Christ,” writes Paul (Galatians 6:2).

When our concern flows out toward others, suffering, as undesirable and
painful as it is, can be a profitable experience. We learn the reality that “no
discipline seems pleasant at the time, but painful. Later on, however, it pro-
duces a harvest of righteousness and peace for those who have been trained
by it” (Hebrews 12:11, NIV).

Facing difficulties

The belief that affliction can yield considerable benefits has almost dis-
appeared in Western culture. It is largely replaced by the idea that suffering
or any unpleasantness is unfair and to be avoided at any cost.

Perhaps this notion is partially bequeathed to us by our living in a quick-
fix society that teaches us we deserve to have a pill for every ache and a fast
solution to every problem. It is also part of a victim mentality—a refusal to
take responsibility for one’s actions or circumstances—that can weaken a
society that succumbs to it. Any society that recognizes that sometimes life
is not fair and definitely not always easy—and courageously responds to
challenge—grows stronger.

In the modern view, pain is sinister, an enemy that must be avoided. We
can view it that way, or we can see it as a warning that we need to change
a behavior. If we cannot avoid it, then perhaps we can accept its challenge
and become a stronger, better person.
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Sometimes we can do little but endure a trial and let it polish our charac-
ter. Counselor Norman Wright wrote that “crisis is not always bad. It can
become a turning point in your life for the better . . . [It] carries with it oppor-
tunity for growth and change” (How to Have a Creative Crisis, 1986, p. 15).

The Bible reminds us that in trials we should look beyond the present and
focus on the potential benefits: ‘“Perseverance must finish its work so that you
may be mature and complete, not lacking anything” (James 1:4, NIV).

Don’t let trials overwhelm

We are not saying that one should suffer if he can avoid it. But when we
cannot avoid it, we need to learn how to deal with suffering and, if neces-
sary, accept it. If we do not learn to do this, our trials can lead to greater
problems should we make life-altering choices as a result of the anxiety
brought on by the trials.

As Dr. Paul Martin writes in The Healing Mind, “Stress and anxiety . . .
can prevent us from sleeping properly and make us more inclined to smoke,
drink excessive amounts of alcohol, eat too much of the wrong sorts of food,
omit to take our medicine, neglect physical exercise, consume harmful rec-
reational drugs, indulge in risky sexual behavior, drive too fast without
wearing a seat belt, have a violent accident, or even commit suicide” (p. 55).

The high suicide rate in many nations may in part reflect people’s
inability to accept that life can be difficult.

A message of good news

The Bible tells us that God allows suffering to serve a divine purpose.
Christians know that their Savior, Jesus Christ, suffered and died for them
and that they must follow in His steps, which include suffering (1 Peter 2:21).
Jesus endured agony and died so God could forgive us of our sins and grant
us eternal life, during which we will reign with Christ (Revelation 5:10).
Knowing this can enable us to better come to grips with life’s struggles.

“If we endure,” Paul reminds us, “we shall also reign with Him” (2 Tim-
othy 2:12). Christ will return to earth to rule—and eventually bring an end
to sadness and suffering.

Jesus’ message was one of fundamentally good news that focused on the
Kingdom of God (Mark 1:14-15), which Christ will establish at His return.
He will institute a time of worldwide peace and happiness. Through the
prophet Isaiah, God foretold the peace and joy of that coming Kingdom:
“They shall not hurt nor destroy in all My holy mountain, for the earth
shall be full of the knowledge of the LORD as the waters cover the sea”
(Isaiah 11:9).

When the knowledge of God is restored to humanity, and Satan’s influ-
ence is banished (Revelation 20:1-3), the pain that resulted from following

Wikimedia commons

How Good Can Come From Suffering 23

the devil rather than God will cease. The earth will at last find enduring
peace. (For more details be sure to download or request our free booklet

The Gospel of the Kingdom.)

A marvelous future

God is now calling only a few, relatively speaking, from the masses of
humanity to be a part of His Church. He regards them as the firstfruits of
His spiritual harvest (James 1:18)—chosen, if they remain faithful, to reign
with Christ in His Kingdom. But He does not call everyone now (Romans
11:7-8, 25-26). “No one can come to me unless the Father who sent Me
draws him,” said Jesus, “and I will raise him up at the last day” (John 6:44).

.

How Events Molded the
Character of One Future President

heodore Roosevelt, the 26th president

of the United States, was strengthened
by his suffering. He was blessed with a
quick and able mind, but he had a sickly
body, suffering from debilitating asthma.

When he was about 12 his father said
to him: “Theodore, you have the mind, but
you have not the body, and without the
help of the body the mind cannot go as far
as it should . .. You must make your own
body . .. It is hard drudgery to make one’s
body . .. but | know you will do it” (David
McCullough, Momings on Horseback, 1981,
p. 112).

Teddy, as Americans would come to
affectionately call him, later related to a
friend the impact his father’s admonition
had on him. From his father’s remarks he
saw himself as a weak human specimen,
S0 he had to make himself strong.

He began an immediate program of
physical development, working out at a
gymnasium with weights and punching
bags. Teddy was religious in his devotion
to improving his health. His determination
paid off; he developed a powerful body no
longer disabled by asthma.

