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Introduction

The subject of suffering is not a popular one for most Christians. The pain of suffering is unpleasant, undesirable, and seemingly unbearable at times, and it creates difficulties in our understanding of God’s character. Because of this, most Christians would prefer not to explore it.  However, even a casual reading of Scripture reveals that it is one of the most significant character-building aspects of the Christian life and therefore worthy of study and deep reflection by the Christian. With this perspective in mind, this paper examines the theology of suffering (sufferology) through several lenses: an exegetical study of Lamentations 3, a comparison/contrast of several extra-biblical sources on the subject, and a consideration of personal and ministry applications of biblical sufferology.

Exegetical study of Lamentations 3

While it is impossible to develop a detailed theology of suffering from any single passage in Scripture, Lamentations 3 encompasses a wide spectrum of the human experience of suffering and therefore can serve as an excellent starting point to develop key sufferology principles. The first portion of this paper will examine the background and context of the passage, and then it will explain the meaning of the passage, with a detailed focus on Lamentations 3:22-23.

Examination of Background/Context

The author of the book is not identified, but it has traditionally been ascribed to Jeremiah based on the witness of the LXX, the Aramaic Targum of Jonathan, the Babylonian Talmud, the Peshitta, and the Vulgate. In recent centuries, this proposition has been challenged and modern scholarship is somewhat split on whether Jeremiah was the author. While one cannot be dogmatic about this point, it is significant to note that most modern scholars recognize that Chapter 3 is the lament of a specific individual (who also puts words into the people’s mouth in certain sections) (see Ellison). If this is accepted, and given that the experiences seem to be intentionally reflective of the experiences of Jeremiah (e.g., allusions/references to his specific persecutions/suffering during his ministry, the mocking by his people, similarities to the “confessions” in Jeremiah, etc.), then it is fair to assume that this chapter is intended to be viewed from the perspective of Jeremiah (regardless of whether he wrote it). This assumption is adopted in this paper, and it is significant because it makes the message of the passage especially relevant to “innocent” sufferers such as Jeremiah.

The date/historical setting of the writing is almost universally accepted as during the Babylonian captivity and likely close to the fall of Jerusalem (586 BC) and before 562 BC (release of Jehoiachin). This is based on the fact that four of the five chapters/laments are bathed in explicit and vivid images of the destruction of Jerusalem by the Babylonians in 586 BC, and there is little evidence of national hope of restoration at the time of writing. The purpose of the book has historically been to serve as a graphic commemoration of the destruction of Jerusalem (read annually on Tisha b’Av), but it is not difficult to see that it also serves to explore God’s dealings with His people in the midst of suffering and sorrow.

The literary genre of the book is Hebrew poetry consisting of a collection of five laments (one chapter each), all except the fifth using a clear acrostic form with the 22 Hebrew letters.  The use of the acrostic form with the entire Hebrew alphabet, besides being a memory tool, may have been intended to convey the completeness of the grief being expressed (see Dyer, p. 1211).  The third chapter is unique to the acrostic laments because it consists of 22 successive stanzas of three verses that each begin with the same Hebrew letter, whereas the other laments consist of one verse for each letter. This difference in structure and the change in focus in Chapter 3 from corporate to individual suffering and response very well may be to draw attention to the third chapter as the climax of the book. The arrangement into stanzas is also significant exegetically; the meaning of each verse should first be understood in the context of the other two verses in the same stanza. Finally, fitting with the historical context, it has been suggested that the poetry uses a meter suited to a funeral lament or dirge (see Ellison; Dyer, p. 1208).

The key themes of the book center on the judgment of God, His chastening through suffering, and His faithfulness to the Mosaic covenant. While the first two themes are relatively clear from the text, the last is often overlooked. A comparison of the book with Deuteronomy 28 reveals the many parallels between the promised covenant curses and the events described in Lamentations during the siege and destruction of Jerusalem (see Dyer, pp. 1208-1209). This theme is emphasized in the climax of Chapter 3 and serves as the ray of hope in the midst of terrible suffering.

