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I. Set Up 
A. Welcome to CC – to our fourth week of sheltering-in-place. To our fourth week 
of only on-line services.  
B. And welcome to Holy Week.  

1. This is the week in which all kinds of biblical story lines come together.  
This is a week in which Jesus rolls into Jerusalem at the time of the Passover – 
doing so to die as the ultimate substitute and sacrifice. And today is called Palm 
Sunday.  Jesus could have snuck into Jerusalem – avoided the unwanted attention 
of the Roman soldiers and Jewish religious leaders. But he enters to a big parade, 
and the people wave Palm branches, which were designed to advertise Israel’s 
independence and suggest that Jesus was going to help overthrow the Roman 
guards. There was a lot going on.  

C. And this is not just Holy Week – this is a week in which the world is it is worth 
noting that the juxtaposition of COVID19 and Holy Week sets us up well to look at 
Psalm 22.  
D. It is famous this week, because Jesus cites it from the cross. 

1. My God, My God, why have you forsaken me. 
E. And it is appropriate this week because, some people feel forsaken. 
F. Today we are going to have a time of worship and prayer.  
G. And then Mike is going to reflect on Psalm 22 and lead us in communion.  So 
there are many moving parts. Let me set things up by reading the first 9 verses of Psalm 
22, which may sound like your own internal dialogue these days. God, where are you? 
Why are you letting so many things go wrong 

1. My God, my God, why have you forsaken me? Why are you so far from 
saving me, so far from my cries of anguish? My God, I cry out by day, but you do 
not answer, by night, but I find no rest.  
2. 3 Yet you are enthroned as the Holy One; you are the one Israel praises.[c] 
4 In you our ancestors put their trust; they trusted and you delivered them. 
5 To you they cried out and were saved; in you they trusted and were not put to 
shame. 
3. 6 But I am a worm and not a man, scorned by everyone, despised by the 
people. 
7 All who see me mock me;  they hurl insults, shaking their heads. 
8 “He trusts in the Lord,” they say,  “let the Lord rescue him. 
Let him deliver him,  since he delights in him.” 

II. Intro. 
A. I appreciate NCCP and all of you who have been signing up to help and helping in 
a variety of ways.  We will get through this together! 
B. My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?   
C. Those are the first words of Psalm 22. They are among the last words Jesus spoke 
before his death. And they are a great segue into the topic for today.  
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D. There are lots of reasons for someone to cry out like this: cancer, death of a loved 
one, marital or family strife, unemployment, profound loneliness. And if we live long 
enough, we will likely experience one or more of these. And they may lead us to cry in 
anguish at God. To ask, “Where are you God? Are you there? Really? Because it doesn’t 
feel like it?  I am not sensing your love and care and control right now.” 
E. There are lots of reasons we might feel like God has forsaken us. Today I am not 
framing my comments around cancer or unemployment per se. I want to ask about 
suffering against the backdrop of the COVID-19. 

III. I realize that some of you were hoping for a COVID-19 free hour. Be assured that I am 
not going to talk about the virus, I just want to talk about some of the issues that may be 
surfacing in your heart or mind because of it.  

IV. This is a bit of a challenge because we are coming at this from all kinds of different 
angles.  

A. One of the things that became clear to me late this week was how differently this 
is playing out in different homes. Everyone is mostly locked in – sheltering in place - but: 

1. In turns out, some are are enjoying the slow down, some are bored, and 
some are saying, “What slow down?  I am working harder than ever before.”  
2. Some of you are enjoying quiet, and some are saying, “All six of us are 
trapped inside. And three of the six are under six. Where could I possibly go to 
get quiet?”  
3. In turns out, some of you have some measure of financial stability to carry 
your forward, and others are running out of food and need money for rent.  
4. Some are enjoying time to read and reflect, and others are too anxious 
because of health concerns or the recent loss of a job to sit and read.  
5. For the most part, Sheri and I are in the camp that faces very few COVID 
inconveniences, and our boys are doing well. There are some concerns and 
challenges – and I’d like my old life back. But we have not been undone by this. 
Perhaps you are like us. Or maybe not. My point is, on the one hand, we are all 
going through the same thing. On the other hand, we are all having very different 
practical experiences. And that makes tailoring a sermon a bit of a challenge.  

