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D E D I C A T I O N

T O M Y W I F E

D A I L

Agood wife who can find?
She if far more precious than jewels.

The hea r t o f he r husband t rus t s i n he r, . . .
She does him good, and not harm,

all the days of her life....
Strength and dignity are her clothing—
Her children rise up and call her blessed;

her husband also, and he praises her:
"Many women have done excellently,

but you surpass them all."
(Proverbs 31)



P R E F A C E

How should the church react to problems within
its membership such as doubt or guilt? How can the
church help those facing temptation or persecution?
W h a t a s s i s t a n c e c a n b e r e n d e r e d t o t h o s e w h o a r e
discouraged or in pain? These are the problems this
book addresses. In order to help Christians who face
t h e s e p r o b l e m s , fi r s t t h e r e m u s t b e t h e p r o p e r
atmosphere within the fellowship of the church.
There must be an openness where one will feel the
f reedom to admi t aprob lem, an ac t ion tha t makes
one very vu lnerab le . There needs to be aba lance
between positive and negative preaching, between
grace and obedience.

Many Christians need anonthreatening situation
where they can make agenuine confession of sin. A
young man walked into my office one day and said,
"Brother Williams, you are probably going to want to
throw me out of the church, but Ihave to te l l you
something." It had taken him months to get up the
courage to talk to someone about his problem. If I
had re jec ted h im in h is p lea, he may never have
reached out for help again. Without condoning sin,
we must still accept people and try to understand
their problems. Otherwise the typical reaction of a
person with aproblem is withdrawal.

A f r i e n d o f m i n e h a d t w o p e o p l e c o m e t o h i m
for help in getting rid of some sinful habit they
e a c h h a d . B o t h o f t h e m h a d b e e n t o s e v e r a l o t h e r

preachers, and all they were told was, "Repent."
They knew what they needed to do, but they needed
help in breaking their bad habits. My friend did not
reject them, and in time they were able to ration-



al ly work out the i r prob lems and so lve the i r d i ffi¬
cul t ies. Even i f our problem is not asinful one but
atr ia l l ike persecut ion, we need the pat ient , lov ing
support of our brothers and sisters in Christ.

I t is my prayer that achapter in th is book may
assist you with some thorn in your flesh. All of the
chapters in this book were preached as sermons at
e i t h e r B o o n e P l a z a c h u r c h o f C h r i s t i n F r a n k f o r t ,
K e n t u c k y o r R o b i n s o n c h u r c h o f C h r i s t i n Wa c o ,
Texas. Iapprec ia te the suppor t and encouragement
of many in these two congregations in the prepara¬
t i on o f t h i s ma te r i a l . A l so Iapp rec ia te t he ass i s¬
tance of my secretary Sharon Blankenstein in proof¬
reading the manuscript.



I N T R O D U C T I O N

In February 1985 Brother Steve Williams accompanied
me oNew Delhi, India, where he preached in agospel
meeting for the local church. On this trip we naturally had
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Texas where he preaches for the Robinson Church of
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P a u l ' s T h o r n i n t h e F l e s h

Ever s ince the ear ly days of Chr is t ian i ty, B ib le
s t u d e n t s h a v e w o n d e r e d a b o u t t h e n a t u r e o f P a u l ' s
thorn in the flesh. In our sc ient ific age of inqui ry,
speculation about his thorn in the flesh has not
d i m i n i s h e d . A b r i e f e x a m i n a t i o n o f w h a t h i s t h o r n i n
the flesh might have been can be beneficial, but not
b e c a u s e a s s u r e d r e s u l t s w i l l b e o b t a i n e d . S u c h a
study, though, should promote abetter understanding
o f t h e n a t u r e o f m a n k i n d a n d t h e e s s e n c e o f t h e
scriptures.

The first problem in studying Paul's thorn in the
flesh is deciding whether or not Galatians 4:12-15
and 2Corinthians 12:7-10 tel l of the same problem.
The answer is no t cer ta in , bu t in th is monograph
both passages will be treated as if they were aref¬
erence to the same difficulty.!) Paul 's problem,
then, as defined in these two scriptures was likely a
physical ailment. It was not an isolated affliction,
for i t recurred from t ime to t ime. Paul had prayed
a t l e a s t t h r e e t i m e s a b o u t h i s t h o r n i n t h e fl e s h
before realizing it was sent his way to keep him
h u m b l e . I n t h e c a s e o f t h e G a l a t i a n s i t w a s s o m e ¬
thing for which they would ordinarily have scorned
him. Ins tead they rece ived h im wi th respect . Th is
means Paul's problem was not something that could
be hidden or kept secret, but something which
o t h e r s c o u l d o b s e r v e a n d k n o w a b o u t .

It is very picturesque that Paul described his
problem as a"thorn in the flesh" (or "thorn for the
flesh"). The key word is skolops which is defined as
"a pointed stake, thorn, or splinter."2) Whether it
s h o u l d b e t r a n s l a t e d a s " s t a k e " o r " t h o r n " i s s t i l l
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A T H O R N I N Y O U R F L E S H

debated among scholars. Farrar tries to keep both
ideas: "...impalement...by this wounding splinter."

In classical Greek skolops was used for astake.
Sharp, pointed stakes were placed in concealed pits
or fo rmed in to pa l i sades as ade fence . They were
also used as amethod of tor ture. In la ter patr is t ic
Greek skolops was occasionally used for across, but
this is not Paul's meaning here. In the LXX (the
Septuagint or Greek translation of the Old Testa¬
ment) it is used for athorn or splinter (Num. 33:55;
Ezek. 28:24; Hos. 2:6; Ecclus. 43:19). The meaning
of thorn is a lso a t tes ted in c lass ica l and pat r is t ic
sources. Several interesting occurrences are found in
the papyri such as the anxious mother who writes to
h e r s o n : " . . . h e t o l d m e t h a t y o u h a d a s o r e f o o t
owing to asplinter."3) Some minor uses of the word
include the point of afish hook, atree, asurgical
instrument, aspur of abird's leg, and amountain
peak. 4)

Whatever the precise meaning—whether stake,
thorn, or splinter—a sharp object capable of pro¬
ducing great discomfort and pain is intended. Stake
as the meaning implies amore serious difficulty
while athorn or splinter suggests an irritation or
annoyance. Since the thorn is in the flesh, it likely
pictures an ailment that caused Paul bodily pain.
The sharpness of the instrument would imply the
acuteness of the pain. In preaching about Paul's
thorn in the flesh, Ionce mentioned the theory that
Paul's ailment was gallstones. This was of special
interest to the audience, since one man in attend¬
ance was recovering from an operation for gall¬
s t o n e s . A f t e r s e r v i c e s w e r e c o n c l u d e d , h e s a i d ,
"Preacher, if Paul's problem was gallstones, it was
n o t a t h o r n i n h i s fl e s h . I t w a s a t w o - b y - f o u r ,
t h e n m e n t i o n e d t o h i m t h a t t h e w o r d t r a n s l a t e d
thorn could also mean astake of impalement.

There i s l i t t l e ce r ta in ty in dec ipher ing the

I
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A T H O R N I N Y O U R F L E S H

identity of Paul's thorn in the flesh, but asurvey of
opinions is interesting and wil l be useful in under¬
standing part of human nature and the essence of
the scr ip tu res . I t i s f rom these op in ions tha t th is
book evolved. Some of the hypotheses are hysteria,
neuras then ia , hypochrondr ia , ga l ls tones, gout , mi¬
gra ine headaches, rheumat ism, leprosy, l ice in the
head, deafness, acute nervous disorders, dental in¬
fection, and an impediment of speech.5) One pair of
w r i t e r s t h i n k t h e y h a v e t h e s o l u t i o n i n a s u b ¬
arachno id hemorrhage in the occ ip i ta l lobe o f the
brain which then spread into the auditory receptive
areas of the temporal lobe!6)

Many of the ancient Greek Christ ians and afew
o f t h e L a t i n C h r i s t i a n s b e l i e v e d P a u l ' s t h o r n i n t h e

flesh was suffering as aresult of persecution. One
writer suggested that Paul 's thorn in the flesh was
A lexander the coppersmi th ( see 2Tim. 4 :14 ) . The
term "angel" or "messenger" might denote aperson.
Similarly, the buffeting Paul received from this mes¬
senger of Satan might point to aperson. Thus in
recent writing it has been argued that the thorn was
n o t j u s t p e r s e c u t i o n , b u t a r e a l p e r s o n w h o w a s
P a u l ' s p e r s e c u t o r . T h e r e i s c o n t e x t u a l ( 2 C o r .
11:13-14; 12:10) and linguistic (Num. 33:55; 3osh.
23:13; 2Kings 14:9; Ezek. 2:6; 28:24; Mic. 7:4) evi¬
d e n c e f o r t h i s v i e w. 7 ) I n t h e O l d Te s t a m e n t a t h o r n
o r p r i c k i n t h e e y e s t o o d f o r p e r s e c u t i o n b y a n
e n e m y .

That Paul suffered much from persecution is
obvious from even acursory reading of the New
Testament. From Paul's own review of persecutions
i n 2 C o r i n t h i a n s 1 1 i t i s r e v e a l e d t h a t h e s u f f e r e d

frequent imprisonments and countless beatings; he
w a s o f t e n n e a r d e a t h . A t l e a s t fi v e t i m e s h e
r e c e i v e d t h i r t y - n i n e l a s h e s . T h r e e t i m e s P a u l w a s
beaten with rods. He had already been stoned once.
He was in three shipwrecks and adrift at sea for a

3



A T H O R N I N Y O U R F L E S H

whole day and night. He traveled frequently and was
in danger in the city, in the wilderness, and at sea.
He faced peril from rivers, from the dews, from the
Gen t i l es , and f rom fa l se b ro the rs . O f ten he wen t
without sleep, food, and water. He was exposed to
the elements and cold temperatures more than once.
In addit ion to al l of this, Paul had the dai ly pres¬
sure of car ing for the churches. I f a l l o f th is was
not enough, when 2Corinthians was written Paul
s t i l l h a d m a n y f u t u r e t r i a l s a n d d a n g e r s t o
encounter. In the great suffering Paul experienced
from persecution, many have found the explanation
o f P a u l ' s t h o r n i n t h e fl e s h .

Others have suggested that Paul's thorn in the
flesh was his ugly physical appearance, aphysical
deformity, or ahandicap of some sort. Paul hinted
that his personal impression was not the best when
he wro te , "Fo r t hey say, 'H i s l e t t e r s a re we igh ty
and strong, but his bodily presence is weak, and his
speech of no account'" (2 Cor. 10:10). Some take
this to refer to aspeech impediment such as stut¬
tering, though it likely refers to his lack of orator¬
i c a l s k i l l s ( 1 C o r . 2 : 1 - 5 ) . I n a w o r k c a l l e d t h e A c t s
o f P a u l a n d T h e d a ( c . a . A . D . 1 6 0 ) P a u l i s d e s c r i b e d
a s " a m a n l i t t l e o f s t a t u r e , t h i n h a i r e d u p o n t h e
head, crooked in the legs...[he had] anose some¬
w h a t h o o k e d . . . " 8 ) L a t e r a n d e v e n l e s s r e l i a b l e t r a d i ¬
tions speak of Paul as round-shouldered, short,
dwarfish in stature, slightly bent, pale, bald-headed,
and hooknosed.9) Rather than being based upon fact,
these descriptions may be based upon physiognomic
cons idera t ions , tha t i s the ar t o f es t imat ing one 's
c h a r a c t e r f r o m t h e f e a t u r e s o f t h e f a c e o r t h e
body. An interesting tradition which might have been
the source for this description of Paul is apopular
passage from the poet Archilochus who was very
popular in early Christian times. His description of a
general ran as follows: "I love not atall general nor

k



A T H O R N I N Y O U R F L E S H

one long-shanked, nor with splendid curls or part ly
s h e a r e d . L e t m e h a v e o n e w h o i s s h o r t a n d
bow- legged , fi rm on h i s fee t , f u l l o f hea r t . "10 ) I f
th i s we l l - known poe t i c descr ip t ion l i es beh ind the
A c t s o f P a u l a n d T h e c l a , t h e n t h a t d o c u m e n t i s
a t t e m p t i n g t o p o r t r a y P a u l , t h e C h r i s t i a n s o l d i e r
who loved mil i tary metaphors so much, as. aleader
with the qualities of ageneral. On the other hand,
t h e s e t r a d i t i o n s m a y p r e s e r v e a k e r n a l o f t r u t h .
W h a t e v e r t h e c a s e , s o m e h a v e i d e n t i fi e d P a u l ' s t h o r n
in the flesh with aphysical handicap of some sort.