Detailed Exegesis

The passage can be outlined as follows: 3:1-18—Jeremiah’s lament of his suffering and God’s hand against him; 3:19-39—Jeremiah’s hope in God’s covenant faithfulness; 3:40-51—  Jeremiah’s exhortation to spiritual reflection and repentance; and 3:52-66—Jeremiah’s remembrance of his persecution and the LORD’s deliverance and his hope for future deliverance/vindication. Each of these sections will be explored below, and the meaning of 3:22-23 will be examined in detail as it serves as the focal point of the chapter.

In the first section (3:1-18, consisting of the first six stanzas), Jeremiah describes with various metaphors his personal sufferings. These sufferings appeared to affect every part of his being, including emotional (being driven away into darkness), physical (aging and broken bones), and spiritual (shut out prayers) pains. That these sufferings were brought upon him by God is implied not only by the extreme power and authority of his oppressor but also by the juxtaposition of this passage with the last section of chapter 2 (2:20-22), where God is described as angry and responsible for the destruction of Jerusalem. Furthermore, God is viewed throughout the book as the source of the judgment on Jerusalem. Thus, although the “he” of this section is not explicitly stated, it is clearly referring to God (this is indicated in the NASB by the use of “He” throughout). As Jeremiah recounts sorrow upon sorrow, his outlook turns progressively towards despair, culminating in his declaration that his strength/endurance and his hope in the LORD have perished (3:18).

In the second section (3:19-39, the seventh through the 13th stanzas), Jeremiah considers his afflictions in light of God’s character.  In 3:19-21, he transitions from his despair over his condition to remembering God’s character (as described next in 3:22-39) and finding hope in that. One of the critical words/concepts in this passage is hesed, which is used to describe God’s character in 3:22 and 3:32. This word conveys one of the most significant theological concepts for the Jewish people. Although it is frequently translated as love (NIV) or lovingkindness (NASB), it is better translated as covenant faithfulness, loyalty, or devotion in contexts related to covenants. This is based on the Jews’ familiar association of God’s hesed with the Mosaic covenant, (cf. Deut 7:9, 12; 1 Kings 8:23; Neh 1:5; Dan 9:4); in that context, it was generally understood to speak of God’s never-failing commitment to keep His covenant (for both blessings and curses). Numerous other OT usages also support this meaning (see http://www.theology.edu/theology/appen02.htm for examples). This meaning is well-suited to Lamentation 3 since one of the book’s major themes is God’s executing of the covenant curses of Deuteronomy 28 as demonstrated in the destruction of Jerusalem (see previous discussion).  The covenant-keeping nuance of hesed is also made clear from its use in Lam 3:32—God both causes grief and has compassion according to His hesed (the NASB translation makes this clearer than the NIV translation). Thus, it is appropriate to assume that Jeremiah had God’s covenant faithfulness in view in his use of hesed in this passage.

This understanding of God’s hesed provides the rationale for Jeremiah finding hope and underlies the meaning of 3:22-23. Although his suffering initially brought despair (3:18-20), Jeremiah is brought to hope again because his sufferings remind Him of God’s covenant faithfulness. Because God has proven Himself faithful to the covenant through bringing the curses in response to the Jews’ disobedience, Jeremiah has assurance that if God’s covenant people will turn back to Him, He will be faithful to fulfill the Deuteronomy 28 covenant blessings and restore them. Thus, he declares in 3:22 (NASB) that God’s hesed never ceases
.  Furthermore, while God’s judgments are implicitly a result of His hesed, 3:22 explicitly links God’s compassions with His hesed, giving hope for mercy.  Lamentation 3:23 expands that God’s covenant faithfulness and His compassions are new every morning
, probably indicating how consistent and dependable they are. As Jeremiah reflects on the wide spectrum of God’s hesed, he is able to say “Great is Thy faithfulness!” In view of God’s hesed, he can wait for God and His goodness, to seek God and accept God’s chastening in the midst of his suffering (3:24-31). This hope in God’s hesed is again cited by Jeremiah in 3:32-33—according to His hesed, God causes grief but also has compassion on the repentant; he does not afflict willingly, but with a purpose. He concludes his reflections on God’s character in the next two stanzas (3:34-39) by demonstrating God’s justice and righteousness in judgment; God does not bring affliction unjustly.