Later in his life Teddy Roosevelt would

suffer an even greater trial when his mother
and his young wife died on the same day.
His wife had given birth to a daughter just
two days before. He was at a loss to explain
such a tragedy.
He said he knew
of no answers
save “God’s will”
or “strange and
terrible  fate”
(ibid., p. 285).

Although some
biographers say
he never com-
pletely recovered
from this calamity, he did respond to its
challenge and triumphed over the depression
that enveloped him.

Though the death of his wife at age
22 was crushing, he bounced back and
went on to national greatness. Some have
observed that had he not suffered in this
way he might never have become president
of the United States. Theodore Roosevelt,
as have many others, responded to trials
and suffering by accomplishing more than
he would have achieved had those tests
never happened.
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When Jesus spoke of raising up His own at the last day, He was talking
about His second coming. Paul offers these additional details: “For the
Lord Himself will descend from heaven with a shout, with the voice of an
archangel, and with the trumpet of God. And the dead in Christ will rise
first. Then we who are alive and remain shall be caught up together with
them in the clouds to meet the Lord in the air. And thus we shall always
be with the Lord. Therefore comfort one another with these words”

(1 Thessalonians 4:16-18).

When we understand and accept God’s plan of salvation, we find great
comfort in this truth. When Jesus comes, those who have repented and
accepted Him as their Savior and yielded their lives in loving obedience
will find comfort. Their suffering will be no more. God will give them
eternal life in a new body—a spirit body—that will know no suffering
(1 Corinthians 15:35-54).

We will then realize something we can understand only in part while
alive in the flesh, that “the sufferings of this present time are not worthy
to be compared with the glory that shall be revealed in us” (Romans 8:18).

Those who come to understand the great purpose and calling of God
still find that life at times is painful (verse 23), but they understand why.
They look forward to the time when God will give them eternal life and
enable them to reign with Christ in the Kingdom of God. Paul encourages
us to “comfort one another with these words” (1 Thessalonians 4:18).

Painful lessons

Paul notes that Christians, like Christ, must suffer: “To you it has been
granted on behalf of Christ, not only to believe in Him, but also to suffer
for His sake” (Philippians 1:29).

Peter reminds Christians that they should expect to suffer because God
can use suffering to help purify us from error: “Therefore, since Christ suf-
fered for us in the flesh, arm yourselves also with the same mind, for he
who has suffered in the flesh has ceased from sin, that he no longer should
live the rest of his time in the flesh for the lusts of men, but for the will of
God” (1 Peter 4:1-2).

As Christ explained, His followers can expect to suffer. But God some-
times allows us to suffer because pain teaches us o refrain from sin even
under the most difficult circumstances.

When God allows us to suffer because of our wrong choices, He is actu-
ally acting mercifully. Why? Because the consequence of continuing in sin
when we know better (if not repented of ) will be death for all eternity.

“Before I was afflicted,” says the writer of Psalm 119, “T went astray, but
now I keep Your word” (verse 67). He reminds us that suffering is a reminder
of the consequences of sin, that suffering can produce long-term benefits we
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may not discern while we deal with our physical or emotional pain.
Pain’s important purpose

Dr. Brand worked for years treating leprosy patients in India and Amer-
ica. During his labors he arrived at an astonishing conclusion concerning
the pathology of leprosy.

Leprosy victims suffer the curse of having their extremities—fingers,
toes, feet and even nose and ears—deteriorate and waste away, but no one
knew why. Before Dr. Brand’s research, doctors assumed lepers were
cursed with “bad flesh.” Brand’s remarkable discovery was that the prob-
lem lies in leprosy bacilli, which attack the nerves of body parts, triggering
a process that leads to the death of the nerves. When this occurs, a patient
who incurs the slightest wound—even a bruise—to an afflicted area feels
absolutely no pain. Consequently he continues to use the damaged body
part. This repeated use aggravates the wound. Eventually the tissue
becomes so damaged that the flesh actually dies and sloughs off.

Dr. Brand began treating the wounds of lepers by protecting them,
sometimes with casts. The wounds would often heal and not suffer further
damage. The protected flesh would become sound again, even though the
leper did not regain sensation in the affected body part because the neural
tissue had permanently deteriorated.

Brand concluded that pain is a gift from God that alerts us to the fact
that something has gone wrong.

The doctor’s determination applies to most diseases, not just leprosy.
‘When we hurt, we should respond to our body’s signals and take measures to
relieve the pain and eliminate the underlying cause. “I had no idea how vul-
nerable the body becomes when it lacks a warning system,” he concludes
(Brand and Yancey, p. 121).

Spiritual lessons from suffering

We can draw a spiritual parallel to Dr. Brand’s discovery. Some suffer-
ing is the result of our own sins or foolishness. Sometimes the result is
the automatic trigger of negative and painful consequences in our bodies.
God sometimes allows such discomfort—and suffering—to cause us
to pay attention to what we are doing and change our behavior, attitude
or convictions.

Much mental and physical pain is the result of breaking God’s com-
mandments, knowingly or unknowingly. As a psychiatrist said, “Half the
people who go to clinics with physical complaints are really saying, My life
hurts” (ibid., p. 251).