Avery common theory, the dominant one of the
R o m a n C a t h o l i c C h u r c h , i s t h a t P a u l ' s t h o r n i n t h e
flesh was impure temptation to sensuality. Evidence
for this theory is seen in Paul being unmarried.
Likely, though, this opinion arose because of the
Vulgate's rendering of " thorn in the flesh" as st im¬
ulus carnis ("spur of the flesh"). This Latin phrase
w a s t a k e n b y m a n y t o m e a n t e m p t a t i o n s o f t h e
flesh to licentiousness, especially as aknowledge of
Greek became less widespread in the West. 11) Such
an opinion would be popular, since monasticism was
on the rise during the Middle Ages. Monks and
ascetics who attempted to conquer their bodi ly
des i res by w i thdrawa l o f ten found tha t the des i re
for sex was the last one to be conquered. Even
after baths of cold water, some of them would sti l l
see the danc ing g i r l s o f Rome in the i r m inds . In
t h e i r o w n t o r m e n t t h e y c o u l d fi n d c o m f o r t i n
believing that the great apostle Paul had the same
problem. Luther re jected th is v iew and Calv in said
it was ridiculous. More importantly, however, this
hypothesis is based upon the Latin text rather than
the Greek original.

Rather than impure temptations of the flesh,
spir i tual temptat ions have also been ident ified wi th
P a u l ' s t h o r n i n t h e fl e s h . C a l v i n a n d o t h e r s s a i d t h e
thorn was Paul 's temptat ion to doubt and fa l l in to
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A T H O R N I N Y O U R F L E S H

despair, shirking his duties. As with the previous
hypothesis, it is evident that Bible students are
prone to transpose their own problems or conflicts
upon the passage and assume that Paul's thorn was
t h e s a m e a s t h e i r o w n .

Another interesting, but unlikely, explanation is
that Paul's thorn was his great sorrow over uncon¬
verted dews. In Romans 9:1-3 Paul went so far as
to say, "I am speaking the truth in Christ, Iam not
lying; my conscience bears me witness in the Holy
Spirit, that Ihave great sorrow and unceasing
anguish in my heart. For Icould wish that Imyself

accursed and cut off from Christ for the sake
of my brethren, my kinsmen by race,

not physical, though, and would not bring

w e r e

S u c h a n a i l ¬
m e n t w a s

Paul public scorn from the Galatians.
Others have theor ized that Paul 's prob lem was

guilt and bad memories from his earlier days as a
persecutor of the church. Maybe he could not forget
the faces of some of the innocent Christians whom
he had taken into custody. Maybe he could not
forget Stephen. Maybe Paul was haunted by the

o f s o m e w o m a n m a d e a w i d o w o r a c h i l dm e m o r y
made an orphan due to the arrests he had made.
Because of his persecution of the church Paul called
himself the "foremost of sinners" (1 Tim. 1:15) and
"the least of the apostles" (1 Cor. 15:9). There is
little validity to this proposal as will be noted later.

Delving into the personality of Paul, some say
h i s t h o r n i n t h e fl e s h w a s a d e f e c t i n c h a r a c t e r
such as an uncontrollable temper.12) Before the high
priest Paul lashed out against the injustice of his
trial saying, "God shall strike you, you whitewashed
wall!" (Acts 23:3). Paul did redeem himself with an
immediate apology, but he could boil over easily.
B e f o r e h i s c o n v e r s i o n P a u l w a s a p p a r e n t l y v e r y
vicious in his opposition to the church (Acts 9:1-2).
Later when he was opposed by the magician Ely mas,

6



A T H O R N I N Y O U R F L E S H

Paul used extremely harsh words: "You son of the
devil, you enemy of all righteousness, full of all
deceit and villainy, will you not stop making crooked
t h e s t r a i g h t p a t h s o f t h e L o r d ? " ( A c t s 1 3 : 1 0 ) .
E l y m a s w a s t h e n s t r u c k b l i n d . W h e n P a u l a n d
Barnabas had adisagreement over taking John Mark
on amissionary journey, there was such asharp
c o n t e n t i o n t h a t t h e t w o w e r e s e p a r a t e d ( A c t s
15:36-41).

Because o f the d i fficu l ty the church a t Cor in th
had given him, Paul might be especially prone to
lose his temper. Paul had delayed his journey to
Corinth to spare the Corinthians (2 Cor. 1:23). Was
he also afraid he would be so upset with their sin
and rebellion that he would lose his temper? Could
such be part of the humbling that Paul feared upon
coming to Corinth too soon (2 Cor. 12:21)? Having
an uncontrol lable temper would be atrai t that could
keep Paul humble. It might cause the Galatians to
w a n t t o s c o r n h i m . I t w o u l d b e a t h o r n t h a t P a u l

wou ld cer ta in ly want to remove. Fur thermore ,
throughout the ages, subjugation of the temper has
been very difficult for many servants of God.

R a m s a y ' s c o n t e n t i o n t h a t P a u l ' s t h o r n i n t h e
flesh was recurrent malaria has gained much favor.
I n G a l a t i a n s 4 : 1 3 P a u l r e m i n d e d t h e G a l a t i a n s t h a t
it was because of abodily ailment that Ipreached

the gospel to you at first." It is theorized that Paul
h u r r i e d f r o m P a m p h y l i a t o A n t i o c h o f P i s i d i a
because he had malaria and needed to go to the
h igh lands f o r r e l i e f (Ac t s 13 :13 -14 ) . Ma la r i a was
common in the lowlands of Pamphylia. There must
be some explanation of why Paul did not stay and
preach in Pamphylia, for it was aheavily populated
area. It is possible, then, that malaria caused him to
leave the area quickly and go to the highlands of
G a l a t i a .

Malaria sometimes returns periodically and is ac-

m ;
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A T H O R N I N Y O U R F L E S H

companied by violent headaches. The feeling has
been desc r i bed as one o f aho t i r on be ing d r i ven
through the temple, possibly the origin of the meta¬
phor "a thorn in the flesh." Furthermore, some early
w r i t e r s s u c h a s T e r t u l l i a n a n d J e r o m e b e l i e v e d t h a t
P a u l ' s t h o r n i n t h e fl e s h w a s v i o l e n t a n d p r o s t r a t i n g
headaches. Would people be prone to scorn Paul
publically for having malaria, though? Can malaria
be connected wi th any sor t o f supers t i t ion among
the Galatian people? Yes, some viewed malaria as
being caused by demon possession or as being a
penalty from adirect visitation of God.13) The
Galatians might have rejected Paul as one cursed by
God, but instead they received him "as an angel of
God, as Christ Jesus" (Gal. 4:l«f).

Another widespread theory is that Paul's thorn
was asevere eye problem, one which many assume
can be traced back to the bright l ight Paul saw on
the road to Damascus and his subsequent temporary
b l i n d n e s s . P a u l h a d r e m i n d e d t h e G a l a t i a n s t h a t " i f
possible you would have plucked out your eyes and
given them to me" (Gal. 4:15). Did Paul mean this
literally or metaphorically? If he meant it in any
l i t e r a l s e n s e o t h e r t h a n a s a s y m b o l f o r a v e r y
important body organ, then it would point to an eye
problem.

P a u l o f t e n u s e d s e c r e t a r i e s o r s t e n o g r a p h e r s
( a m a n u e s e s ) t o w r i t e h i s l e t t e r s ; b u t t h i s w a s a
common practice, even with those who had good
eyesight. 14) In Galatians 6:11 Paul closed aletter by
writing, "See with what large letters Iam writing to
you with my own hand." Did he write in large let¬
ters for emphasis like John Hancock, or did he do it
because of bad eyesight? Did Paul fail to recognize
the high priest in Acts 23:1-5 because of bad eye¬
sight? Is bad eyesight why Paul desired the constant
presence of others to minister to him? In light of
s u c h e v i d e n c e o n e s h o u l d s t i l l r e m e m b e r t h a t P a u l ' s

8



A T H O R N I N Y O U R F L E S H

problem would normal ly have caused the Galat ians
to ridicule him. Would they do this because of bad
eyesight?

One very intriguing suggestion is that Paul's
thorn in the flesh was epilepsy or some other sort
o f d i s o r d e r t h a t c a u s e d c o n v u l s i o n s a n d w a s l o o k e d
upon by people with suspicion. In Galatians 4:14 Paul
wrote, "Though my condition was atrial to you, you
did not scorn or despise me, but received
a n g e l o f G o d , a s C h r i s t J e s u s ,
"rejected" or "despised" literally meant to spit out
a s a g e s t u r e o f d i s d a i n t o w a r d o f f e v i l o r d e m o n i c
spirits or the illness they were believed to cause.l5)
The ancient custom was to spit toward someone who
was sick in order to ward off evil spir i ts, thus
avoiding the illness. This was especially true when
someone had epilepsy.

Though some well known men in history such as
Julius Caesar, Mohammed, Augustine, Napoleon I,
Pascal, and Dostoevsky may have had epilepsy, much
superstition has surrounded this disease even down to
our present day. Because of this superstitious atti¬
tude toward the illness, epilepsy would fit Galatians
4:12-15 very well. The Galatians would normally
have scorned Paul, but they refrained from doing so.
Epilepsy would have caused Paul public embar¬
r a s s m e n t , s i n c e i t i s n o t a s i c k n e s s t h a t h e c o u l d
keep secret. It could have served to keep him
humble. Epilepsy can cause eye afflictions which
would add the further weight of the ophthalmia
t h e o r y.

m e a s a n

T h e w o r d f o r

In aspecial note on Paul's infirmity in the flesh,
J. B. Lightfoot has given evidence in favor of this
view.l6) He compares the description of Paul's prob¬
lem to adecription of King Alfred's problem which
apparently was epilepsy. Some of the parallels in
language seem unintentional and are very interesting.
Ramsay warns that this theory can lead to dis-
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crediting Paul's visions if they are associated with
epileptic seizures.17) Any similarity between seizures
and Paul's visions, though, do not necessarily im¬
peach Paul's credibility. Such similarity might well
serve the purpose of keeping Paul humble.