B. And we come into this from different places.  
1. Some of you have been through a big crisis before – you had what Alec 
Hill (the two time cancer survivor who spoke here a couple months ago) called an 
Existential Slap, and that raised lots of questions for you about God – about his 
goodness. About whether he was real and whether you could trust Him. And you 
processed all of that and grew and come into this in a different space than you 
might have.  
2. But for some of you this global pandemic is raising these concerns for the 
first time.  

a) By the way, as you may remember, Alec was in isolation for 
almost a year, and he just came out with an article about how to navigate 
and grow during isolation. I am going to copy it in my Friday Update).  
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3. My point is, some of you had a moment of questioning God, you had to 
relook at all of this – and it led to a new level of trust and awe and appreciation.  
But some of you have not.  

C. And that makes crafting this sermon a bit of a challenge. But I want to talk about 
suffering because: 

1. Many of us are not very good at it. We have lived in an affluent, 
technologically and medically advanced society we have been able to bypass a lot 
of suffering. And as a result, are not really prepared for it.  

a) In Macbeth, Shakespeare writes, “Each new morning, new widows 
howl, new orphans cry, new sorrows strike heaven upon the face.”  Yes, 
there is a sense in which that is still true today.  But it sure seems like 
previous generations suffered more than most of us have – and were better 
at it.  

2. I want to talk about suffering because it can be a greenhouse for growth – 
if we think about it and process it well we are refined, like gold, and we draw 
closer go God. We get better.  
3. And I want to talk about suffering because it can also be a place where 
you crash – where your faith is shipwrecked.  Where we become bitter.  

D. My goal today is to help you think about how you are going to process what is 
going on.  To point you down a healthy path.  

1. The Bible provides a light for our path, a lamp unto our feet.  And so 
do some of the women and men of faith who have walked these paths before us 
and reflected on it. I want to help you think biblically and well at this moment.  

V. To be honest, what I have to say doesn’t feel much like a sermon.   
A. In fact, I thought about filming this at our kitchen table.  It’s a conversation that I 
have a lot, but it’s always very contextualized.  

1. Talking about the problem of evil or the problem of suffering with a 
college student home from break – who had an intro to philosophy course, or a 
World Civ class that talked about the Crusades – is a very different conversation 
than sitting with someone in a hospital, or with a new widow. Or with someone 
who lost their job, or who cannot beat an addiction.  And they are wondering what 
is wrong with the world. Wondering why God is allowing their pain.  

B. I’d rather have a conversation about this than preach a sermon. But I have already 
whined about the challenges of preaching this sermon. About trying to say something 
helpful to people across the spectrum of experiences. So let me move on. I am not going 
to also complain about the fact that in this setting I do not even get to see your face. So I 
do not know who is crying and who is yawning and whose eyes have glazed over.  
C. So I will jump in by saying: my assumption is that as we approach the problem of 
pain – the question, “Where is God in a pandemic?” When we are trying to unpack what 
is going on behind the line, “My God, my God why have you forsaken me?” My 
assumption here is that: 

1. Some of you are looking for an answer that satisfies your heart. And some 
want one that satisfies your head.  
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2. Let me start by making a few observations for the second group. What I 
want you to know is that you join a robust, a rich, a thoughtful 3,000 year old 
conversation. And there is a lot to learn and a lot of people to learn from – and 
that while there is mystery here, the problem of suffering can be a path to a deeper 
appreciation of God for those who live mostly in their head. 
3. And then let me provide some resources for those of you who are looking 
for some answers that speak to your heart – and to pray for you as we then head 
into communion.  

VI. To those looking for some intellectually defensible answers.  Let me note: 
A. The Problem of Pain is a big one.  It’s actually a subset of an even bigger 
question, which we call The Problem of Evil.  

1. The Bible doesn’t call it the problem of Evil, but philosophers do. It was 
initially framed by a Greek philosopher who lived a few hundred years before 
Christ was born: Epicurus 

a) He said: If God is all-powerful, all-knowing and all-good, then evil 
shouldn’t exists. But evil does exist. Therefore, God is either not all 
powerful, or not all knowing or not all good.  