Sometimes we sin but we do not immediately hurt. God may bring
the sin to our attention by allowing a subsequent painful trial. “The Lord
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“It Is Ap

pointed

for Men to Die Once”

We seldom want to contemplate death—
either ours or someone else’s. When a
loved one dies, we grieve—as we should.

It is obvious, however, that our bodies
weren't designed to last forever. As Hebrews
9:27 tells us, “It is appointed for men to die
once.”

God did not design our bodies to last more
than a few decades. Psalm

hope, however long my service, waiting for my
relief to come. You would summon me, and
| would answer; you would long to see the
creature you have made” (Job 14:13-15,
Revised English Bible).

Though death is sad, by no means is it the
end of hope. God promises a resurrection to
immortality for His faithful servants to reign

90:10 reminds us that “the
length of our days is seventy
years—or eighty, if we have
the strength” (NIV). With the
medical advances, hospitals
and technology developed over
the last century, our life span is
about the same as it was when
this psalm was written several
thousand years ago. Some will
live more and some less, but
that’s about what most of us
can expect. Life is short, too
brief to waste time on things
that, in the end, are not all that
important.

We shouldn’t be surprised
when death knocks at the
door. It's simply the way we were made. As
the grass that grows up and then withers,
and the flowers of the fields that bloom for a
few days and just as quickly fade, so do we
flourish for a time before we wither and die
(Isaiah 40:6-8). Our physical bodies will age
and wear out. God did not design them to be
permanent.

However, that is not to say that this is the
end. Faithful Job knew that he would rest in the
grave until a coming resurrection. “If only you
would hide me in Sheol [the grave], conceal
me until your anger is past, and only then fix
a time to recall me to mind! | would not lose

In spite of major medical advances and increasing
life spans, our bodies were never designed to last
forever. Yet God offers all the hope of life beyond
the grave through a resurrection of the dead.

with Jesus Christ and help Him administer
God’s Kingdom (1 Corinthians 15:50-54; Rev-
elation 20:4-6; 5:10).

For those who have not known or accepted
Christ, God will bring about a different resur-
rection at a later time so that they, too, can
learn the truth of His plan and receive His gift
of salvation. (You'll learn more about this in the
last chapter of this booklet.)

For greater understanding of what the Bible
reveals, be sure to download or request your
free copies of our booklets What Happens After
Death? and Heaven and Hell: What Does the
Bible Really Teach?
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disciplines those whom he loves, and chastises every child whom he
accepts” (Hebrews 12:6, NRSV). The Scriptures contain many examples
of men and women whose lives demonstrated this principle.

In allowing discomfort to bring mistakes and character flaws to our
attention, God is no different from any other loving parent. Fathers and
mothers who love their children invest time and effort teaching and enforc-
ing lessons for their good. God does the same because He wants us to learn
(Hebrews 12:5-11).

God sometimes allows us to suffer so we will learn right from wrong
and will realize our dependence on Him and His instruction. Therefore we
should not be surprised when life, even for a Christian, includes stress and
trials (1 Peter 4:12-13).

In other circumstances suffering may occur not as a result of sin per se,
but because God sees a need to refine and strengthen a part of our charac-
ter. As a muscle will atrophy without use, so can our faith and character
atrophy if not properly exercised.

Peter writes of the value of trials when he explains: “In this you greatly
rejoice, though now for a little while you may have had to suffer grief in all
kinds of trials. These have come so that your faith—of greater worth than
gold, which perishes even though refined by fire—may be proved genuine
and may result in praise, glory and honor when Jesus Christ is revealed”

(1 Peter 1:6-7, NIV).

Learning to depend on God

We should realize that, although God allows trials, He is not indifferent
to us when they come. God is a Father. Even more than a loving human
father, He finds no joy in seeing His children in pain. How does He feel
toward us at such times? “You can throw the whole weight of your anxiet-
ies upon him, because you are his personal concern” (1 Peter 5:7, New Tes-
tament in Modern English). These words let us know that sometimes we
must depend entirely on God for the strength to endure.

When we hurt, God wants us to come to Him. He promises He will help
us when we do. Paul wrote that God comforts the downcast (2 Corinthians
7:6), but we must ask Him for that help. He promises that He will not allow
us to be tested beyond our limits and will provide us either with the relief
or the strength we need to endure (1 Corinthians 10:13). We need to take
God at His word and go to Him with this promise, especially when we
sense we are near our breaking point.

We need to realize that God often protects those who seek Him: “If
the LORD delights in a man’s way, he makes his steps firm; though he
stumble, he will not fall, for the LORD upholds him with his hand” (Psalm
37:23-24, NIV).
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Read the whole of Psalm 91 with this in mind. We should ask God to
protect us and our loved ones. He hears the prayers of the righteous (James
5:16; 1 Peter 3:12), and He does protect and bless His people. However, the
Bible also makes it clear that God will allow difficult and hurtful circum-
stances to befall us at times within limits. All of His faithful servants had
to endure trials. When those come, we should ask Him to shelter us from
suffering that exceeds our ability to endure and to give us the strength to
endure what we must.

God remains in control

Studies have shown that a person’s ability to endure pain is aided by
a sense of control over it. We should do what we can to ease, manage and
gain control over our suffering. Then we can realize we are not pawns sub-
jected to the whim of pain, and we can choose to retain control over our
attitudes and our responses to our pain.