It should be clear that adogmatic stance on the
identity of Paul's thorn in the flesh is not possible.
As Philip Hughes has written, "We do not propose to
swell the number of conjectures concerning the pre¬
cise nature of Paul's ' thorn in the flesh.' The great
diversity of solutions which have been offered from
the early centuries onward is sufficient warning to
those who may think that they have answered the
problem—not, of course, that we regard the formu¬
lation of conjecture as illegitimate; but we do feel
t h a t i n t h i s i n s t a n c e h i s t o r y h a s p r o v e d t h a t n o
amount of induction, however ingenious, is going to
dispel the uncertainty with which the subject is
enveloped."18)

There is a lesson in as tudy l i ke th is . Ah is to r ica l
survey demonstrates that through the centuries
interpreters often identify their particular problem
with Paul's thorn in the flesh. Many imagine, rightly
or wrongly, that their problem is what Paul suf¬
fered. Those in the early centuries who faced perse¬
cution often suggested that Paul's thorn was perse¬
c u t i o n . M o n k s w h o h a d t o b a t t l e w i t h i m p u r e
temptations of the flesh, especially sexual tempta¬
tions, could conclude that this was Paul's affliction.
Some preachers, maybe reflecting their own strug¬
gles, have suggested that Paul's thorn was depres¬
sion, distress, and the temptation to doubt and quit.
Many with physical afflictions and illnesses have
f o u n d c o m f o r t i n P a u l ' s t h o r n i n t h e fl e s h a n d h i s
attitude toward it, assuming all the time that his
t h o r n w a s s i m i l a r t o t h e i r s .

Uncertainty over Paul's thorn in the flesh is a
blessing in some ways. Philip Hughes asks, "Is there
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asingle servant of Christ who cannot point to some
' thorn in the flesh ' , v is ib le or p r iva te , phys ica l o r
p s y c h o l o g i c a l , f r o m w h i c h h e h a s p r a y e d t o b e
released, but which has been given him by God to
k e e p h i m h u m b l e , a n d t h e r e f o r e f r u i t f u l i n H i s
s e r v i c e ? . . . E v e r y b e l i e v e r m u s t l e a r n t h a t h u m a n
weakness and divine grace go hand in hand together.
Hence Paul's 'thorn in the flesh' is, by its very lack
o f d e fi n i t i o n , a t y p e o f e v e r y C h r i s t i a n ' s ' t h o r n i n
the flesh ' , not wi th regard to externals , but by i ts
spiritual significance."19)

The wisdom of God is mani fest in a l lowing the
scriptures to be si lent on certain topics. Paul's "si¬
lence concerning such symptoms as would have
enab led ad iagnos is to be made may have been a
cause of exasperation to some curious souls. But we
a r e c o n v i n c e d t h a t t h i s s i l e n c e w a s i n a c c o r d a n c e
w i t h t h e m i n d o f G o d a n d t h a t t h e r e f o r e , a s w e
shall endeavour to show, it is, and has always been,
of more benefit to the Church to remain in ignor¬
a n c e o n t h i s m a t t e r t h a n w o u l d h a v e b e e n t h e c a s e
had the na ture o f the a ffl ic t ion been fu l l y known.
L e t u s s u p p o s e t h a t P a u l h a d s u p p l i e d s p e c i fi c
detai ls regarding his ' thorn in the flesh' , and that ,
f o r t he sake o f a rgumen t , i t was some pa r t i cu la r
form of epilepsy; then subsequent generations of
Chr is t ians , the grea t ma jor i t y o f whom have been
free from this complaint , would have been incl ined
to dismiss the Apostle's problem as one remote from
the reality of their own experience."20)

As it is, anyone can say to himself, "My problem
and affliction is probably something like Paul's. God
sustained Paul, even though he did not remove the
problem af ter Paul prayed three t imes. God, then,
can sustain me in my di fficul ty i f Iwi l l but t rust in
him." In th is manner everyone can turn to 2Corin¬
thians 12:9 and apply the words found there to his
o w n l i f e : " M y g r a c e i s s u f fi c i e n t f o r y o u , f o r m y
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power is made perfect in weakness that the power
of Christ might rest upon me."

In failing to tell the nature of his thorn in the
flesh, Paul displayed what Sir Thomas Browne called
"the virtue of taciturnity."21) It was this virtue that
W i l l i a m O s i e r u s e d t o c o m m e n d t o h i s m e d i c a l s t u ¬
den ts . He sa id l i f e had enough p rob lems w i thou t
people unnecessarily darkening it by complaints from
people about illnesses which are unavoidable. While
addressing agroup of graduating nurses, he warned
them against dwelling upon talk about disease and
gruesome medical cases for entertainment. He then
quoted George Sands about the attitude current in
an earlier day: "People knew how to live and die in
those days, and kept the i r infirmi t ies out o f s ight .
You might have the gout, but you must walk all the
same, without making grimaces. It was apoint of
good breeding to hide one's sufferings."22) Whether
i t was Pau l ' s t ac i t u rn i t y, t he p reva len t cus tom o f
the day, or the providence of God, there is ables¬
sing in disguise in the mystery surrounding his thorn
i n t h e fl e s h .

In the following chapters are discussions of dif¬
ferent "thorns" that people today must face, each of
them asuggested thorn for Paul. Though few of
them harmonize with Paul 's descript ion of his thorn
in the flesh, they provide starting points for discus¬
sions of different problems encountered today. It is
the sincere hope of the writer that one of these
discussions will help you face adifficulty and find
some comfort and strength.
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T h e T h o m o f D o u b t

Oman of l i t t le faith, why did you doubt?
- - M a t t h e w 1 ^ : 3 1

...do not be faithless, but believing.
- J o h n 2 0 : 2 7

It has been suggested by some that Paul's thorn
in the flesh was the temptation to doubt and shirk
his duties. It is extremely unlikely that doubt was
his thorn in the flesh. Paul bel ieved, not just
because of reliable testimony, but because he had
exper ienced apersonal conf rontat ion wi th the r isen
O e s u s o n t h e r o a d t o D a m a s c u s . I t w a s P a u l , w h o
w r o t e , " I k n o w w h o m 1 h a v e b e l i e v e d a n d I a m s u r e
that he is able to guard until that Day what has
been en t rus ted to me" (2 Tim. 1 :12 ) .

For many religious people, though, doubt is a
terrible thorn in the flesh. This nagging feeling
within your heart can slowly torment you and drive
you to guilt and despair. Well did Henry Burke
Robins put it:

Be t te r aday o f f a i t h
Than athousand years of doubt!

Many, because of their doubts, feel hypocritical in
c o n t i n u i n g i n w o r s h i p a n d s e r v i c e . O t h e r s , n o t
wanting to feel hypocritical, give up before they
have given themselves adequate t ime for their
d o u b t s t o b e r e s o l v e d .

In trying to cope with doubts about the validity
of the Christian faith, about the inspiration of the
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Bible, about the nature of 3esus Christ, or whatever,
you should begin by first reminding yourself that
doub t i s avery common exper ience . Mar t in Lu ther
is supposed to have asked, "Who has not known the
awakening of aMonday morning covered by that
b l a c k b l a n k e t o f u l t i m a t e d o u b t ? " I n C h r i s t i a n l i t e r ¬
ature references to doubt are frequent. In the Bible
more than one character had per iods of doubt . So
before you go too far into the valley of the shadow
of doub t , you shou ld remember tha t doub t i s no t
u n c o m m o n .

O v e r t h e c e n t u r i e s m e n h a v e o f t e n h a n d l e d d o u b t
by trying to make avirtue of it. This is acommon
reaction. If you are plagued by some problem and
can not rid yourself of it, then one alternative is to
m a k e t h i s p r o b l e m i n t o a v i r t u e i n y o u r o w n
thinking. Read through this wide variety of quotes
and notice how men have often attempted to make
a v i r t u e o u t o f d o u b t :

" W h o n e v e r d o u b t e d n e v e r h a l f b e l i e v e d :
Where doubt is, there truth is,—'tis her shadow.

—P. 3. Bailey

'By doubting we come at the truth.
— C i c e r o

Doubt is the beginning, not the end, of wisdom.
—George lies

The road to resolution lies by doubt.
— F r a n c i s Q u a r l e s

" T h e r e l i v e s m o r e f a i t h i n h o n e s t d o u b t .
Believe me, than in half the creeds."

—Tennyson
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To be l i eve w i th ce r ta in t y we mus t beg in w i th
doubting.

I t

f !

— S t a n i s l a u s

Askept ic is not one who doubts , but one who
e x a m i n e s .

I I

n

— S a i n t e - B e a u v e

I f How prone to doubt, how cautious are the wise!
— H o m e r

I I

f t A n h o n e s t m a n c a n n e v e r s u r r e n d e r a n h o n e s t
d o u b t . n

— W a l t e r M a l o n e

1say unto you: Cherish your doubts.
F o r d o u b t i s t h e h a n d m a i d e n o f t r u t h .
Doubt is the servant of discovery;
She is the key unto the door of knowledge.
L e t n o m a n f e a r f o r t h e t r u t h , t h a t d o u b t m a y

consume her ;
Only he that would shut out his doubts denieth

t h e t r u t h .

I I

I I

- R o b e r t W e s t o n

T h e r e i s c e r t a i n l y s o m e t r u t h i n t h e s e a f fi r ¬
mations. Doubt can lead to truth, since it may spark
inquiry. Inquiry, investigation, research, and curiosity
are all to be admired. Without them everyone would
have aclosed mind and advances in knowledge and
v i r t u e s w o u l d m o s t l y c e a s e . T h e r e i s s o m e t h i n g
about the dogmatic, closed-mind attitude that upsets
others. The kind of att i tude that says, " I f God had
intended for man to fly, he would have g iven h im
wings," is the disposit ion that never leads to prog¬
r e s s .

O n c e t h i s v a l u e o f d o u b t h a s b e e n a f fi r m e d ,
though, aword of caution is in order. Doubt in and
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o f i t s e l f i s n o t a v i r t u e . U n r e s o l v e d d o u b t c a n l e a d
to drast ic consequences, whi le resolved doubt can
lead to good results. As 3ack Exum explains, "Doubt
i s ne i the r r i gh t no r wrong—good o r ev i l—t ru th o r
error. While it holds great power for right or wrong,
good or evi l , t ruth or error, within i tsel f i t is none
of these things. It is uneasy, unsure, unsettled."!)

T h e i d e a l i n t h e N e w Te s t a m e n t i s f a i t h , n o t
doubt. 3esus said, "Truly Isay to you, i f you have
f a i t h a n d n e v e r d o u b t ( d i a k r i n o ) . . . " ( M t , 2 1 : 2 1 ) .
A b r a h a m i s a g o o d e x a m p l e b e c a u s e h e d i d n o t
d o u b t : " N o d i s t r u s t ( d i a k r i n o ) m a d e h i m w a v e r c o n ¬
cerning the promise of God, but he grew strong in
his faith as he gave glory to God" (Rom. 4:20). In
discussing prayer 3ames said, "But let him ask in
faith, with no doubting (diakrino), for he who doubts
i s l i k e a w a v e o f t h e s e a t h a t i s d r i v e n a n d t o s s e d
by the wind" (3as. 1:6).

S o m e o f t h o s e w h o a t t e m p t t o g l o r i f y d o u b t
point in response to the inherited faith many in the
church hold. Two wrongs do not make one right, as
w e h a v e a l l h e a r d . F o r s o m e o n e t o b e r a i s e d i n t h e
church and accept their parents ' fa i th wi thout ever
examining the evidence for themselves is not com¬
mendable. We should, as Peter commanded, "Always
be prepared to make adefense to any one who calls
you to account for the hope that is in you" (1 Pet.
3:15). We should "test everything" (1 Thess. 5:21).2)
L i k e t h e B e r e a n s w e s h o u l d b e i n t h e h a b i t o f
"examining the scr iptures dai ly to see i f these
things" are so (Acts 17:11). Christians who hold to
an i nhe r i t ed fa i t h a re no t t o be p ra i sed fo r t h i s .
Furthermore, this should not be seen as any kind of
j u s t i fi c a t i o n o f t h e o p p o s i t e e x t r e m e o f d o u b t i n g
everything.

