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“When You Are Suffering” GPPC 5-22-16 

Proverbs 8:1-4, 22-31, Romans 5:1-5 

We all like to brag about something, don’t we? Read the bumper 

stickers. “My child is an honor roll student at ‘I’m better than you’ 

Middle School.” Then there is the evil response bumper sticker. “My 

dog is smarter than your honor roll student.”  

You grandparents are the worst braggarts. One of our members, an 

attorney whose name must not be spoken, will not only show you his 

favorite one thousand photos of his granddaughter but additional photos 

just of the cute outfits that she owns. Seriously. 

Then you turn to Facebook and people don’t just post photos of 

their children and grandchildren but also of places they’re visiting. “Ah, 

the French Riviera is so refreshing this time of year.” And we see food 

they’re eating. Do we really need a close up of the seafood platter you’re 

chowing down on and the beer you are drinking? Yes, we do.  

We’re not even going to talk about people posting pictures of 

wildlife on their property, because there’s absolutely nothing wrong with 
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posting that. (For the record, there’s now a beaver swimming in Beaver 

Creek.) 

We all want something to brag about, don’t we? Sometimes it’s 

harmless, just some fun. And we can laugh. Other times, of course, 

bragging may be pathological, a cover-up for deep insecurity. A way to 

try to insulate ourselves from those feelings and to trample the people 

around us down into the same muddy self-loathing ditch we inhabit. Or 

maybe we truly do feel we have superior worth and vastly greater 

powers than our inferior brothers and sisters. So we’re unable to 

empathize with the struggles of ordinary people. And we imagine we’re 

entitled to receive special favors. Watch out when people move into 

pathological bragging. There is a trajectory of behavior that follows their 

words.   

But then there’s Paul and his strange bragging. He sets up his 

boasts with these words, “Because we’re justified by faith, we have 

peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ, through whom we’ve 

obtained access to this grace in which we stand.”  
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Paul sets an implicit scene, a courtroom. And he erases any notion 

that he will be bragging about himself. Picture the courtroom. Who is 

the Judge? God. Who’s on trial? We are. Are we innocent or guilty? 

Guilty. We are guilty of what? Sin. From time to time, all of us have 

entertained thoughts that, if we had acted on them, might have landed us 

in prison. All of us have spoken words we should not have spoken, 

words that tore others down. And we’ve failed to speak the words that 

would have built them up. And every one of us has done things we’re 

not proud of, and neglected to do what would’ve actually be helpful and 

good, but would’ve required effort, maybe even some sacrifice from us. 

In short, we’re all imperfect. We’re all sinners. We’re all guilty.  

But Paul says we’re justified by faith. Even though we’re guilty, 

we’re freed of the charges, acquitted, and treated as righteous not by 

anything we do but simply by trust in God’s love through our Lord Jesus 

Christ. Paul calls this forgiveness grace, a gift freely given, not 

something we earn. And miracle of miracles he says we now have peace 

with God, a right relationship, harmony, and wholeness--peace. This is 

also grace. And yes, it is amazing.  
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So now that Paul has established who we are—sinners given a 

right and peaceful relationship with God by faith and grace—now Paul 

is ready to start bragging.  

“We boast in our hope of sharing the glory of God,” he says. So 

our first bragging is not about something we own, something we’ve 

done, a degree or title or position we’ve earned. No. Our first bragging is 

in our hope of sharing the glory of God. In other words, we boast in 

God. Absolutely. Certainly, this makes sense. We boast in God.  

But then Paul says, “We also boast in our sufferings…” We boast 

in our sufferings. Really? Who brags about how much she is suffering? 

“Life is terrible for me right now, and I’m so proud of it.” Really?  

What in the world is Paul talking about? He actually constructs a 

production chain. He says we boast in our sufferings because suffering 

produces endurance and endurance produces character and character 

produces hope and hope does not disappoint us. Literally hope does not 

disgrace us or make us ashamed. But Paul begins by saying we boast in 

our sufferings. How so?  
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One spiritual writer says, “Suffering is certainly not redemptive in 

itself. It is our response to suffering—whatever its cause—that makes it 

redemptive or…transformative. It requires that we tap into the resilience 

of our soul, into our inner resources of soul, faith, and Spirit…” (Patrick 

Fleming in Weavings, Vol. XXVIII: 2, 21.)  

Isn’t that what Paul is talking about here? Suffering produces 

endurance. Endurance produces character. Character produces hope. 

