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The Long and Winding Road 

A five-part sermon series on suffering

by: Jeffrey Arthurs, associate professor of communication/homiletics at Multnomah Bible College and Biblical Seminary in Portland, Oregon. 

Overview of series

Big idea for the series: The big question about suffering is not why, but how.
Explanation of big idea: The Bible emphasizes how to remain faithful in the midst of suffering more than it emphasizes why suffering exists. The Bible gives some glimpses into why God allows suffering, but more important the Bible gives great resources for persevering in the midst of suffering. We can remain faithful by God's grace.

Purpose of series: To help people remain faithful in trials.

[image: image3.png]



Overview of this sermon

Big idea for this sermon: Followers of God suffer, but they also remain faithful.

Explanation of that idea: Suffering is inescapable in this fallen world, and it is integral to being a Christ follower. A balanced understanding of Scripture demands that we form a theology of suffering, not simply a theology of victory and healing. We must understand the Bible's teaching so that when we suffer we will not be jolted from the faith. Understanding will help us remain faithful.

Purpose of this sermon: To demonstrate/convince that trials should be expected, with a view toward strengthening believers to persevere in trials.

Flow of ideas: The first part of this sermon introduces the entire series. Using the metaphor of a journey, the introduction raises a poignant longing to arrive home. Then the sermon asks how. How can we finish our Christian pilgrimage when the road is arduous? The answer from Job is not to be caught off guard when trials come, since even the innocent suffer and God sanctions suffering. We can remain faithful as Job.

Sermon Outline

Introduction:

· Questions to guide the development of the introduction:

· How can you raise the issue of suffering with sensitivity and forthrightness? Keep in mind that some of the listeners are currently suffering.

· Are there any current events in the world, nation, or church which you can describe to focus attention and surface need?

· How can you avoid triteness?

· Humans are fascinated by journeys. From the odyssey of Ulysses and his adventures with the Cyclops, to the shenanigans of Bob Hope and Bing Crosby on the roads to Rio and Morocco, something about traveling grips us. Willie Nelson can't wait to be on the road again, Nat King Cole gets his kicks on Route 66, and after six or seven seasons of being lost in space (does that sound familiar?), Star Trek Voyager finally got home. They finally got home. That's what grips us. The desire to get home. Dorothy may see the wonders of the Emerald City, but there's no place like home. Maybe the most famous and profound of the journey stories is Pilgrim's Progress. Christian winds his way from the City of Destruction to the Celestial City, trying to get home. My prayer is that by God's grace, each person here will make it home, that you will walk the long and winding road of your pilgrimage and persevere in the faith until the final day.

· Philippians 3:20

· Hebrews 11:13–16

· The long and winding road takes us through regions of pain, doubts, questions, and suffering. Can your faith stand the strain of a long and winding journey? How can we make it home? That is the question this series will answer.

(Transition: Let's begin with someone who did make it home, the man whose road was the longest and most winding of all: Job.)

Sometimes the innocent suffer.

· Job 1:1; 29:12–17; 30:25; 31:1, 5–13, 16–40

 Some suffering, though, is discipline for sin.

· Romans 6:23

· Ezekiel 18:4

· 1 Corinthians 5:5

· 1 Corinthians 11:28 ff

 But some suffering is not a result of our sin.

· John 9:1–3

· 1 Peter 2:20–21

(Transition: Job was innocent. His friends thought that only the guilty suffer, but they were wrong. A second lesson from Job is…)
God does not blame us if we lament.

· Job 42:7

(Transition: The subject of lament will be the third message in this series, so I have only touched it lightly here. However, the next lesson from Job is crucial to our understanding of suffering and so contrary to our natural thinking that we need to spend some time on it.)

God sovereignly sanctions suffering.

· Job 2:10

· Isaiah 45:7

· Ecclesiastes 7:13 

· Amos 3:6 

· 2 Corinthians 12:7 

 The fact that God sanctions suffering raises both the problem and the hope: The problem because God sanctions our suffering; the hope because God sovereignly sanctions our suffering.

 The Chaldeans and Sabeans, evil murderers and thieves, as well as a natural disaster (the whirlwind), caused Job immense suffering. Behind them was Satan. Behind Satan was God. He said: Go your way. I'll lengthen your choke chain a bit. Do your worst, but I will not permit you to try Job beyond what he can bear. I already know the end from the beginning. Job will come through this trial like gold.

 Some people can't accept this teaching from Job. Their theology says that God is cruel (author Elie Wiesel) or that God is limited (author Harold Kushner), but these conclusions are not biblical.

(Transition: What then is the answer to why God brings suffering into our lives? The Bible offers many reasons. I'll present these in the next message called "Helps along the Way." I think you'll be encouraged, but even when all of those biblical reasons are spoken, there still remains an element of mystery. That is the fourth lesson from Job.)

Why the innocent suffer is often a mystery.

· God never tells Job about Satan's challenge. What could he say that would satisfy him? 

· In the climax of the story God swats Job with lists of eloquent rhetorical questions (38–41), and Job responds not with, "Ahh, at last I understand," but rather with, "I repent" (42:1–6).

· He did not repent of sins that allegedly brought on his suffering, but of an attitude that demanded an answer for everything. 

(Transition: A final lesson from Job is…)

The pursuit of God can (and should) take place without prompt reward.

· Questions to guide the development of the conclusion:

· Would it be appropriate to conclude with prayer? Silence?

· What music/songs would carry this message to the heart?

· Would self-disclosure help you achieve your goal of encouraging believers to remain faithful in the midst of trials?
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