Whi le laz iness o f mind on the par t o f some is
wrong, an overly skeptical mind prone to rebellion is
also wrong. Some who doubt have not been fair to
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themselves or the evidence. As Jack Paul explained,
"Many aperson, however, who had doubts has them
b e c a u s e o f l a c k o f i n f o r m a t i o n o r m i s i n f o r m a t i o n .
There are many on the outside of the church who
sneer at Christ ians in asuperci l ious way, as though
they were agroup of do l ts and dul lards and in te l¬
lectual ly backward people who could bel ieve al l of
t h i s a r c h a i c n o n s e n s e t h a t i s i n t h e B i b l e .

"Many ape rson who says , ' I don ' t be l i e ve t he
Bible, ' has never read i t . Many aperson who says,
'You can ' t expec t me to be l ieve the ideas o f the
church,' has no idea what the church expects him to
believe. And the tragedy of our t imes is that many
a p e r s o n i s r e j e c t i n g C h r i s t i a n i t y n o t b e c a u s e o f
what i t is , but because of amisconcept ion that he
h a s a s t o w h a t i t i s . " 3 ) S o m e fi n d i t e a s i e r t o d o u b t
than to go through the struggle of examining.

The Bib le never recommends the at t i tude, "Be¬
l i e v e , b u t d o n o t b o t h e r t o e x a m i n e t h e e v i d e n c e . "
Such aposition is unscriptural and will only serve to
discredit the Christ ian faith with thoughtful and
intelligent people. One good example of this is the
case of doubt in John the Bapt is t . The Bible te l ls
us, "Now when John heard in prison about the deeds
of the Christ, he sent word by his disciples and said
to h im, 'Are you he who is to come, or sha l l we
l o o k f o r a n o t h e r ? " ' ( M t . 11 : 2 - 3 ) . S u c h a s t a t e m e n t i s
hard for many to understand. This is the same John
who baptized Jesus only after protesting at first to
h im, " I need to be bap t i zed by you , and do you
c o m e t o m e ? " ( M t . 3 : 1 4 ) . T h i s i s t h e s a m e J o h n w h o
had formerly said, "Behold, the Lamb of God, who
takes away the sin of the world!" when Jesus was
approaching (Jn. 1:29).

In l ight of this difficulty, many have tried to see
in John's words something other than doubt. Some
say he did not really doubt, but he was only trying
to urge and prompt Jesus to hurry along with the
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establ ishment of the kingdom and rescue him from
ja i l . O the r i n te rp re ta t i ons have been p laced upon
John's words, "Are you he who is to come, or shall
we look for another?" It seems best, though, to see
in h is s tatement s imply the doubt of aman who is
in despair in prison.

T h e i m p o r t a n t l e s s o n h e r e i s f o u n d i n t h e
response of Jesus. He rep l ied to John 's d isc ip les,
"Go and tell John what you hear and see: the blind
rece ive the i r s igh t and the lame wa lk , l epers a re
c l e a n s e d a n d t h e d e a f h e a r, a n d t h e d e a d a r e r a i s e d
up, and the poor have good news preached to them.
A n d b l e s s e d i s h e w h o t a k e s n o o f f e n s e a t m e " ( M t .
11 : 4 - 6 ) . J e s u s d i d n o t r e b u k e J o h n ' s d o u b t f o r h e
k n e w i t w a s h o n e s t a n d s i n c e r e d o u b t .

"How did Jesus react to the doubtings of John?",
Jack Exum asks. "Did he r id icu le, mock or laugh?
Did He accuse John of losing his faith or his sanity
under the strain of prison life? Perhaps Jesus whis¬
pered to the messengers and sent them out the back
d o o r . N o , J e s u s d i d n o n e o f t h e s e , b u t t o t h e
contrary says in effect , ' I f you doubt Me, come to
Me' . Af ter a l l , who could be more weary than the
heart troubled with questions and fil led with contra¬
dict ions. Examine Chr is t , His l i fe , and His word. . . .
Come to the very One around whom your questions
a r e c e n t e r e d . " 4 )

Examine the evidence. Search the scriptures. As
Clark Pinnock explains, "Faith is not the opposite of
knowledge. The scandal of the gospel is not its
alleged immunity from proof. The gospel makes
sense, not non-sense. Its offense lies in its moral
unmasking of the sinner, not in its supposed uncer¬
t a i n t r u t h f u l n e s s . T h e m i n d i s n o t t o b e l e f t a t t h e
threshold in Christianity."5)

If you have not examined the historical founda¬
tions of Christianity, then you have no right to
doubt. If you do examine the evidence, most likely
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you will say with 3ack Paul, "You say it is hard to
be l i eve the Chr i s t i an i n te rp re ta t i on . I say i t i s fa r
e a s i e r t o b e l i e v e i t t h a n t o b e l i e v e t h e a t h e i s t i n ¬

terpretat ion." As an i l lustrat ion he discusses crea¬
t i o n . " F o r i n s t a n c e , I b e l i e v e i n t h e C h r i s t i a n i n ¬
terpretat ion and understanding of the or ig in of the
universe as given in the Bible. But the atheist has a
belief at that point, too. He says, 'I believe that all
t h a t e x i s t s , a l l t h e c o s m o s , i s a r e s u l t o f s h e e r
chance. I t a l l just happened. No plan behind any¬
thing, no purpose. ' You can look at i t and see al l
the order, and beauty, and i t a l l has no meaning,
only apparent meaning. But Ican' t bel ieve that; I 'm
not gullible enough to believe that."6)

Some, though, have examined the evidence and
they s t i l l have doubts. These cases are harder to
deal wi th than the former type. Of ten noth ing can
be done to convince such aperson of the truth, for
they are blinded by their own will and desire not to
bel ieve. Maybe i t is for ades i re to appear wor ld ly
w i s e , o r f o r a m u l t i t u d e o f o t h e r r e a s o n s , b u t t h e
evidence wil l not convince everyone. This truth has
been expressed well in apoem:

"Show me your God!" the doubter cries.
Ipoint him to the smil ing skies;
Ishow him all the woodland greens;
Ishow him peaceful sylvan scenes;
1 s h o w h i m w i n t e r s n o w s a n d f r o s t ;
Ishow him waters tempest-tossed;
Ishow him hil ls rock-ribbed and strong;
Ibid him hear the thrush's song;
I s h o w h i m fl o w e r s i n t h e c l o s e —

The lily, violet and rose;
1show him rivers, babbling streams;
Ishow him youthful hopes and dreams;
Ishow him maids with eager hearts;
1 s h o w h i m t o i l e r s i n t h e m a r t s ;
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I s h o w h i m s t a r s , t h e m o o n , t h e s u n ;
I s h o w h i m d e e d s o f k i n d n e s s d o n e ;
I s h o w h i m j o y ; I s h o w h i m c a r e .
And still he holds his doubting air.
And faithless goes his way, for he
Is blind of soul, and cannot see!7)

I f o n e e x a m i n e s t h e e v i d e n c e f o r t h e C h r i s t i a n
faith fair ly and honestly, he can remove his doubts
and replace them with astrong faith. Faith does not
have to be in te rming led w i th doubts . Fa i th in the
Bible sense of the term encompasses an element of
knowledge and assurance. For example, as one man
was dying, he was asked about his speculations con¬
cerning the soul and death. "Speculations!" the dying
man exclaimed. "I know nothing about speculations;
I 'm rest ing on cer ta int ies." He could say th is ,
because faith is not to be divorced from knowledge.
F a i t h i s a t r u s t i n t h e r e l i a b l e t e s t i m o n y o f G o d
w h o d o e s n o t a n d c a n n o t l i e ( R o m .
20:30-31; 2Cor. 5:7; Heb. 11:1, 3, 7). Could we ask
for anything more certain?

More could be said, but this is not the place for
asurvey of Christ ian evidences. I f you are troubled
with doubt, do some reading in Christian evidences.
Y o u r m i n i s t e r o r l o c a l b o o k s t o r e c a n m a k e s o m e
suggestions for good reading. Aprofessor once told
me that avery common hab i t among young min is¬
ters is to preach on Christian evidences, but as they
grow older they tend to do less and less of such
preaching. The reason is that preachers have a
tendency to sometimes preach from their own prob¬
lems. If apreacher is troubled with doubts, he will
r e a d m o r e i n t h e fi e l d o f C h r i s t i a n e v i d e n c e s a n d
thus preach more on this theme. Usually after afew
years of such studies, though, he has been convinced
and his faith strengthened. He then turns more to
other areas of thought.

1 0 : 1 7 ; J n .
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T h i s w a s t r u e i n t h e a u t h o r ' s o w n l i f e . I u s e d t o

Jove to teach classes or preach on prophecy, archeo¬
l o g y, o r s o m e s i m i l a r t h e m e a s a n e v i d e n c e o f
Ch r i s t i an i t y. Now Ip reach l ess and l ess on these
t h e m e s . I t i s n o t b e c a u s e s u c h s t u d i e s w e r e f r u s ¬

t ra t ing—qui te to the cont rary. The po in t is th is—i f
you have doub ts , do no t i gnore them. Do no t be
afraid of asking for help with your doubts. Remem¬
ber tha t even adoubt ing Thomas cou ld be qu ick ly
changed in to aworsh ipp ing d isc ip le who cr ied out ,
"My Lord and my God!" (3n. 20:28).

When (God knows) I'm tost about.
Either with despair or doubt;
Yet before the glass be out.

Sweet Spirit comfort me!8)
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The Thorn of Temptation

Many men have too much wil l power. It 's won't
power they lack."

1 1

— J o h n A . S h e d d

It is easier to stay out than get out.
— M a r k T w a i n

According to some, Paul's thorn in the flesh was
temptation with which he had to wage amighty
struggle. The identification of temptation with Paul's
thorn in the flesh was especially appealing to those
who had to s t rugg le w i th tempta t ions o f the flesh
and of asexual nature. I t is very unl ikely that th is
was Paul 's problem, because Paul gave this advice
to those who suffered from temptations of the flesh:
"To the unmar r ied and the w idows Isay tha t i t i s
well for them to remain single as Ido. But if they
cannot exerc ise sel f -contro l they should marry. For
i t i s b e t t e r t o m a r r y t h a n t o b e a fl a m e w i t h
passion" (1 Cor. 7:8-9).

P a u l s a y s m a r r i a g e i s b e t t e r t h a n
(KJV). The or ig ina l word can mean
(literally), but it is used metaphorically very often
for being aflame with sexual desire and passion.
That is the meaning here. Paul only made such com¬
mands "in view of the impending distress" (1 Cor.
7:26), so his instructions should be interpreted within
a s e t t i n g o f s o m e c r i s i s s i t u a t i o n s u c h a s p e r ¬
secut ion. Never theless, i f Paul 's thorn in the flesh
h a d b e e n s e x u a l t e m p t a t i o n , i t i s l i k e l y t h a t h e
would have followed his own advice and gotten mar¬
ried. Evidently being unmarried was not a"burning"

"burning
t o b u r n

1 1

I ff t
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problem for Paul , for he was able to say, " I wish
that all were as Imyself am. But each has his own
special gif t from God, one of one kind and one of
ano the r ” ( 1 Co r. 7 :7 ) .