As a result of his consideration of God’s hesed, Jeremiah goes on in 3:40-51 (the 14th through the 17th stanzas) to exhort the covenant people to reflect on their sins and repent. He urges that in the midst of their severe suffering they should recognize that their afflictions were brought on by their covenant-keeping God because of their sins, and in repentance they should earnestly plead and wait for His mercy. Finally, Jeremiah is encouraged as he recalls in 3:52-66 (the 18th through the 22nd stanzas) his own past persecutions and how the LORD delivered Him from those persecutors. This passage seems to allude to Jeremiah’s experience in the cistern in Jeremiah 38, from which God rescued him previously. Jeremiah may also have in view God’s ultimate judgment on Jeremiah’s persecutors through the sacking of Jerusalem. These recollections gave him practical evidence of God’s hesed and hope for future deliverance and vindication, and his experience serves as encouragement to the stricken Jews to repent and to hope in God.

In summary, Lamentations 3 serves to show that sorrow and suffering reveal God’s faithfulness and covenant devotion to His people. His character required that He keeps both positive and negative aspects of the Mosaic covenant. As His people reflect on their suffering, they should be reminded of God’s faithfulness and their own sinfulness, and they can find hope in His compassion and His promise to bless the penitent. His deliverances from past suffering also give hope in the midst of present and future troubles. There are also several other significant principles about suffering that can be observed in this passage. One outstanding feature of this passage is Jeremiah’s honesty (under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit) to himself and to God about the reality of his suffering; in the words of Soul Physicians, he is working through the sustaining steps of candor and complaint. Another important principle taught in this passage is that God may be the source of suffering. God’s use of suffering in Jeremiah’s life caught his attention and helped him to understand God’s character and his sinfulness more clearly. Finally, of particular significance is the fact the God brought sorrow not only to sinful and deserving Jerusalem, but also to His innocent and righteous servant Jeremiah. This teaches that suffering can be for “pruning” (see John 15, 1 Peter 3, etc.) and not just punishment. Ultimately, He uses suffering in the lives of His people, both the righteous and the sinning, to turn them from themselves and to draw them to Himself.

Comparison/Contrast of Teachings of Extra-biblical Sources

To further explore the theology of suffering, the teaching of the Discipleship Counseling I (DC I) course and the Soul Physicians (SP) textbook were compared and contrasted with several other extra-biblical sources with respect to their teachings on suffering. The other sources reviewed for this paper included The Problem of Pain by C. S. Lewis, Hinds’ Feet on High Places by H. Hurnard, an article on suffering from the New Dictionary of Theology by D.W. Amundsen, an Internet article on the doctrine of suffering by J. H. Keathley, III, and a theological journal article on the spiritual causes of disease and death by F. C. Pinkerton. The findings of this analysis are presented below through comparing and contrasting the primary teachings of these sources with those of DC I/SP.

Since all of these sources are generally written from an orthodox Christian perspective, it is not surprising that there are many major commonalities to their teaching. The most significant similarities between DC I/SP and the other sources include the following:

1.  They adhere to the orthodox biblical doctrine that the existence of suffering in this life is a result of original sin. All of the sources above (except Hurnard, which does not directly address this) explicitly state this basic proposition. For example, Lewis (p. 85) says “. . . man, as a species, spoiled himself, and . . . good, to us in our present state, must therefore mean primarily remedial or corrective good” and then explains how pain (from suffering) has become a part of the remedy. Pinkerton (p. 93) and Amundsen (p. 667) each similarly explain the role of original sin. This proposition is rooted in the teaching that the creation was good, perfect, and without suffering
, another doctrine which has long been embraced by orthodox Christendom. While only SP (Chapters 8-13) and Lewis (Chapters 2-5) explore the concept of a perfect creation, it is clearly implied by the other sources.