And hope does not shame us. It all depends upon our response to 

suffering.  

But let’s be careful how we understand all this. Notice Paul does 

not say that God sends us suffering. “Hmm. Let me zap Suzie with some 

sort of terrible illness. And I think I’ll have Tom lose his job. Maybe 

while I’m at it, Chris could have a loved one die.” Paul does not say God 

is cruel and that God goes around causing suffering. On the contrary, 

Paul says God loves us with love beyond our understanding, and God’s 

love has been poured into our hearts through the Holy Spirit. So be 

careful not to claim that suffering is something God is inflicting on other 

people or on us. It’s not.  
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Let’s also be careful not to insist that other people boast in their 

suffering. If I’m hospitalized for something and you come into my room 

and greet me with the cheery news, “Hey Jeff, now you can boast in 

your sufferings!” I may throw something at you. Or ask the nurse to 

have you bumped off.  

Each of us has to respond to suffering as we are able at the time. 

And suffering may not seem redemptive or transformative while we’re 

experiencing it. In fact, most of us just want to stop hurting. We 

definitely don’t want a lecture on how this is an opportunity for God to 

work in and through us. Nonetheless, Paul says suffering is when God 

might do just that.  

One Bible scholar says, “Paul is reflecting on his own experience 

and knows that justified Christians do not flee from the troubles of this 

world…Suffering and affliction become precisely the point at which 

hope is encountered and proves itself.” (Joseph Fitzmyer, Romans, 397.)  

“Suffering and affliction become precisely the point at which hope 

is encountered and proves itself.” 
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Have you found this to be true in your own experience? Maybe the 

loss of a job humbled you and became the opportunity to put your life 

into perspective and rebuild. Maybe a grinding illness or the loss of 

someone you loved became the path for you to become more 

compassionate. Maybe an unfair accusation or a public humiliation 

caused you to be less quick to judge others. Maybe loneliness, failure, 

and disappointment, became the avenue through which you learned to 

reach out to hurting people with the love of Christ you have experienced 

yourself.  

We boast in our sufferings. Suffering produces endurance. 

Endurance produces character. Character produces hope. And hope does 

not shame us.  

Beth and I have been watching Ken Burns’ majestic 1990 

documentary “The Civil War” on Netflix. Beth is a descendent of 

Ulysses S. Grant. So she keeps asking, “When are they going to talk 

about Grant?” Grant has his turn, for sure. But the spotlight of history 

shines on President Abraham Lincoln. He was adored, of course. But it’s 

easy to forget how much others hated and despised him. He was called 
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“a grotesque baboon,” “an ape,” and “a third rate country lawyer who 

once split rails and now splits the union.” How much did he suffer while 

trying to find a way forward? But suffering produces endurance. 

Endurance produces character. Character produces hope. And hope does 

not shame us. And with the endurance and character God developed in 

him, Lincoln became perhaps our greatest president.  

Seminary professor Linda Thomas says, “When we face problems, 

guess what? We can rejoice and say, ‘Bring them on!’ Paul takes the 

sting out of problems. He deflates them by saying that they are good for 

us. The strains and frictions in life help us grow stronger and build our 

character, especially our patience—the capacity to have endurance, 

staying power, resilience, and fortitude.” (Linda E. Thomas in Feasting on the 

Word, Year C, Vol. 3, 42.)  

None of us wants to go through suffering in order to develop 

character, endurance, staying power, resilience, and fortitude. Nobody 

wants that. But when our hearts are broken they are also sometimes 

broken open to receive new gifts from God. It depends upon our 

response, doesn’t it?  
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I’m aware of some of the suffering that you sitting in the 

congregation are enduring right now, but I do not know it all. Nor do 

you know what I endure. But God knows it all—every pain we bear, 

every suffering we face, every failure that torments us. God knows. And 

God cares. And in the midst of it all, God still works for our good. God 

does not send suffering to us, but it may yet be redemptive, even 

transformative. Even now God is working to grant us new hope, new 

strength, and new joy.  

How might you and I grow as followers of Christ through the 

suffering we endure? How might we become braver, more patient, more 

compassionate, more generous, more likely to defend those who are 

bullied and whose rights are denied, and to become people of deeper 

character as we trust in God’s love? It depends upon God’s grace and 

our response, doesn’t it?  

Suffering produces endurance. Endurance produces character. 

Character produces hope. And hope does not shame us. There’s 

something truly to brag about. Amen. ©Jeff Paschal 