O t h e r s c o n t e n d t h a t P a u l ' s t h o r n w a s a d i f f e r e n t
type of temptat ion. Appeals are made to scr iptures
such as Romans 7 :13 -25 i n o rde r t o i den t i f y h i s
tho rn w i th tempta t ion to s in in genera l . Cer ta in l y
Paul did have to face temptation of many types, but
t h i s w a s p r o b a b l y n o t h i s t h o r n i n t h e fl e s h .
Temptat ion is a thorn in the flesh for many people
today, though.

Temptat ions come to every person at one t ime
or another. Mart in Luther said temptat ions are l ike
birds flying overhead. You may not be able to stop
them from flying overhead, but you can keep them
from making nests in your hair. This is easier said
than done. The enticements of sin are very strong
and make their appeal from every possible angle.

"As Origen pointed out (On Prayer 29. 5) the
Septuagint [Greek] version of 3ob 7:1 can be trans¬
l a t e d : ' I s n o t m a n ' s l i f e o n e a r t h o n e c o n t i n u o u s

temptation?' Origen goes on: ' H a s a n y o n e e v e r
thought man to be beyond temptations of which he
was aware from the day he attained to reason? Is
there any time when aman is sure that he has not
to struggle against sinning?"'!)

Nelson Bell told of this when he wrote, "We are
l iv ing in apermiss ive soc ie ty, in a t ime when much
that is evil goes unchallenged. It is not easy to go
against current mores and to stand up and say no
when one is convinced that something is contrary to
the holy wil l of God. But exactly that is necessary.
. . .Our Lord tel ls us, ' I f any man would come after
me, let him deny himself (say no to self) and take
up his cross and follow me' (Matt. 16:24)—and that
is not easy! All of us face the seemingly over¬
whelming temptation to trim our sails in these days
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of permissive living. When temptation comes, it is
so much easier to compromise al i t t le to avoid cr i¬
t ic ism or even repr isa ls . . . .

" G o d d o e s n o t c a l l C h r i s t i a n s t o l i v e a s h e r m i t s
i n a s i n - d o m i n a t e d s o c i a l o r d e r . B u t h e o f f e r s t h e
means whereby they can act as salt in aputrefying
society and lights in the midst of spiritual darkness.
This requires the positive witness of acommitted
sp i r i t and the equa l l y pos i t i ve w i tness o f an
unswerving rejection of any compromise with evil."2)

When Jesus prayed for us, he did not pray that
w e s h o u l d b e r e m o v e d f r o m t h e w o r l d w i t h a l l o f i t s
temptations. Instead he prayed, "I do not pray that
t h o u s h o u l d s t t a k e t h e m o u t o f t h e w o r l d , b u t t h a t
thou shouldst keep them from the evil one" (Jn.
17:15). The Christian should not think it unusual that
temptations will come his way. Becoming aChristian
will result in God removing all of the guilt of sin
f r o m o u r l i v e s , b u t i t w i l l n o t r e s u l t i n G o d
removing temptations.

R o n a l d R i f e i n a n a r t i c l e e n t i t l e d " W h a t t o d o
About Thorns" explains that most Christians face the
same temptations after their conversion as they did
before. Basing his ideas upon 1Corinthians 6:9-11,
he writes, "Paul said that some of the Christians
had formerly been drunkards. Are we to think that
after they became believers in Christ they no longer
were tempted by alcoholic beverages? Anyone who
h a s s e e n a f o r m e r a l c o h o l i c c o m e t o C h r i s t k n o w s
this is not so. The temptation is likely to remain, at
t imes very di fficult to bear, often requir ing re¬
sistance to the end of his life on earth. For some it
i s a t h o r n i n t h e fl e s h t h a t G o d d o e s n o t r e m o v e .

"Some of the Corinthian Christ ians had formerly
been adulterers. Now they had been put right with
God through Jesus Christ. But the temptation of lust
does not disappear as if by magic. It still remains
strongly implanted in many Christians, and becomes
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t h e i r t h o r n i n t h e fl e s h .

" In the past few years five ministers among my
o w n a c q u a i n t a n c e s h a v e b e c o m e i n t i m a t e l y i n v o l v e d
w i t h t h e i r s e c r e t a r i e s o r o t h e r w o m e n i n t h e i r
churches. Did this suddenly just happen? Or was it
the result of some long-hidden thorn that the person
could no longer restrain by himself? I incl ine toward
t h e l a t t e r v i e w .

"Another type of person who became aChr ist ian
i n C o r i n t h w a s t h e t h i e f . U n d o u b t e d l y s e v e r a l o f
t h e s e p e o p l e h a d f o r m e r l y m a d e t h e i r l i v i n g b y
s t e a l i n g i t e m s a n d s e l l i n g t h e m i n t h e t h i e v e s '
market in the city. On becoming Christians they had
t o fi n d a n e w m e a n s o f l i v e l i h o o d . B u t b e i n g
cleansed from sin through Jesus Christ did not mean
they were no longer tempted by the lu re o f easy
m o n e y. T h e t e m p t a t i o n m a y h a v e r e m a i n e d a n d
become to t hese pe rsons a tho rn i n t he flesh . To
the end of their days, perhaps when they saw some
object of value ly ing unprotected, they had to fight
the tempta t ion to p i ck i t up and ca r ry i t o f f . A l¬
though the temptat ion may have weakened as the
years passed, i t may have remained ahindrance in
their spir i tual l ives.

" A f o u r t h t y p e o f p e r s o n m e n t i o n e d b y t h e
Apostle has been the object of agreat deal of study
r e c e n t l y. P a u l n o t e d t h a t a l t h o u g h s o m e o f t h e
members o f Chr is t ' s body a t Cor in th had fo rmer ly
been homosexuals, they had now been cleansed from
s i n , d e d i c a t e d t o G o d , a n d p u t r i g h t w i t h G o d
th rough Jesus Ch r i s t . Ahomosexua l who becomes
r e d e e m e d c a n n o t c o n t i n u e t o r e m a i n h o m o s e x u a l i n

his or her behavior, because practicing homosexuals
cannot have any part in God's kingdom. The sexual
behavior must change.

" . . . T h e C h r i s t i a n w h o h a s b e e n a h o m o s e x u a l w i l l
probably cont inue to have homosexual temptat ions,
perhaps severely so. I t is l ikely to be his thorn in
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the flesh. But temptation is not asin. The sin is in
succumbing to the temptation. It is no more of a
s in fo r a fo rmer homosexua l to be tempted w i th a
homosexual urge than for aformer alcoholic to be
tempted to drunkenness. But to yield to the temp¬
ta t i on wou ld i ndeed be s in . "3 )

The person who thinks becoming aChristian will
be an easy, almost magical cure-all for sin and
temptation will be sadly disappointed. The Christian
life will bring even more temptations of adifferent
type not experienced before such as the temptation
to shirk one's allegiance to Christ.

To better understand the presence of temptat ion
i n t h e w o r l d , r e m e m b e r t h a t i t i s h e r e a s a n e ¬
cessity. If man had no temptation to do wrong, he
w o u l d h a v e n o f r e e w i l l . H e w o u l d b e a m e r e r o b o t .
S i n c e m a n h a s a f r e e w i l l , h e h a s t h e t e m p t a t i o n t o
do wrong and to do right. God allows this decision
to exist in the world for through such decisions men
c a n b e m a d e i n t o c h i l d r e n o f G o d .

Temptation, if handled properly, will result in a
person growing stronger before the Lord, dames said,
" C o u n t i t a l l j o y, m y b r e t h r e n , w h e n y o u m e e t
various trials, for you know that the testing of your
faith produces steadfastness....Blessed is the man
who endures trial, for when he has stood the test he
w i l l r e c e i v e t h e c r o w n
promised to those who love him" (Jas. 1:2-3, 12-13).
As John Quincy Adams once said, "Every temptation
is an opportunity of our getting nearer to God."

Many people are confused about the origin of
temptation and God's role in the process of temp¬
ta t i on . Can aman b lame God fo r h i s own fa i l i ngs
by saying, "The Lord allowed me to be tempted.
God put this temptation before me. How can Ifight
God?" Norman Hope tells that "For nineteen years,
between 1927 and 1946, Dr. Harry Emerson Fosdick
conducted anationwide program entitled 'National

o f l i f e w h i c h G o d h a s
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Ve s p e r s . ' E a c h y e a r h e r e c e i v e d 1 0 0 , 0 0 0 l e t t e r s f r o m
members of his vast audience, many of them telling
a b o u t t h e i r r e l i g i o u s d i f fi c u l t i e s . O n t h e b a s i s o f
that experience he had this to say: 'No verse in the
Bible puzzles more people than the pet i t ion in the
Lord 's Prayer 'Lead us no t in to tempta t ion . ' ' I s i t
not ashocking idea,' many say, 'that God leads men
into temptation and that we must beg him to stop
doing it?'"4)

In what sense is God involved in the temptation
process? Can aperson b lame God fo r tempta t ion?
A t fi r s t t h e r e s e e m s t o b e a c o n t r a d i c t i o n i n t h e
Bible for James says, "Let no one say when he is
tempted, 'I am tempted by God'; for God cannot be
tempted with evil and he himself tempts no one; but
each person is tempted when he is lured and enticed
b y h i s o w n d e s i r e . T h e n d e s i r e w h e n i t h a s c o n ¬
ce ived g ives b i r th to s in ; and s in when i t i s fu l l -
grown brings forth death" (Jas. 1:13-15).

Although much could be said about this problem,
most of the solution lies in the meaning of the word
temp t . " Th i s wo rd ' s conno ta t i on t oday i s usua l l y

bad . To mos t peop le i t means "en t i ce one t o do
ev i l . " The Greek words tha t " t emp t " i s t r ans la ted
from, however, do not a lways have abad
n o t a t i o n . S o m e t i m e s t h e y m e a n " t e s t , "
some such simi lar idea. For example.

I I

c o n -

t r y , " o r
w h e n a

teacher gives students atest in class, it is not done
in hopes that the students will do poorly and fail.
The test is adevice to encourage the students to
study and thereby help them grow intellectually.
Likewise, God tests us to enable us to grow. This is
the reason that modern translations are wisely using
the word "test," "try," or "ordeal" in many instances
where the earlier translations had the word "tempt."

The or igin of temptat ion is with Satan, not with
God. Satan sometimes even disguises himself as an
a n g e l o f l i g h t i n o r d e r t o s e d u c e m a n . A t o t h e r

fi
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times Satan approaches us through friends or loved
o n e s . R e m e m b e r J e s u s s a i d t o P e t e r , " G e t b e h i n d
me Satan" (Mt . 16 :23) . We can not a lways b lame
others or the devi l by saying, "The devi l made me
do it," though, for James shows that temptation
really begins in the heart of man. Satan can only
c o m e i n t o o u r h e a r t w h e n t h e d o o r h a s b e e n
u n l o c k e d f r o m t h e i n s i d e . 5 )

Many other facets of temptation could be discus¬
s e d , b u t t h e i m p o r t a n t q u e s t i o n i s , " H o w d o 1
endure, defeat, and conquer temptat ion?" I f a lot of
time is spent tracing the origin of temptation but
t h e c u r e o f i t i s n e v e r l e a r n e d , l i t t l e h a s b e e n
accomplished. For example, imagine aman in a
building that is almost totally engulfed in flames.
He is trapped except for the one hope of jumping
f r o m a w i n d o w i n t o t h e fi r e m e n ' s n e t b e l o w . W o u l d
this man stand at the edge of the window and say,
"How did the fire get started? Iwill not jump until
Iknow how the fire got started." No, he would jump
and ask such questions later. Likewise, we must not
spend too much time on the origin of temptation
without addressing the important issue of how it can
be endured? The following fourteen points should
help you in enduring whatever temptation may come
y o u r w a y .