2.  They all affirm that suffering is often dispensed by God and is used and redeemed by God to bring about His good purposes in our lives. God’s purposes in suffering that these sources cite are manifold and include: disciplining/pruning/chastening to make more fruitful, punishing for sin to bring about repentance, ridding of spiritual blemishes and weaknesses, developing sympathy for others, keeping down pride, increasing dependence upon the grace and power of God, refining character/manifesting the life and character of Christ, manifesting the evil of evil men and God’s righteousness in judgment, displaying God’s glory, and equipping for further ministry. SP (p. 280) states that “God makes therapeutic use of our suffering,” while Amundsen (pp. 667-668) says that God is often the “dispenser” of suffering, and he does so to punish, chastise, discipline, refine, or equip Christians. Heathley says of suffering “It is a tool God uses to get our attention and to accomplish His purposes in our lives in a way that would never occur without the trial or irritation.” Lewis (p. 91), in developing his proposition that pain is used to call man back to God and break him of self-sufficiency, famously has said “But pain insists upon being attended to. God whispers to us in our pleasures, speaks in our conscience, but shouts in our pain: it is His megaphone to rouse a deaf world.” He explains in detail (pp. 86-109) how pain accomplishes God’s purpose by first shattering the illusions that all is well and that what we have is our own and enough for us, and then by creating the possibility for us to consciously act out full surrender of self to God. Of all the sources, Hurnard develops this idea of God’s redemptive use of suffering in the greatest detail. The entire allegory portrays Sorrow and Suffering throughout as faithful companions given by God to help the believer through the journey of life to what God wants him/her to become. They are strong and always near, and they are less painful when embraced rather than evaded. They enable the believer to get closer to God and go further on the journey then one ever could on his/her own, and they help the believer to overcome the enemies of the soul.

3.  Perhaps most important, these sources strongly agree that the Christian’s response to suffering is critical to how effective it is in accomplishing God’s intended purposes. SP spends two chapters (Chapters 18 and 19) contrasting the positive and negative responses (and their consequences) that may accompany suffering. Hurnard (pp. 241-242) states this positively:  “Every circumstance in life, no matter how crooked and distorted and ugly it appears to be, if it is reacted to in love and forgiveness and obedience to your will can be transformed.” Lewis (p. 93) also considers the negative potential: “No doubt Pain as God’s megaphone is a terrible instrument; it may lead to final and unrepented rebellion.” Lewis (pp. 119-131) later goes on to show that the logical end for the one who does not ultimately respond positively to God’s use of pain in this life is hell. Heathley states that suffering requires cooperation––the right response is necessary for accomplishing God’s purposes. Pinkerton (p. 97) speaks of the “lost sorrow” when discipline is rejected, and the loss of value of God’s providence when believers faint under discipline. Amundsen (p. 668) teaches that suffering properly responded to contributes to spiritual growth and fellowship with Christ, and is a form of witness to self, other Christians, non-Christians, and even spiritual beings.

The differences in the teaching on suffering of DC I/SP and these other sources are generally not substantial. However, there are considerable differences in their approaches to addressing the issue of suffering, which is not surprising given the diversity of this group of sources (a clinical/counseling-oriented textbook, a philosophical treatise, a Christian allegory, and several short theological articles on the subject). The most relevant differences are discussed below:

1.  There is a slight difference in the definitions of suffering representing the different source perspectives. SP (pp. 276-277) defines it as getting what you don’t want, wanting what you do not get, and getting what you want but being dissatisfied in the getting; in other words, it is based primarily on a conflict of desires and outcomes. In contrast, some of the other sources view it from the perspective of pain; for example, Heathley defines it as anything that hurts or irritates, while Lewis (p. 87) limits suffering to things involving pain, which he defines as any experience, whether physical or mental, which the patient dislikes. These differences in most cases are inconsequential because there is often direct correlation between unwanted outcomes and pain. However, while the other sources’ definitions technically could encompass this, the thesis of SP that suffering can include dissatisfaction with wanted outcomes seems to extend suffering to a broader range of conditions than the other sources probably intended. The other sources tend to view suffering as “negative” situations used by God to get people’s attention, and it seems less likely that they would consider dissatisfaction arising from “positive” situations in the same light.

2.  Because SP is largely clinical/counseling oriented, it is unique from the other sources in that it systematically addresses in detail the process steps of human responses to suffering as well as explicitly identifies the ways that suffering affects our being. The other sources (aside from Hurnard) address the causes and purposes of suffering in detail, but give limited attention to the potential responses to suffering. Hurnard does contribute meaningfully to the potential human responses to suffering, but in a less systematic fashion. For example, Hurnard (pp. 240-241) teaches the right responses of: 1) acceptance with joy of all that God allows, never evading but accepting it and lay down one’s will; 2) bearing with love all that others are allowed to do against oneself and to forgive without bitterness; 3) understanding that God does not regard a believer in his/her present imperfect condition, but views him/her in the state He will ultimately bring him/her to. Because of its unique contributions in this aspect, it is instructive here to summarize the key points of SP’s sufferology.