As God’s servants we must learn that ultimately God is in control, and
He is merciful. He is willing and able to deliver us. His ears are open to our
prayers (1 Peter 3:12).

But He expects us to rely on His judgment and timing and trust Him
implicitly. “We do not want you to be uninformed, brothers, about the
hardships we suffered in the province of Asia,” wrote Paul. “We were
under great pressure, far beyond our ability to endure, so that we
despaired even of life. Indeed, in our hearts we felt the sentence of death.
But this happened that we might not rely on ourselves but on God, who
raises the dead. He has delivered us from such a deadly peril, and he will
deliver us. On him we have set our hope that he will continue to deliver
us” (2 Corinthians 1:8-10, NIV).

Life free from pain?

In the meantime, perhaps we can grasp the wisdom of James’ words:
“When all kinds of trials and temptations crowd into your lives, my broth-
ers, don’t resent them as intruders, but welcome them as friends! Realize
that they come to test your faith and to produce in you the quality of endur-
ance. But let the process go on until that endurance is fully developed, and
you will find you have become men of mature character with the right sort
of independence” (James 1:2-4, NTME).

James’ words may sound unrealistic to inhabitants of the Western
world because so many live with the illusion that we should be able to
abolish pain. James lived in a society in which people regularly and fre-
quently confronted suffering. They were more accustomed to the benefits
of suffering than we.

A pain-free life is impossible. We need to face the reality that God can
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teach us valuable lessons through our suffering. This does not mean suf-
fering will ever be pleasant. Even if we consider the prospect of pain in
advance and mentally prepare ourselves for it, when it actually arrives

we experience a rude awakening. Pain intrudes into our life with stabbing
reality. It is the unwelcome enemy, or so it seems.

But suffering and trials can be helpers, in the spiritual sense, in prepar-
ing us for God’s purpose and His Kingdom. Sometimes our reconciliation
to suffering occurs more fully after the fact—after we have endured it and
understand the spiritual maturity it can produce in us.

The only ultimate deliverance from pain and difficulty comes from God,
from praying to and trusting Him. Just before Jesus suffered the torment of
His crucifixion, He prayed, “O My Father, if it is possible, let this cup pass
from Me; nevertheless, not as I will, but as You will” (Matthew 26:39).

Peter reminds us to remember the benefits of facing adversities: “And
the God of all grace, who called you to his eternal glory in Christ, after you
have suffered a little while, will himself restore you and make you strong,
firm and steadfast” (1 Peter 5:10, NIV).

Focus on the future

When we realize the benefits that can accompany our suffering, we can
better endure it. Viktor Frankl, a psychotherapist who survived the
Auschwitz death camp in World War II, discovered the importance of find-
ing meaning in life, especially in the worst of circumstances. He observed
that prisoners who could focus on a goal were far more likely to survive.

Though we may find it difficult to grasp the spiritual benefits of suffer-
ing, we will ultimately be able to fully comprehend them when we receive
eternal life in God’s Kingdom (2 Peter 1:11).

In that Kingdom we will gain immeasurably more than we ever lost
through suffering in this life. We noted earlier what Paul says about this:
“I consider that our present sufferings are not worth comparing with the
glory that will be revealed in us” (Romans 8:18, NIV). He further reminds
us that “God causes all things to work together for good to those who love
God, to those who are called according to His purpose” (verse 28, New
American Standard Bible). God inspired Paul to write this, and can trust
it as certain!

Suffering helps us fulfill our potential as children of God (1 John 3:1).
With God’s help, good can result from it. A poet puts it this way:

You have each been given a bag of tools,
A formless rock and a book of rules;
And each must make, ere life has flown,
A stumbling block or a stepping stone.
That stepping-stone is the way to God’s Kingdom.
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Preparing for an inheritance

Paul tells us that, in addition to being children of God, we are “heirs of
God and joint heirs with Christ” (Romans 8:16-17). If we are heirs, then we
have an inheritance. The Bible reveals our inheritance not as a future of
idleness and leisure but one of great responsibility.

The Scriptures reveal that we will, in a real sense, inherit our Father’s
property and business. We have much to learn from our Father. He wants
to give us time to grow. He wants to teach us what we will need to help us
develop the character we must have.

No shortcut to this process exists. Knowledge is not enough. Character
cannot develop overnight; it takes time and considerable effort. That is why
Paul tells us that “indeed we suffer with Him [Christ], that we may also be
glorified together” (verse 17). Even as Christ learned and was perfected by
the things He suffered (Hebrews 5:8-9), so we learn and become perfect
through our adversities, to the end that we will share an inheritance with
Him in the Kingdom of God.

The awesome promise of this shared inheritance—sonship in God’s
eternal family (Romans 8:14-23)—helps explain why we must suffer. If
our future were simply to lie around heaven and gaze upon God for eter-
nity, as some imagine, then He could take us now or leave us here and pro-
tect us from any kind of adversity and pain. Such a role would require
nothing on our part.

But our future is much greater than that. The greater the responsibility
He has in store for us, the greater are the challenges to get there.
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When Will
Suffering Cease?

n the preceding chapter we saw that God has a purpose that extends

beyond this life. His grand purpose takes into consideration the suf-

fering of each person who responds to His call. However, most mem-

bers of the human race either are not responding to or are unaware of
this fantastic purpose. Therefore in this “present evil age” (Galatians 1:4)
God is allowing human beings to learn important lessons.