1. Fear God. This may sound simple or naive, but
the B ib le teaches that a fear o f the Lord wi l l he lp
you in times of temptation: "The fear of the Lord is
afountain of life, that one may avoid the snares of
death" (Prov. 14:27) . Fear o f the Lord due to the
punishment he administers for sin and fear (respect)
for him because of his holiness help you to be able
to meet temptat ion.

2. Think of those you love. Quite often people
have been able to endure temptation by thinking of
those they love. Aman thinks of how his sin would
hur t h i s w i fe . Ach i l d th inks o f how h is s in wou ld
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h u r t h i s m o t h e r o r f a t h e r . A C h r i s t i a n t h i n k s o f h o w

his s in would hur t the church 's reputat ion and the
tender heart of God himsel f . This wi l l a lways help
y o u i n t h e h o u r o f t r i a l .

3. Eleware of evil companions. The story is often
t o l d o f A u g u s t i n e w h o a f t e r t r y i n g t o l i v e t h e
C h r i s t i a n l i f e s a w a f o r m e r m i s t r e s s o n t h e s t r e e t

o n e d a y. I m m e d i a t e l y h e t u r n e d a n d w e n t i n t h e
other direct ion. She cr ied out, "August ine, i t is 1."
"Yes," he replied, "but it is not I." He was trying to
b e a d i f f e r e n t p e r s o n . H e a v o i d e d t e m p t a t i o n b y
a v o i d i n g f r i e n d s w h o w o u l d i n fl u e n c e h i m t o w a r d
w r o n g .

A s f a r b a c k a s E x o d u s 3 ^ : 1 2 G o d w a r n e d a b o u t

the corrupting influence other people could have on
God 's peop le . He warned , "Take heed to yourse l f
l e s t y o u m a k e a c o v e n a n t w i t h t h e i n h a b i t a n t s o f
the land whi ther you go, lest i t become asnare in
the midst of you." The children of Israel only parti¬
al ly heeded that warning, and many t imes in la ter
centuries they paid dearly because of the corrupting
i n fl u e n c e o f t h e o t h e r n a t i o n s .

Solomon is ac lear example of one who a l lowed
h i m s e l f t o b e t e m p t e d b y o t h e r s : " N o w K i n g
S o l o m o n l o v e d m a n y f o r e i g n w o m e n . . . f r o m t h e
nat ions concerning which the Lord had said to the
people of Israel, 'You shal l not enter into marr iage
w i th them, ne i the r sha l l t hey w i th you , fo r su re ly
they will turn away your heart after their gods'" (1
Kings 11:1-2). The Bible then repeatedly emphasizes
w h y S o l o m o n f e l l : " . . . h i s w i v e s t u r n e d a w a y h i s
h e a r t . F o r w h e n S o l o m o n w a s o l d h i s w i v e s t u r n e d
away his heart after other gods; and his heart was
not whol ly t rue to the Lord h is God (1 Kings
11:3-4) .

P a u l e x p r e s s e d i t b e s t w h e n h e w r o t e , " B a d
c o m p a n y r u i n s g o o d m o r a l s " ( 1 C o r. 1 5 : 3 3 ) , n o
matter whom he was quoting. Or as another ancient
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put i t , "A las for the i l l - luck in mor ta ls that br ings
the honest man into company with those who have
less rega rd fo r re l i g i on . I n eve ry ma t te r, i ndeed ,
nothing is worse than evil-fellowship."6) If you are
n o t s t r o n g e n o u g h t o w i t h s t a n d t e m p t a t i o n s t h a t
fr iends may place before you, you would be better
off to sever those relationships, if possible.

4 . Wa tch and p ray. 3esus on the n igh t o f h i s
betrayal told his disciples, "Watch [keep awake] and
pray tha t you may no t en te r i n to t emp ta t i on ; t he
spirit indeed is willing, but the flesh is weak" (Mt.
2 6 : 4 1 ) . I n s i m i l a r f a s h i o n P e t e r w r o t e , " B e s o b e r, b e
wa tch fu l . You r adve rsa ry t he dev i l p row ls a round
like aroaring lion, seeking some one to devour" (1
Pet. 5:8) .

5 . Real ize the offer temptat ion makes is fa lse.
Temptation is always very appealing if we think only
of the moment. D. G. Kehl explains the appeal the
dev i l makes to us by compar ing i t w i th the th i rd
temptation of our Lord. "This third temptation was
also abargain spec ia l . Hear the o ld huckster : 'Get
all the kingdoms of the world at aspecial reduced
price, asensational unheard-of bargain! Why wait
and pay the more expensive price at Calvary? Take
advantage of this special offer!' The same copy¬
wr i te r o f fe red a 'spec ia l ' on f ru i t to Eve, on 'Won-
derbread' to Christ, and on lentil soup to Esau. Be¬
fore Esau sold his birthright, he bought the 'bar¬
gain,' amess of pottage—and he paid dearly for it.
Grabbing for all the gusto he could get, Esau sac¬
rificed his future on the al tar of the pleasing pre¬
sent. The salespitch was 'Buy now, pay later,' and
pay he did. It was not an 'easy payment plan,' for
the way of the transgressor is hard; sin, when it is
finished, brings forth death (3as. 1:15). When 'later'
came, Esau 'found no place of repentance though he

(Heb. 12:17)."7)sought i t ca re fu l l y w i th tears '
Always remember that the "wages of sin is death’
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(Rom. 6:23), and then you can better face temp¬
t a t i o n .

6 . R e a l i z e t h a t G o d o f f e r s b e t t e r r e w a r d s . S a t a n

often tempts you and appeals to you through legiti¬
mate needs and desires, so that you often wonder,
"What could be wrong wi th th is?" Satan, however,
n e v e r r e a l l y f u l fi l l s m a n ' s n e e d s a n d d e s i r e s . A f t e r a
brief, or lengthy, indulgence in sin, inner peace and
harmony are still missing.

D. G. Kehl explains how Satan operates in this
regard: "The subtlety of the devil 's promises l ies in
t h e f a c t t h a t t h e y a r e d i r e c t e d t o w a r d p s e u d o ¬
fu l fi l l me n t o f l e g i t i ma te , Go d -o rd a i n e d n e e d s a n d
d e s i r e s ; t h e y f u n c t i o n a s c o u n t e r f e i t s o f d i v i n e
promises of fulfillment. Accordingly, Satan advertises
the superficial but attractive 'pleasures of sin for a
season' (Heb. 11:25); God offers fullness of joy and
pleasures at his right hand for evermore (Ps. 16:11).
Satan hawks cheap thrills, temporary euphoria, sen¬
sua l t i t i l l a t i on ; God o f f e r s peace t ha t passes a l l
understanding (Phil. 4:7). Satan peddles earthly fame,
t h e v a i n p l a u d i t s o f a fi c k l e c r o w d ; G o d o f f e r s a
crown of glory that does not fade (1 Pet. 5:4).
Satan solicits man with treasures upon earth, where
m o t h a n d r u s t c o r r u p t a n d w h e r e t h i e v e s b r e a k
through and steal (Matt. 6:19); God offers incor¬
rupt ib le t reasures in heaven and t reasure in these
'ea r then vesse ls ' now (2 Cor. 4 :7 ) . "8 )

Ear th ly-or iented temptat ions wi l l not bother you
a s m u c h w h e n y o u r e a l i z e t h a t s u c h t r e a s u r e s
o f f e red by Sa tan a re wo r th l ess i n compar i son t o
spiritual blessings. To fight temptation you should
always keep foremost in your mind this passage of
scripture: "For what wi l l i t profit aman, i f he gains
t h e w h o l e w o r l d a n d f o r f e i t s h i s l i f e " ( M t . 1 6 : 2 6 ) .
The devil made Jesus some wonderful, worldly offers
(Mt. 4:8), but Jesus chose righteousness.

7. L ive ase lfless l i fe o f sacr ifice a f ter the pat -
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t e r n o f J e s u s C h r i s t . A t fi r s t i t m a y s e e m t h a t t h i s
s u g g e s t i o n w i l l r e n d e r l i t t l e a i d a n d c o m f o r t i n
f a c i n g t e m p t a t i o n . T h e p r a c t i c e o f l i v i n g a l i f e o f
sacr ifice, though, can be one of the greatest bar¬
r iers to keep you f rom fa l l ing under the power o f
temptat ion once you real ize the nature of tempta¬
tion. Temptation appeals to pride and selfishness in
an individual. The devi l encourages you to l ive for
yourself. Jesus, however, demands that you l ive for
o t h e r s .

D . G . K e h l e x p l a i n s t h e s e t w o c o n t r a s t i n g
appeals: "Basic to both Satanic and commercial so¬
lici tat ion is the appeal to self- indulence. The sales-
p i t ch Eve f e l l f o r w a s ' Tr y i t ; yo u ' l l l i k e i t . ' Ou r
progenitors were l i teral ly dying to try i t . Adam and
Eve bought the notion that 'you only go around once
in life, so you have to grab for all the gusto you
can get,' and the grabbing has continued to this day.
The rich farmer in Luke 12 spoke to his soul in the
language o f modern adve r t i s i ng copy, 'Take th ine
ease—eat, drink and be merry'; but in God's sight he
was afool r ipe for judgment. The devil 's appeal has
always been ' indulge yourself; God's is 'Deny your¬
self (Matt. 16:24). The devi l says 'Live al i t t le ' ;
God says 'Die alitt le' (John 12:24)."9)

The effect should be obvious. The more you learn
t o s a c r i fi c e y o u r s e l f f o r o t h e r s , t h e l e s s S a t a n ' s
appeal to self- indulgence and selfishness wil l bother
y o u . Yo u w i l l s l o w l y b e c o m e i m m u n e t o s u c h
temptat ions.

8. Fi l l your l i fe with good things. "One big help
in the s t rugg le against temptat ion, " wr i tes Norman
V. H o p e , " i s t o fi l l m i n d a n d h e a r t a n d l i f e w i t h
t h i n g s t h a t a r e p u r e , t r u e , l o v e l y, a n d o f g o o d
report . Let aman's l i fe be systemat ical ly fi l led wi th
such earthly interests and he wil l be able to over¬
come many temptations to which he might otherwise
y i e l d . D r. F r a n k S f J . B o r e h a m t e l l s o f a c e r t a i n s m a l l
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town whose governing body decided to have acanal
running down i ts cent ra l s t reet . The bed was dug
and the water al lowed to flow, and the city fathers
thought that they now had their canal. But soon a
fungoid weed began to grow profusely in the canal
bed, prevent ing the passage of boats. Al l sor ts of
remedies were suggested. Acid was poured in; but
the weed , a f te r d i sappear ing fo r a t ime , began to
grow again more thickly than ever. The attempt was
made to hack at the weed and uproot it; but soon it
g r e w b a c k a s s t r o n g a s e v e r. T h e n s o m e b r i g h t
person suggested that willow trees be planted on the
banks of the canal, and soon the weed disappeared
f o r g o o d . T h e r e a s o n s i m p l y w a s t h i s , t h a t t h e
n o u r i s h m e n t t h a t o t h e r w i s e w o u l d h a v e f e d t h e w e e d
n o w w e n t t o s u s t a i n t h e w i l l o w t r e e s .