It teaches first that suffering results in separation (level 1 – death of relationships) and spiritual depression (level 2 – feelings of forsakenness, betrayal, and shame). An eight-step process of dealing with suffering is helpful to address this separation and depression, with the first four steps related to sustaining (“it’s normal to hurt and necessary to grieve”) and the last four steps related to healing (“it’s possible to hope in the midst of grief”). The process steps and potential positive and negative responses involve the four basic components of the soul’s anatomy as follows: 1) Relational – suffering impacts one’s relationship (affections) with God in the sustaining phase by causing one to either be honest with God (Stage 2 - Complaint) or develop anger and resentment. This is followed in the healing phase by either engaging with love for God (Stage 4 - Worshipping) or digging cisterns in place of one’s relationship with God; 2) Rational – suffering impacts the way one thinks about life (mindset) in the sustaining phase by causing one to either be honest with self (Stage 1 - Candor) or go into denial and isolation. This is followed in the healing phase by either perceiving the situation with grace (Stage 3 - Weaving) or perceiving only despair and doubt in grief; 3) Volitional – suffering impacts one’s choices (purposes) in the sustaining phase by causing one to ask God for help (Stage 3 - Cry) or attempt to bargain with God through works. This is followed in the healing phase by either trusting God with faith (Stage 1 - Waiting) or trying to regroup with self-sufficiency; 4) Emotional – suffering impacts one’s feelings (mood states) in the sustaining phase by causing one to receive God’s help (Stage 4 - Comfort) or feel depression and alienation. This is followed in the healing phase by either groaning with hope (Stage 2 - Wailing) or deadening of one’s emotions.

3.  Finally, the other significant difference between DC I/SP and the other sources is that only SP specifically addresses how to help other people through the process of suffering. The other sources are primarily focused on coping with personal suffering (admittedly, understanding this is certainly helpful in working with others who are suffering). Again, this is clearly the result of the clinical/counseling orientation of SP.

Personal Applications

There is a tremendous wealth of personal applications that can be drawn from this study of suffering from Lamentations 3, DC I/SP, and the other sources reviewed herein. The following are some applications that I hope to make as a result of this study. It is especially important for me to remember to try to apply these not only with big pains (e.g., dissatisfaction with loved ones, unhealed relationships) but small ones (e.g., minor frustrations/irritations with my children, difficult coworkers) as well.

Relationally – One particular application in this realm is to allow my suffering and sorrows to draw me towards God rather than myself. I often try to deal with problems first on my own (which feeds my self-sufficiency) rather than turning to God. I need to learn to allow pain to shatter, in the words of C.S. Lewis (p. 94), “the illusion that what we have, whether good or bad in itself, is our own and enough for us.” Only by first turning to God in troubles can I learn this lesson.

Rationally – Another specific application is to deal honestly with my sufferings (candor) rather than to cover them up and hide from them by not thinking about them or dealing with them. I find that my strategy is often to try to avoid my problems in hopes that they disappear so that I will not have to deal with them; this is clearly neither profitable nor practical. Instead, in the future, I will take time to think through suffering with the belief that suffering is God’s “megaphone” to get my attention about things needing change in my life. Also, I will look for evidences of God’s faithfulness/loyalty displayed through my suffering as Jeremiah did. I will especially try to be honest about my personal sins or inadequacies that may be related to the sufferings that I experience. Finally, I will seek to have consistent times of Bible study to help my mindsets about sufferings be in line with the Bible’s teaching.

Volitionally – An application in this realm of my soul is to not try to always escape suffering, but embrace sorrow and suffering as a faithful companion provided by God to bring me closer to God than I could otherwise go on my own efforts. As my mindset is changed to view suffering as God’s tool to mold and shape my character, I will purposefully choose to accept the sufferings that God brings into my life (especially the little ones) and not try to take the easy way out or find the short cut. When I encounter suffering, I will choose first to pray, seeking God and waiting on Him rather than simply diving in and trying to work my way out of the situation. This may also be applied to pains that result from working with other people; I often try to fix things in other people’s lives out of the motivation that it will make my life simpler or more peaceful. Instead, I need at times to choose to not intervene and let God work in their lives to achieve His purposes rather take things into my own hands.