2. Variations of this argument have been voiced by many others. In Candide, 
Voltaire plays this up.  David Hume, an 18th century Enlightenment philosopher – 
sort of the Christopher Hitchens or Sam Harris of his day - ran with it.   
3. Technically speaking: 

a) Back in the 70s, the logical problem of evil was officially 
answered by Alvin Plantiga with his Free Will Defense.  It’s a technical 
discussion – so I will spare you.  But philosophers no longer think 
Epicures had a point. I  
b) And the problem of evil is a problem for everyone. When C. S. 
Lewis was an atheist, one of his objections to God was that evil existed. 
How could God exist given all the injustices in the world? He wrote, “My 
argument against God was that the universe seemed so cruel and 
unjust.  But how had I got this idea of just and unjust?  A man does not 
call a line crooked unless he has some idea of a straight line.  What was I 
comparing this universe with when I called it unjust?  . . . Thus in the very 
act of trying to prove that God did not exist—in other words, that the 
whole of reality was senseless—I found I was forced to assume that one 
part of reality—namely my idea of justice—was full of sense.”  Lewis 
assumed a measuring rod by which he was able to judge something as evil. 
The very definition of evil points us to a standard, from which there is a 
deviation. 

B. The Bible has a lot to say about suffering and evil.  
1. Psalm 22 – which Anson read from – is one of a whole category of Psalms 
that are filled with angry cries at God over pain or loss. “Where are you, God? 
Why don’t you do something? How long are you going to leave me stranded out 
here?”  
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a) Psalm 10 opens, “Why, Lord, do you stand far off? Why do you 
hide yourself in times of trouble?”  

2. And it is hardly only the Book of Psalms:. 
a) The Book of Job is dedicated to this question. The Book of 
Proverbs is a book of advice – of wisdom. And the implied promise is if 
you follow the advice, life will go well. Job does and his life falls apart. 
And the Book of Job helps frame the question: why does God allow bad 
things to happen to good people.  
b) The book of Habakkuk opens, “How long, Lord, must I call for 
help, but you do not listen? Or cry out to you, ‘Violence!’ but you do not 
save? 
c) In Ecclesiastes, Solomon chronicles all the ways life doesn’t seem 
to make sense and good people suffer.  

3. And this is not just a topic that comes up in the Old Testament. You have 
a number of New Testament books that, although not thought of as being focused 
directly on pain and suffering, assume it. 

a) Paul writes a lot of his letters from prison – where he is suffering, 
and more to the point, where he is suffering because he was trying to do 
what God had called him to do.  
b) The books of Peter and Hebrews – among others – were written to 
help people who are suffering or who are about to suffer to remain 
faithful. 

4. When I think of the answers we find in a survey of the Bible, there are 
several that have an intellectual angle: 

a) This world was broken by our sin – this is not Plan A and so we 
should expect to suffer.  
b) We get the answer at the end of Jos, where God finally shows up 
and addresses Job.  The answer he gives at the end, that is so majestic and 
powerful. .  
c) With Paul we keep getting reminded of how eternity changes 
everything. That our light momentary afflictions are producing for us an 
eternal weight of glory.  
d) There are a number of places where we watch people who are 
suffering grow.  And we come to realize that God is more concerned with 
our character than our comfort.  

C. In addition to the Bible, the Christian faith has a lot of resources to offer.  
1. Many find great help in the reflections of Christians, Christian 
philosophers, Christian martyrs, Christian theologians and others who have 
reflected on their suffering.  
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a) Some of these are written by people who have suffered 
unthinkably – and who go to very dark places spiritually, wondering 
where God is. Or if God is. But they emerge refined like gold. Twenty 
years ago, when we were living in Washington, a college professor and 
chaplain was in a car accident – hit by someone who was impaired – and 
his Mom, wife and daughter were all killed. He went to a very dark place, 
and was quite open that he would have ended his life 1,000 times except 
he had two other children to care for. About ten years later, he wrote, A 
Grace Disguised: How the Soul Grows through Loss.  
b) There are not just a few of these books out there. There are tens of 
thousands of them – the thoughts and reflections of people who are trying 
to make sense out of their love of God, belief in his goodness and yet… 
the pain and suffering they see around them.  

2. So, I want you to know that the Bible has a lot to say about suffering. 
There is some mystery here. But we can learn a lot.  

D. And – for those who are trying to make some sense of this intellectually – I want 
to be sure you realize, when it comes to making sense of suffering, there are only a few 
options to choose from: 

1. One: You have the Karmic religions – Hinduism and the like – which 
believe: 1) in reincarnation; which means, 2) if you’re a bad person in this life, 
you’ll suffer in the next life.   

a) Lots of people who show up at Christian churches have some very 
Karmic view of things – that do not line up at all with the Gospel.  
b) If you continually live good lives, eventually you’ll escape 
reincarnation and enter into the bliss of Nirvana. In Karmic religion, there 
is no unjust suffering. All suffering is just punishment for the misdeeds in 
past lives.  As a result, because all suffering is just, suffering should lead 
to resignation. 