"Th is inc ident has i t s para l le l in rea l l i fe . The
s t o r y g o e s t h a t s o m e o f t h e c o m p a n i o n s o f t h e
venerable Bede, at his monastery at Monkwearmouth
in northeastern England, came to him one day and
said: 'Father, we are harassed by many temptations,
wh ich appea l to us so o f ten and so s t rong ly tha t
they give us no rest . You seem to l ive untroubled
by these things and we want to know your secret.
Don't those temptations which harass our souls ever
appeal to you? Do they never come knocking at the
door of your heart?' The old saint l istened, smiled,
a n d s a i d : ' I d o k n o w s o m e t h i n g o f t h e t h i n g s o f
which you speak. The temptat ions that t rouble you
do come making their appeal to me. But when those
temptations knock at the door of my heart, Ialways
answer, 'This place is occupied' and that is the end
of i t . ' John Newton, the wel l -known hymn-wr i ter of
the eighteenth century, used to say that two things
kept him out of hell in his early days: his early and
life-long love of Mary Catlett (the woman he subse¬
quently married) and his early and lifelong love of
good books."10)
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P a u l w r o t e , " . . . t a k e e v e r y t h o u g h t c a p t i v e t o
obey Christ" (2 Cor. 10:5). To the church at Philippi
he wrote, "Finally, brethren, whatever is true, what¬
e v e r i s h o n o r a b l e , w h a t e v e r i s j u s t , w h a t e v e r i s
pu re , wha tever i s l ove ly, wha tever i s g rac ious , i f
there is any excellence, i f there is anything worthy
of praise, think about these things" (Phil. ^:8). Only
by keeping the mind full of good things is one able
to keep bad thoughts out which would lead to sin.

J e s u s p i c t u r e d s u c h a s i t u a t i o n i n o n e o f h i s
parables. He told of the unclean spirit being thrown
o u t o f a m a n . F i n d i n g n o r e s t h e r e t u r n s t o h i s
original house. He finds it empty, swept, and put in
o rde r. "Then he goes and b r i ngs w i t h h im seven
other spir i ts more evi l than himself, and they enter
a n d d w e l l t h e r e ; a n d t h e l a s t s t a t e o f t h a t m a n
b e c o m e s w o r s e t h a n t h e fi r s t . S o s h a l l i t b e a l s o

with this evil generation" (Mt. 12:45).
It was Spurgeon who once said, "Some tempta¬

t ions come to the indus t r ious , bu t a l l tempta t ions
attack the id le." I f your l i fe is not fi l led with good
things, Satan wi l l have specia l opportuni ty to lead
you in to temptat ion. Paul says, " . . .g ive no oppor¬
tunity to the devil" (Eph. 4:27), and that is best
done by filling our life with good things rather than
things such as anger (Eph. 4:26), impurity (Eph. 5:3),
or wine (Eph. 5:18).

I n t h e S h e p h e r d o f H e r m a s w e r e a d , " B u t a s
many as are ut ter ly empty, fear the devi l as i f he
had power....the devil cometh to all the servants of
God tempting them. As many then as are complete
in the faith, oppose him mightily, and he departeth
from them, not having aplace where he can find an
entrance. So he cometh next to the empty ones, and
finding aplace goeth into them, and further he
d o e t h w h a t h e w i l l e t h i n t h e m , a n d t h e y b e c o m e
submissive slaves to him."11) Do not give the devil
an entrance into your heart by keeping your soul,

3 4



A T H O R N I N Y O U R F L E S H

your heart, your mind, and your life filled with good
things.

9 . Look to God 's word for encouragement . The
Old Testament wisdom literature says, "The teaching
o f t h e w i s e i s a f o u n t a i n o f l i f e , t h a t o n e m a y
avoid the snares of death" (Prov. 13:14). David, a
man who knew the force of temptation, wrote, "...by
the word of thy l ips Ihave avoided the ways of the
violent" (Psa. 17:4). Psalms 119:165 is also helpful:
"Great peace have those who love thy law; nothing
can make them stumble."12) Many people know from
exper ience that a favor i te and appropr ia te scr ip ture
committed to memory can be just the aid one may
need to avoid fall ing into temptation.

The scr iptures help in another manner. Encour¬
agemen t can be f ound i n know ing o f o the rs who
have faced the same tempta t ions and have come
t h r o u g h t h e m v i c t o r i o u s . O n e s h o u l d t u r n t o t h e
B ib le and s tudy cha rac te rs such as Moses (Heb .
11:25), Joseph (Gen. 39:9), Daniel (Dan. 1:8; 6:10),
a n d D a n i e l ' s t h r e e f r i e n d s ( D a n . 3 : 1 6 - 1 8 ) . " T h e r e f o r e
since we are surrounded by so great acloud of
witnesses, let us also lay aside every weight, and sin
which clings so closely, and let us run with perse¬
verance the race tha t i s se t be fo re us " (Heb . 12 :1 ) .

10. Resist the devil. James says to fight tempta¬
tion by fight ing against the devi l : "Resist the devi l
and he wi l l flee f rom you" (Jas. 4:7). "For we are
not contending against flesh and blood, but against
the principalities, against the powers, against the
world rulers of this present darkness, against the
spiritual hosts of wickedness in the heavenly places"
(Eph. 6:12). And the Christian's armor for such a
battle is truth, righteousness, the gospel of peace,
faith, the word of God, and prayer (Eph. 6:13-18).

In the wri t ings of the Apostol ic Fathers we find
this interesting quote: "'Man, Sir,' Isay, 'is eager to
keep the commandments of God, and there is no one
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that asketh not of the Lord, that he may be streng¬
t h e n e d i n H i s c o m m a n d m e n t s , a n d b e s u b j e c t t o
t h e m ; b u t t h e d e v i l i s h a r d a n d o v e r m a s t e r e t h
t h e m . ' ' H e c a n n o t , ' s a i t h h e , ' o v e r m a s t e r t h e s e r ¬
vants of God, who set their hope on Him with their
whole hear t . The dev i l can wrest le wi th them, but
he cannot overthrow them. If then ye resist him, he
w i l l b e v a n q u i s h e d , a n d w i l l fl e e f r o m y o u d i s ¬
graced.”'13) Is not that awonderful expression of
t h e t r u t h w e fi n d i n t h e B i b l e t h a t S a t a n c a n n o t
overpower us . I f we de te rmine to figh t h im, then ,
we can defeat him. It is not an impossible struggle.

11 . Remember tha t the Lo rd has p laced a l im i t
on t emp ta t i on . "No t emp ta t i on has ove r t aken you
that is not common to man. God is faithful, and he
will not let you be tempted beyond your strength,
but with the temptation will also provide the way of
escape, that you may be able to endure it" (1 Cor.
10:13). In elevators you usually see asign posted
saying, "Load capacity—8 passengers" or some such
s i m i l a r n u m b e r . J u s t a s t h e e l e v a t o r h a s a l o a d
l imi t , God knows the temptat ion endurance l imi t of
e v e r y p e r s o n . H e w i l l n o t a l l o w a n y o n e t o b e
tempted beyond their l imit of resistance.

12. Use the preventive approach with temptation.
This approach works best in so many areas of l i fe.
For example, aman visi t ing in aforeign country
can take achance o f ca tch ing dysen te ry and then
t a k e m e d i c i n e f o r i t i f h e d o e s c a t c h i t . A b e t t e r

approach would be to take proper safeguards in his
choice of food and drinking water, so that hopefully
h e w i l l n o t c a t c h i t . T h e b e t t e r m e t h o d i s o b v i o u s .

In the Old Testament the preventive method was
often taught and used. Concerning the loose woman
the advise was, "Keep your way far f rom her, and
do not go near the door of her house" (Prov. 5:8).
W h y t a k e a r i s k ? " C a n a m a n c a r r y fi r e i n h i s
b o s o m a n d h i s c l o t h e s n o t b e b u r n e d ? O r c a n o n e
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w a l k u p o n h o t c o a l s a n d h i s f e e t n o t b e s c o r c h e d ? "
(Prov. 6:27-28). Do not pi tch your tent toward
Sodom, or you may barely escape as Lot d id, but
only at great loss to himself.

T h e p r e v e n t i v e a p p r o a c h i s s o i m p o r t a n t t h a t
desus said, "And i f your hand or your foot causes
y o u t o s i n , c u t i t o f f a n d t h r o w i t f r o m y o u ; i t i s
b e t t e r f o r y o u t o e n t e r l i f e m a i m e d o r l a m e t h a n
w i t h t w o h a n d s o r t w o f e e t t o b e t h r o w n i n t o t h e

e t e r n a l fi r e . A n d i f y o u r e y e c a u s e s y o u t o s i n ,
pluck i t out and throw i t f rom you; i t is better for
y o u t o e n t e r l i f e w i t h o n e e y e t h a n w i t h t w o e y e s
t o b e t h r o w n i n t o t h e h e l l o f fi r e " ( M t . 1 8 : 8 - 9 ) . O f
course, a l i tera l obedience to such apassage would
m a k e a h o s p i t a l o f t h e c h u r c h o v e r n i g h t . J e s u s ,
though no t wan t i ng th i s t o be taken l i t e ra l l y, d id
want it taken seriously.

Aperson should never place himself in precarious
situat ions where the wi l l to resist may not be able
to withstand the surrounding temptat ions. The story
i s o f t e n t o l d o f t h e r e f o r m e d a l c o h o l i c o u t W e s t
who t i ed h i s ho rse in f ron t o f abar eve ry day to
show h is s t rength . Adeacon in the church no t iced
th is and said, "George, Iam much o lder than you,
and wi l l be pardoned, Iknow, i f Imake asuggest ion
o u t o f m y w i d e r C h r i s t i a n e x p e r i e n c e . N o m a t t e r
how strong you think you are, take my advice and
at once change your hitching post." Another similar
s tory te l ls o f aman who a lso h i tched h is horse in
front of abar, and he soon returned to his drinking.

H a l l o c k t e l l s o f a m e m b e r o f a P u e r t o R i c a n
mission who went to amissionary and asked to be
re leased f rom the job o f t reasurer o f the Sunday
s c h o o l . H e e x p l a i n e d t h a t h e w o u l d s o o n b e
employed irregularly, since his factory was going to
r e d u c e i t s w o r k t i m e . H i s a p p r o a c h i n g n e e d f o r
money would tempt him too much, he fel t , to hold
the money bags fo r the Sunday schoo l . I t was a
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brave and very wise thing for him to do.
Trochilus, adisciple of Plato, is supposed to have

b a r e l y e s c a p e d f r o m a s t o r m a t s e a i n w h i c h h e
almost lost his l i fe. Upon arr iv ing at home he
i m m e d i a t e l y h a d h i s s e r v a n t s c o v e r u p t h e t w o
w i n d o w s o f h i s h o u s e t h a t f a c e d t h e s e a . H e w a s
afraid that on some nice, calm, sunny day he would
see the tranquil ocean and would be tempted to sail
aga in , maybe to the l oss o f h i s l i f e . Th i s i s t he
p r e v e n t i v e a p p r o a c h w h e r e o n e d o e s a l l h e c a n t o
remove the temptation from his presence.