He wants mankind to know that sin produces horrible consequences and
that, ever since the Garden of Eden, we have brought much grief on our-
selves by rejecting His instructions. Although swayed by the corrupt and
evil influence of Satan, human beings must take full responsibility for the
consequences of their actions. The world could have been a place of peace,
security and happiness if only man had chosen to follow God’s ways rather
than Satan’s.

God is determined that we learn that lesson, painful though it may be.
The Bible records that on many occasions He attempted to dissuade peo-
ple from continuing in their evil ways. But the overwhelming majority
have repeatedly rejected His commands, just as Adam and Eve in the
Garden of Eden.

Man's reaction to God’s messengers

For example, after God delivered ancient Israel from Egyptian slavery,
the Israelites made a covenant with Him to keep His commandments. But
they reneged on their agreement.

Then God sent many prophets, whose messages are preserved for us in
the Bible, to warn them and urge them to repent. “But they mocked the
messengers of God, despised His words, and scoffed at His prophets, until
the wrath of the LORD arose against His people, till there was no remedy”’
(2 Chronicles 36:16).

Instead of listening, they persecuted and often killed God’s messengers.
Through Isaiah God spoke of how they repeatedly spurned His offer of
help. “I have stretched out My hands all day long to a rebellious people”
(Isaiah 65:2).

Because they refused to respond, God sentenced them to national pun-
ishment. The Assyrian Empire conquered Israel and removed its people
into captivity in the eighth century B.C. (2 Kings 17:5-8). The kingdom
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of Judah was subjugated by Nebuchadnezzar’s Babylon and removed into
exile a little more than a century later (2 Chronicles 36:15-20).

Part of the nation of Judah returned to the Jewish homeland in the fifth
century B.C. so that Jewish descendants lived in the land at the time of
Christ. When they heard Jesus’ message commanding repentance and obe-
dience, what was their reaction? The majority rejected Him as they had the
earlier prophets. Then they killed Him!

On occasion God sent prophets to warn gentile nations. In all history we
read of only one example of a non-Israelite people temporarily repenting of
its sins en masse after God’s warning. The prophet Jonah preached to the
ancient city of Nineveh, warning its residents, “Yet forty days, and Nineveh
shall be overthrown!” (Jonah 3:4). The king and the rest of the people
responded by repenting of their sins, and God spared them (verses 5-10).
Later, however, they returned to their wickedness. As a result, invading
armies conquered them in 612 B.C.

The historical record shows that, even when God freely offered His help
and guidance to nations, they customarily rejected them—just as Adam
and Eve had done.

The same old attitudes

We’re no different today. Mankind still rejects God’s instruction. His
Word—the Bible—is readily available throughout most of the world. Yet
relatively few read it regularly, and even fewer obey it. Not only do they
disobey its instruction, but increasingly, particularly among those who pre-
sume themselves to be intellectual, people hold the Bible in disdain. Even
some religious leaders pay mere lip service to the Bible while disputing
major portions of it. They pick and choose which parts they will adhere
to and which they feel free to ignore.

Israel’s king Solomon aptly summed up the human condition when he
wrote, “What is crooked cannot be made straight” (Ecclesiastes 1:15).
Mankind has historically rejected God’s instruction and continues to do so.
Having rejected God’s revelation, we have cut ourselves off from the only
lasting solutions to our problems.

The result is a continuation of pain and sorrow among the nations. As
aresult, God’s practice from the first century until now has been to call
only a few individuals here and there out of this evil age to become His
faithful servants.

The rest of humanity gropes in the dark. They search for understanding
and meaning in life but remain largely ignorant of the reasons we are
plagued with so much suffering. “Always learning and never able to come
to the knowledge of the truth” is how Paul expresses it (2 Timothy 3:7).
Duped by the devil and captive to sin, mankind as a whole is cut off from
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godly understanding and is the unknowing target of Satan’s hatred and
wrath (Ephesians 2:3).

Humanity consistently blames God for evil and suffering in the world. But
it is not God who is to blame. The responsibility rests squarely on us for our
decision to reject His guidance and choose a life of disobedient rebellion—
and on Satan for his deception of humanity and incitement to sin.

When will it end?

The good news is that God has not given up on mankind. Just as He
allowed Adam and Eve the freedom to choose, so He lets the nations and the
nations’ inhabitants go their own way. He allows the world to suffer to teach
us we cannot find lasting peace, security and contentment without Him.

We are learning the hard lesson that we cannot rightly govern ourselves
apart from God and His laws. The eventual result of our efforts is that, just
before Jesus returns to the earth, humanity will teeter on the brink of anni-
hilation. “If that time of troubles were not cut short, no living thing could
survive” (Matthew 24:22, REB).

This was Jesus” warning nearly 2,000 years ago. Only in recent times
have we entered an age in which we actually possess the power to destroy
the world. Leaders of government, science and religion believe that the
only way we can avoid destruction is to establish a system of international
cooperation.