Emotionally – One final personal application is to consciously ask God to give me comfort rather than allowing Hurnard’s enemies of the soul (bitterness, resentment, pride, self-pity) dictate my emotions. This will involve making the choice to pray and read the Scriptures when I feel these emotions coming on (similar to Much-Afraid in her journey). I will also try to take daily personal inventories of my feelings during my devotional times so that I am more aware of whether I am finding comfort in God or being taken captive by negative emotions.

Personal Ministry Applications

There are also numerous applications of these principles for personal ministry as suffering is a universal human experience that can serve as a bridge to Christ and deeper faith in Him. I was personally reminded of this recently by the response of the congregation to a sermon I gave on suffering; people (both Christians and non-Christians) responded very positively to honest teaching on this subject. Thus, the first application for my personal ministry as a lay elder is to systematically teach the congregation about the redemptive nature of suffering and the process steps of dealing with suffering so that God may use it effectively to achieve His ends in their lives. This could include trying to instill a comprehensive “sufferology” from Scripture through a series of sermons, Sunday School classes, or small group Bible studies. It could also involve working one-on-one with people to teach and work through the process of sustaining and healing. This teaching would in particular focus on how God uses suffering as an important tool to help Christians grow deeper in their faith and character.

Another ministry application is to take a process-oriented approach to ministering to friends and congregants. Too often, I find that I want to offer quick fixes and solutions to people’s problems because I tend to simplify their situations into a matter of taking a single step from the “wrong place” to the “right place.” Instead, I need to begin seeing the larger picture of the process that God uses to help people work through suffering. Whether it is eight, four, twelve, two, or somewhere in between, it is clear that there are multiple steps in the sustaining and healing process. Each person needs to be ministered to at the step they are in, and my personal ministry to them may only be to bring them along one step with others to help them from there.

A related application that seems particularly relevant in my context is to help people to whom I minister to understand the importance of candor and complaint. In many Christian circles, especially Chinese Christians (which is what I am), honesty about negative feelings and questioning God is often looked at negatively. This is due to cultural conditioning in two senses, one being the Chinese/Asian trait of not displaying emotions or problems in public, and the other being the common notion in evangelicalism that it is wrong to question God because it either shows a lack of faith or is rooted in sin/pride. It would probably be refreshing for people in my circles to see how God wants us to deal with Him and ourselves honestly, and it would be important to teach them or study with them the numerous Scripture passages demonstrating appropriate forms of lament and complaint.

A final application for personal ministry is to try to turn personal suffering into a bridge to witness to non-Christian friends and relatives. Although it can be a delicate subject, it is often in the deep sorrows of life that people are most open to listen to God and explore their need for Him, as C.S. Lewis has stated so profoundly. If the Gospel can be introduced in a sensitive manner during such times, it is possible to redeem the experiences of grief. This could include simple actions such as offering to pray for others in their sorrows, or, if the opportunity allows, asking about how these sorrows make them feel about God or how they think God feels about their sorrows. This can apply also to times of my own personal suffering; I can use those situations to show to my non-Christian friends and relatives that God does comfort and care for me in my situation and He understands my suffering because He experienced it Himself on the cross.
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� This is not clear from the NIV translation of 3:22, which links God’s hesed directly to His people not being consumed (tamam). This translation relies on the MT reading of the verb tamam as a 1st person plural (making a supplied “we” the subject of tamam). However, the variant reading from the Targum and other MS suggests the inflection of tamam should be a 3rd person plural, making God’s hesed the subject of tamam (hesed never ceases, NASB). This better fits the context and is the preferred reading (see Ellison).


� The parallelism of 3:22, which is somewhat obscured in the Hebrew text due to the acrostic construction, suggests that God’s covenant faithfulness and His compassions comprise the “they” of 3:23.


� While the others do not necessarily distinguish between “good” and “bad” pain, DC I and Lewis also touch on the possibility of some types of “pain” in the Creation that were present before sin (e.g., DC I’s sadness from absence in the Garden, p. 160, or Lewis’ pleasurable achings or protective sensations, p. 23)