2. Two: Buddhism, which was founded as a means of dealing with evil and 
suffering. According to tradition, Buddha left the haven of his father’s palace and 
saw suffering for the first time.  

a) He sat under the Bodhi tree and tried to understand the riddle of 
suffering. Eventually, he became enlightened and laid out the four Noble 
Truths: 1) Life is suffering; 2) Suffering comes from desire (Suffering is 
the distance between what we want and what we get. Because our desires 
are never fully met, desire inevitably leads to suffering); 3) The way to 
overcome suffering is to extinguish desire; and 4) All of which led to the 
Eightfold Path to enlightenment. And this leads down a path that 
recognizes that a lot of life is an illusion.  

3. A third approach to suffering can be found in Shame and Honor Cultures. 
Here the meaning of life is to be strong and noble, sacrificing yourself for the 
good of your tribe or family. Suffering is an opportunity to be strong.  The 
strategy for dealing with suffering is stoicism; don’t let it get to you. Keep a stiff 
upper lip.  
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4. The fourth is our Secular Approach – which is not very developed, but 
which basically involves avoiding it.  

a) The first three methods involve accepting suffering. They do not 
involve rebelling against it or fighting suffering and injustice, which really 
comes from Christianity.  
b) Secularism – the term I am using to describe the view, popular in 
the West,  says: a) there is no God or at least no God who answers prayers, 
everything has a scientific explanation; and b) that the only real world is 
the here and now, the material world.  
c) So, how does secularism equip people to deal with suffering? Not 
very well. Some would say, not at all. Most of what we celebrate today is 
freedom – starting with the freedom to choose any meaning in life they so 
desire. However, although they appear more free, they are actually limited. 
They must choose something in this life as their meaning (family, politics, 
career, etc.). The problem, of course, is that suffering takes away those 
things that give their life meaning.  
d) Every other religion says that the meaning of life is found outside 
of this world. So when suffering takes away physical things from a 
religious person, the religious person has not lost his or her meaning. In 
fact, suffering may present an opportunity to lean into life’s meaning (e.g. 
to grow closer to God, to detach more from the material world, etc.). 
Because modern secular people can only find meaning in the material 
world, their meaning cannot survive loss and suffering.  

VII. So where do we get an answer that satisfies our heart? I would point you back to Psalm 
22. It’s all right there. 

A. Think about what we find here – in the cry of Christ. We have: 
1. An acknowledgement that pain and suffering is real. It’s not an illusion 
and it feels bad. 
2. We have a cry of injustice.   
3. But what we mostly have is God showing up and suffering for us – in our 
place. That is what Jesus is doing.  
4. There is a sense in which we do not get an answer as much as we get God.  
5. He is not distant and removed from our plight. He humbles himself, shows 
up and takes upon himself the very suffering we deserve.  . 

B. Which would you want, a thoughtful, airtight logical syllogism or philosophical 
proof explaining suffering. Or God himself, showing up. And not just standing along side 
us in the pain, but shouldering the worst of it for us.  
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C. God shows up, suffers and dies for us. No other religion says that. In fact, other 
religions don’t acknowledge the reality of unjust suffering. On the cross, Jesus 
experienced unjust suffering. God the Father experienced the loss of His Son. Therefore, 
Christians believe in a God who knows what we’re going through when we suffer. If 
you’ve lost a child, or if you’ve been betrayed, rejected, or victimized, God has 
experienced that.  
D. And then we have the hope and promise of the resurrection.  But I am getting 
ahead of myself.  

VIII. So where do we go with this?  Let me pause here for a moment to say –  
A. Some of you have not thought a lot about this and here you are getting a 
philosophy lecture that sounds like something you’d get in a comparative religion class.  
B. The question is not, does this help, does it work? Am I more at peace if I believe 
this? Less anxious? Can I better sleep through the night?  
C. The question is, is it true.  
D. That is where we turn next week. 
E. Holy Week begins tomorrow. If you are signed up and have been getting The 
Daily Update – the one email we have been sending out every day – you will be receiving 
3-minute video devotions relevant to that day 
F. Next weekend, I am going to focus on the resurrection, noting how: 

1. The Christian faith rests on a historical claim – one with great evidence. 
Everyone agrees the body is gone. The question is, what happened to it. Given all 
of the other things Jesus did, there are reasons to believe he defeated death, just as 
he said he would.   
2. We have some other fun elements in the service – we have so many 
talented musicians and others contribution.  
3. You need to invite your friends – never easier to attend 

G.  

IX. We come to that at this table 

  