Michio Kaku, scientist, author and television host, writes that the “sheer
power of . . . scientific revolutions will force the nations of the earth to
cooperate on a scale never seen before in history.” He adds: “In the back-
ground always lurks the possibility of a nuclear war, the outbreak of a
deadly pandemic, or a collapse of the environment” (Visions: How Science
Will Revolutionize the 21st Century, 1998, p. 19).

Christ prophesied that the nations, not surprisingly, will fail in their
efforts to peacefully cooperate. He warned that warfare will not cease,
but will increase (Matthew 24:6-8). Suffering will not disappear; it will
intensify in the years leading up to His return (verse 21-22).

God is allowing people to attempt to rule themselves even as they fum-
ble in spiritual darkness. But because they have cast His commandments
aside they cannot succeed. God will bring all people to realize they cannot
achieve world peace and bring an end to misery and suffering without His
intervention.

As the living and just God, our Creator will not allow an evil and
unjust world to continue indefinitely. He will not allow us to annihilate
ourselves. He will send Jesus to earth, this time to rule as King of Kings
(Revelation 19:16). The Messiah will intervene at the hour of man’s
gravest crisis (Daniel 12:1).
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In effect, God must tear everything down and start over. Once the world-
wide destruction described in Revelation 6-19 and other biblical prophecies
has run its course, Christ will intervene to establish a kingdom of righ-
teousness and begin to rectify the injustice and unfairness in the world.

How those who suffer
will finally find peace

God’s plan includes a way to redeem all
who have suffered and died in the past with-
out understanding why they suffered. Bil-
lions of men, women and children have lived
and died throughout history without know-
ing God or realizing His purpose. The
majority of these never heard of Jesus during |
their lifetimes. They lived and died ignorant
of why He came and with no comprehension
of God’s plan.

The Bible reveals that, 1,000 years after
Jesus returns, God will bring back to life all
who ever lived but received little or no T

. , . Jesus Christ will return as
understanding of God’s purpose. er w11} King of Kings to rule the
resurrect them to a temporary physical life o/ in a kingdom of peace,
and give them a final opportunity to exer- prosper/'ty and purpose for
cise their free will—but this time with an  all. This gospel of the King-
understanding of true spiritual knowledge =~ dom of God was at the heart
in a world in which God’s way, not Satan’s, of His teaching.
holds sway.

At that time they will have to choose, or knowingly reject, God’s way
of life. Their choice will determine whether they will receive eternal life
or perish in the lake of fire (Revelation 20:15).

This will be their first opportunity for salvation, because they were previ-
ously alienated from God through the deception of the devil (2 Corinthians
4:3-4; 1 John 5:19; Revelation 12:9).

With Satan blinding them, they never comprehended God’s purpose.
When God resurrects them into a world in which His truth will be freely
available (Jeremiah 31:34; Isaiah 11:9), they will reflect on the immense
suffering that sin caused down through history and can choose anew, this
time with full understanding of the consequences of sin and the suffering
it brings. Most will begin to make right choices and accept Christ as
Savior—a path that, if chosen, will lead them to eternal life.

Revelation 20:12 describes this resurrection: “And I saw the dead, small
and great, standing before God, and books [books of the Bible, revealing
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the right way to live] were opened. And another book was opened, which
is the Book of Life. And the dead were judged according to their works,
by the things which were written in the books” (Revelation 20:12).

God will resurrect these people, and they will then be judged by biblical
standards according to how they respond to the spiritual enlightenment
they will have now received for the first time. (For more details about the
resurrections described in the Bible, be sure to download or request the
free booklets What Happens After Death? and God’s Holy Day Plan:

The Promise of Hope for All Mankind.)

This present evil world is not just and never can be. As we have seen, it
is Satan’s world, not God’s. But God is perfectly just, righteous, merciful
and fair. His plan provides for a transformed world, a way for all mankind
to be redeemed and, when all is said and done, all suffering to be erased.

Revelation 21:3-4 describes the time when suffering will be no more:
“And I heard a loud voice from heaven saying, ‘Behold, the tabernacle of
God is with men, and He will dwell with them, and they shall be His peo-
ple. God Himself will be with them and be their God. And God will wipe
away every tear from their eyes; there shall be no more death, nor sorrow,
nor crying. There shall be no more pain, for the former things have passed
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away.”” What encouraging words!

What should you do?

Many people hold to an erroneous concept that was popular in Jesus’
day. At that time people commonly assumed that a person’s health and
wealth were an indicator of his righteousness or guilt. Those who had a
comfortable, prosperous life were presumed to be blessed by God while
those who suffered from poverty, disease or other adversities were thought
to be divinely cursed for their sins.

Jesus addressed this notion when people told Him of a tragedy that had
stunned the inhabitants of Jerusalem. On the Roman governor’s orders, sev-
eral men had been brutally killed while bringing sacrifices to the temple.

Jesus asked: “Do you suppose that these Galileans were worse sinners
than all other Galileans, because they suffered such things? I tell you, no;
but unless you repent you will all likewise perish” (Luke 13:2-3).

It was incomprehensible to those who heard Christ’s words that such a
tragedy could befall people who were in the very act of doing good. They
couldn’t begin to understand how God could allow such a disaster.

Jesus made the point that no one is immune to the twists and turns of
this life. The lesson? Unless we repent we will perish.

Jesus reinforced the lesson with another example. “Those eighteen on
whom the tower in Siloam fell and killed them, do you think that they
were worse sinners than all other men who dwelt in Jerusalem? I tell you,
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no; but unless you repent you will all likewise perish” (verses 4-5).

Untimely deaths, such as the murder of the Galileans bringing their sac-
rifices, were simply a matter of being in the wrong place at the wrong time.
The victims of these tragedies weren’t greater sinners than other men and
women; they were random victims of random events. They were sinners,
however, and, as with all who sin, they were destined to die.

The same is true for us. We may not be the victims of random violence
or a collapsing building, but we are sinners, and eventually something
will do us in. When we realize that, Jesus’ warning should pierce our
consciousness: “Unless you repent you will all likewise perish.”

Knowing that we live in a world awash in misery, in which tragedy can
strike at any time, shouldn’t we heed Christ’s warning to repent and begin
aligning our life with His? As Jesus told a man He had healed of a longtime
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affliction: “Sin no more, lest a worse thing come upon you” (John 5:14).
Christ expects us to repent and turn to God. Indeed, God “now com-
mands all men everywhere to repent” (Acts 17:30). Knowing our time on
earth is short, we had better be sure to concentrate on the things that are
most important to Him. (To understand what repentance is all about,
download or request our free booklet Transforming Your Life: The Process

of Conversion.)

When you suffer

If you are suffering, what should you do? Take your problem to God
through prayer in faith and ask for His comfort and encouragement! In the
book of Psalms we read of King David asking the Creator many times to

relieve his sufferings.

Walking Through the Valleys of Life

King David wrote in Psalm 23 about walk-
ing through “the shadow of death.” This is
probably a metaphor for life’s trials in general,
though it also applies to a person facing his own
death or the death of a loved one.

In this life we face trials. We are constantly
exposed to a range of strains and stresses.
However, we can call on several strategies to
lessen the load. Here are a few effective steps:

e [eam from trials and suffering. They can
help us learn new skills. Jesus Christ learned
by His difficult circumstances and experiences
(Hebrews 5:8), and so can we.

e Count your blessings. When we focus on
pain, we often forget how good life has been
to us. Paul said we should always be thank-
ful (Philippians 4:6). He also explained that
the result of giving thanks is a “peace which
surpasses all understanding” (verse 7).

e Don't be a prisoner of your suffering.
Severe trials can cause emotional paralysis.
We need to remain active because inactivity
further devastates morale. Dr. Paul Brand, an
expert on the subject of pain, said: “When
| confront intense pain, | look for activities
that will fully absorb me, either mentally or
physically. | ... have found that conscious
distraction and the discipline of activity can be

helpful tools in combating pain” (Paul Brand
and Philip Yancey, The Gift Nobody Wants,
1993, p. 254).

e Find someone with whom you can share
your load. Many people undergoing severe tri-
als make the mistake of trying to handle them
alone. Without question, those who reach out
to others in times of need benefit from doing
s0. We need human contact. “Two are better
than one . . . But woe to him who is alone when
he falls, for he has no one to help him up”
(Ecclesiastes 4:9-10).

e Break the trial into bite-sized bits. \When
your difficulty or workload is daunting, divide it
into manageable chores.

e Take life one day at a time. People battling
depression, emotional struggles and difficulties
in general often share a self-defeating mind-
set. Their emotions tell them their trial will never
end. In such times we need an attitude that
realizes that this trial, too, shall pass—as most
difficulties indeed do. Adopt the psalmist’s per-
spective: “This is the day which the LorD has
made; we will rejoice and be glad in it” (Psalm
118:24), in spite of our difficulties.

e Don't be frustrated by trifling issues. Learn
to put minor problems behind you and make
decisions of lesser importance with a minimum
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of stress and worry.

e Fat a balanced, nourishing diet. Our bod-
ies and minds are much less able to deal with
stress and other difficulties if we do not provide
them with the nutrients they need.

e Exercise regularly. Proper exercise relieves

the Sabbath day (Exodus 20:8-11). We also
need relaxing time on a daily basis.

o Make a change. We cannot avoid some
distressful situations, and others we should not
avoid. To opt out of them would be wrong. But
don’t be a glutton for punishment. If you can
escape a trial without being irre-
sponsible, take steps to do so (see
Proverbs 22:3).

e Develop your sense of humor.
“A cheerful heart is good medi-
cine (Proverbs 17:22, NIV). Humor
helps us rise above stresses. Viktor
Frank! discovered, while imprisoned
in Auschwitz, that humor is an innate
weapon in the fight for survival.
Laughter truly is effective medicine.

e Realize that ultimately all things
are in God’s able hands. Jesus
points us to God: “Father, into Your

When dealing with trials, it’s vital to keep in mind
such important principles as sharing the load
with others, guarding your health, maintaining a
positive attitude and not losing faith in God.

stress, provides a feeling of well-being and
helps us sleep better—all of which are impor-
tant for our contentment and mental stability.

e Provide yourself regular rest and relaxation.
God commanded that we rest every week on

hands | commend My spirit” (Luke
23:46). David urges us to “commit
your way to the Lorb, trust also in
Him” (Psalm 37:5). The Hebrew
word translated “commit” means
“to roll some object on.” A mental picture
that can help make the meaning clear is the
thought of flinging yourself upon God—as
a child would fall helplessly into his physical
father’s outstretched arms.
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Jesus came to earth to ease our sufferings. He is no stranger to the suffer-
ing of humanity. He offers comfort, help and hope to those who suffer.
“Come to Me, all you who labor and are heavy laden,” He says, “and I will
give you rest. Take my yoke upon you and learn from Me, for I am gentle
and lowly in heart, and you will find rest for your souls” (Matthew 11:28-29).

We need not be discouraged by the evil that pervades the world.
Knowing that suffering occurs for valid reasons helps us deal with the
question of why God allows it in the first place. God is sovereign and ulti-
mately in charge. He has promised to liberate the world from suffering—
not now, but when Christ returns to establish God’s Kingdom. He tells us
to pray for the arrival of that Kingdom and to wait patiently for that time
(Matthew 6:9-10; Luke 21:19). Only then will suffering end.

As for your own life, be sure you have surrendered to God in genuine
repentance, as Jesus commanded (Luke 13:3, 5). When Christ came
to live on the earth as the Son of God 2,000 years ago, He realized He
was coming to a people groaning under the burden of injustice and pain.
Of that world He said, “The people living in darkness have seen a great
light; on those living in the land of the shadow of death a light has
dawned” (Matthew 4:16, NIV). The light Jesus spoke of was Himself
and the truth of God that He revealed.

Jesus told the people that their responsibility was to turn to God:
“Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand” (verse 17). This, above all
else, is what we need to do. We cannot avoid suffering in a world full of
evil, but when we turn to God we can experience the comfort and hope
of looking forward to a world free of suffering.

Take strength, courage and hope from the promises of God. In spite of
the sorrows of this life, we can experience great joy in living according to
His will today while having faith in His revealed truth about the world to
come. As we've seen, Paul explained that the sufferings of this age are not
worthy to be compared with the glorious future we will experience in
God’s Kingdom (Romans 8:18).

So wonderful will it be that, in the scope of eternity, all the pain and suf-
fering of today will seem minor and fleeting, though it is hard to bear for
the moment. As Paul said in 2 Corinthians 4:17-18 (New Living Transla-
tion): “For our present troubles are small and won’t last very long. Yet they
produce for us a glory that vastly outweighs them and will last forever!

So we don’t look at the troubles we can see now; rather, we fix our gaze on
things that cannot be seen. For the things we see will soon be gone, but the
things we cannot see will last forever.”

How Can You Make
the World Make Sense?
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it all out.

Where are today’s dramatic and dan-
gerous trends taking us? What does
Bible prophecy reveal about our future?
Is prophecy coming to pass before our
eyes? How can you know the answers?

You're probably very concerned with
the direction the world is heading. So
are we. That's why we've created cru-
cial resources to help you make sense
of it all!

« If you're not already a subscriber,
request a free subscription to our
bimonthly Good News magazine at
www.gnmagazine.org.
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wnponline.org.
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¢ Also request or download free
copies of these eye-opening booklets
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Understand Bible Prophecy, The Book
of Revelation Unveiled, The Middle
East in Bible Prophecy, The Gospel
of the Kingdom and Are We Living
in the Time of the End? You can’t
afford to be without this crucial
information!

¢ You can also enroll in our free Bible
Study Course at www.ucg.org/bsc.
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of articles, an online blog discussing
the latest news and trends, podcasts of
what'’s happening in the world around
us, links to significant news items from
hundreds of news sources, and more.
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gram. To watch or download programs
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If You'd Like to Know More...

Who we are: This publication is provided free of charge by the United Church
of God, an International Association, which has ministers and congregations
throughout much of the world. e

We trace our origins to the Church
that Jesus founded in the early first
century. We follow the same teach-
ings, doctrines and practices estab-
lished then. Our commission is to
proclaim the gospel of the coming
Kingdom of God to all the world

as a witness and to teach all nations
to observe what Christ commanded
(Matthew 24:14; 28:19-20).

Free of charge: Jesus Christ said, “Freely you have received, freely give”
(Matthew 10:8). The United Church of God offers this and other publications
free of charge as an educational service

in the public interest. We invite you
to request your free subscription

to The Good News magazine and
to enroll in our 12-lesson Bible Study
/| Course, also free of charge.

| We are grateful for the generous
J tithes and offerings of the members
- of the Church and other supporters
who voluntarily contribute to support this work. We do not solicit the general
public for funds. However, contributions to help us share this message of hope

with others are welcomed. All funds are audited annually by an independent
accounting firm.

Personal counsel available: Jesus commanded His followers to feed His

sheep (John 21:15-17). To help fulfill this command, the United Church of
God has congregations around the world. In these congregations believers
assemble to be instructed from the Scriptures and to fellowship.

The United Church of God is committed to understanding and practicing
New Testament Christianity. We desire to share God's way of life with those
who earnestly seek to follow our Savior, Jesus Christ.

Our ministers are available to counsel, answer ques-

"~ ..--'_ﬁ"'dﬂ
tions and explain the Bible. If you would like to ﬂ |
contact a minister or visit one of our congregations, . Aa
please feel free to contact our office nearest you. 2
For additional information: Visit our Web site [

www.gnmagazine.org to download or request any
of our publications, including issues of The Good
News, dozens of free booklets and much more. -
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