Aman is said to have applied for avacant posi¬
t i on o f p i l o t on aMiss i ss ipp i s teamer many yea rs
ago. The owner looked a t h im and sa id , "Do you
know about the river—where the snags are, and so
o n ? " " W e l l , I ' m p r e t t y w e l l a c q u a i n t e d w i t h t h e
r i v e r, " t h e m a n r e p l i e d , " b u t w h e n y o u c o m e i n
talking about snags, Idon't know exactly where they

“You don ' t know where the snags are ! " sa id
the owner in surprise. "Then how do you expect to
get aposit ion as the pi lot of this boat?" "Well, sir,"
the app l i can t sa id g r inn ing , " I may no t know jus t
where the snags are , bu t you can depend on my
knowing where they ain ' t , and that 's where Icalcu¬
late to do my sailing." If you are beset with temp¬
tation, calculate on doing your sailing where temp¬
tation is not so strong.

13. Look to the example of Christ. When temp¬
tation is strong and there is fear of succumbing to
it, you should remember the example of Christ. "For
we have not ahigh priest who is unable to sympa¬
th ize w i th our weaknesses, bu t one who in every
respect has been tempted as we are , ye t w i thout
sinning" (Heb. U:15). The comfort is that Christ had
to face the same temptat ions whi le he was in the
flesh, so he does understand what you are going
through in your hour of trial.

Having someone who understands is agreat help

a r e .
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i n i t s e l f . F o r e x a m p l e , t h e r e w a s a m a n i n a n
i m p o r t a n t p o s i t i o n i n w h i c h h e w a s t r u s t e d w i t h
large amounts of money. He was tempted to place
s o m e a s i d e f o r h i m s e l f a n d p u t i t i n h i s o w n
a c c o u n t . H e w a s s u r e t h a t t h e t h e f t w o u l d n o t b e
discovered for along time. He resisted, but he felt
he must talk to someone to work out the problem.
He went to the man who had held the job before
him. Instead of being shocked, the former employee
pu t h i s hand on h i s shou lde r and sa id ,
exactly how you feel. Iwent through it all myself
when Ioccupied your position." Just having someone
who understood is what helped him.

14. Trust in the Lord and he will help you. This
may sound trite at first as if it is nothing more
than apious platitude, but the scriptures teach this.
The writer to the Hebrews wrote, "For because he
himself has suffered and been tempted, he is able to
help those who are tempted" (Heb. 2:18). As Wilson

W h e n a m a n r e s i s t s s i n o n h u m a n
motives only, he will not hold out long."

In the hour of my distress.
When temptations me oppress.
And when Imy sins confess,

Sweet Spirit comfort me! 1^1)

I k n o w

said,o n c e
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' H e n c e f o r t h l e t n o m a n t r o u b l e m e ; f o r I b e a r o n
my body the marks of Jesus.

— G a l a t i a n s 6 : 1 7

"We are afflicted in every way, but not crushed;
perplexed, but not driven to despair; persecuted, but
not forsaken; struck down, but not destroyed; always
carrying in the body the death of Jesus, so that the
life of Jesus may also be manifested in our bodies.
For while we l ive we are always being given up to
death for Jesus' sake, so that the life of Jesus may
be mani fes ted in our mor ta l flesh. So death is a t
work in us, but life in you.

— 2 C o r i n t h i a n s 4 : 8 - 1 2

The opinion that Paul's thorn in the flesh was
persecution has been awidespread one.
could explain 2Corinthians 12:7-10, but it would not
fit very well in Galatians 4:12-15. Would Paul pray
three times for persecution to be removed? Did not

Indeed a l l who des i re t o l i ve agod ly

P e r s e c u t i o n

P a u l w r i t e ,
life in Christ Jesus will be persecuted" (2 Tim.
3:12)? Was not Paul surely aware of the teaching of
Jesus on the blessings of persecution: "Blessed are
those who are persecuted for righteousness' sake, for
theirs is the kingdom of heaven" {Mt. 5:10)? Did not
P a u l s a y,
tent with weaknesses, insults, hardships, persecutions,
and calamities; for when 1am weak,
strong" (2 Cor. 12:10)? The proximity of this last
verse to the passage telling of the thorn in Paul's
flesh might imply that Paul's thorn was persecution

F o r t h e s a k e o f C h r i s t , t h e n , 1 a m c o n -

t h e n I a m
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(2 Cor. 12:7). If persecution was Paul's thorn in the
flesh, though, it certainly could not be Paul's "bodily
ailment" (Gal. 4:12-15). Persecution is something one
migh t boas t abou t , ye t Pau l ' s bod i l y a i lmen t was
someth ing fo r wh ich the Gala t ians wou ld normal ly
have scorned or despised him.

Whether or not Paul's thorn in the flesh was per¬
secut ion, persecut ion is aprob lem for many today.
Much time could be spent in this chapter telling of
the persecution of the early church, but no one in
A m e r i c a h a s t o f a c e t h i s t y p e o f p r o b l e m . M u c h
space could be devoted to telling of the persecutions
tha t Chr i s t i ans a re hav ing to face in fo re ign
countries, especially those under Communist domina¬
t ion or r ight-wing dictators. Again, though, few
readers o f th is book have to face such prob lems.
The main type of persecution that the average
Christ ian faces today is l i t t le more than slander or
rejection from one's peers. Although this is much
easier to bear than persecutions such as Paul faced,
it is, nevertheless, aproblem with which to contend.

When faced with persecut ion, s lander, or oppo¬
sition in living the Christian life, the first thing to
do is to remember that persecut ion is common to
God's people. From the early days of Old Testament
history to the end of the book of Revelat ion, f rom
the events surrounding the beginning of the church
to present day newspaper headl ines, God's people
have had to face persecution. Stephen, whom himself
was martyred, asked, "Which of the prophets did not
your fa thers persecute? And they k i l led those who
announced beforehand the coming of the Righteous
One, whom you have now betrayed and murdered"
(Acts 7:52). The church in the early days was every¬
where "spoken against" (Acts 28:22). To quote Paul
again, "Indeed all who desire to live agodly life in
Christ 3esus will be persecuted" (2 Tim. 3:12). Peter
told his readers, "Beloved, do not be surprised at
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t h e fi e r y o r d e a l w h i c h c o m e s u p o n y o u t o p r o v e y o u ,
as though something strange were happening to you"
(1 Pet. 4:12). John wrote, "Do not wonder, brethren,
that the world hates you" (1 Jn. 3:13).

P e r s e c u t i o n h a s b e e n t h e c o m m o n l o t o f G o d ' s
people for centuries. The Old Testament prophets
were persecuted. The New Testament apostles were
persecuted. Jesus himself was persecuted and cruci¬
fied. Throughout history the church has suffered
m a n y d i f f e r e n t w a v e s o f p e r s e c u t i o n . T h r o u g h o u t
t h e s e d i f fi c u l t t i m e s , C h r i s t i a n s h a v e r e a l i z e d t h a t
they were following in the footsteps of Jesus and
declaring their devotion to him by their sacrifices.
Peter explains the example we should look toward:
"For to th is you have been cal led, because Chr ist
also suffered for you, leaving you an example, that
you should follow in his steps" UPet. 2:21).

John, maybe more than any other New Testament
writer, brings out the relationship between Jesus'
sufferings and those of his disciples. He quotes Jesus
as saying, "If the world hates you, know that ith a s
hated me before it hated you. If you were of t h e
wor ld , the wor ld wou ld love i t s own; bu t because
you are not of the world, but Ichose you out of
t h e w o r l d
15:18-19). Later Jesus prays, "I have given them thy
word; and the world has hated them because they
are not of the world,even as I am not of t h e
world....They are not of the world, even as I am n o t
o f the wor ld " ( Jn . 17 :14 , 16 ) . La te r John h imse l f
writes, "The reason why the world does not know us
is that it did not know him" (1 Jn. 3:1).

T h e t r u t h o f t h e s e v e r s e s h a s b e e n s u m m a r i z e d
well by William Barclay: "The world suspects people
who are d i f ferent . That comes out in the s implest
things. One of the commonest things in the world
nowadays is an umbrella; but when Jonas Hanway
tried to introduce the umbrella into England and

(Jn.t h e r e f o r e t h e w o r l d h a t e s y o u '
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walked down the street beneath one he was pelted
w i t h s t o n e s a n d d i r t . H e w a s i n f a c t p e r s e c u t e d . I n
the early days of the Boy's Brigade, the boys who
m a r c h e d d o w n t h e s t r e e t i n u n i f o r m w e r e o f t e n

attacked and pelted with stones and garbage. Anyone
w h o i s d i f f e r e n t , w h o w e a r s d i f f e r e n t c l o t h e s , w h o
has different ideas is automatically suspect. He may
be regarded as an eccentr ic or as amadman or a
danger; but l i fe wil l not be comfortable for him.

"The wor ld acu te ly d is l i kes peop le whose l i ves
are acondemnation of i t . I t is in fact dangerous to
be good . The c lass ic ins tance o f tha t i s the fa te
which befell Aristides in Athens.He w a s c a l l e d
Arist ides the dust; and yet he was banished. When
one of the citizens was asked why he had voted for
t h e b a n i s h m e n t o f A r i s t i d e s , h e a n s w e r e d : ' B e c a u s e I
am t i r ed o f hea r i ng h im a lways ca l l ed t he Jus t . '
That was why men ki l led Socrates; they cal led him
the human gadfly. He was always compelling men to
think and to examine themselves, and m e n h a t e d
that and hated him and ki l led him. I t is dangerous
to have and to pract ice ahigher standard than the
s t a n d a r d o f t h e w o r l d . N o w a d a y s a m a n c a n b e
persecuted even for working too hard or too long.

"To put i t a t i ts w idest—the wor ld a lways sus¬
pects nonconformity. The world likes ap a t t e r n ; i t
likes to be able to label a person and t o c l a s s i f y
h im and t o pu t h im i n ap igeon -ho le . And anyone
who does not conform to the pat tern wi l l cer ta in ly
m e e t t r o u b l e . I t i s e v e n s a i d t h a t i f a h e n w i t h d i f ¬

ferent markings is put into ahen run where al l the
hens are the same, the other hens will peck her to
d e a t h .

" T h e b a s i c d e m a n d o n t h e C h r i s t i a n i s t h e
demand that the Christ ian should have the courage
to be different. To be different is dangerous, but no
man can be aChrist ian unless he accepts that r isk,
f o r t h e r e w i l l b e a d i f f e r e n c e b e t w e e n t h e m a n o f
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t h e w o r l d a n d t h e m a n o f C h r i s t . " ! )
S ince pe rsecu t i on i s ce r ta in t o be the fa te o f

those who seek to be t ru ly Chr is t ian, what should
you do to face i t? Total ly avoiding i t would take a
sacr ifice of your pr inc ip les, so that so lut ion is not
appropriate. The answer, then, would seem to begin
with your realization of the blessings of persecution.
3esus himself taught, "Blessed are those who are
persecuted for r ighteousness' sake, for theirs is the
kingdom of heaven. Blessed are you when men revile
you and persecute you and utter all kinds of evil
against you falsely on my account. Rejoice and be
glad, for your reward is great in heaven, for so men
persecuted the prophets who were before you" (Mt.
5 :10-12 ; c f . Lk . 6 :22-23 ; 1Pet . 3 :14-17 ; 4 :14 , 16 ;
Jas. 1:12). "How," you may ask, "can persecution be
considered ablessing?"

Persecution can help you to truly know yourself.
Peter apparently thought he was atower of strength
until persecution revealed just how weak he really
was. Especially illustrative of this, though, is the
story o f ayoung man in t ra in ing for the Army
r e s e r v e s . H e a n d o t h e r s w e r e o u t i n t h e w i l d e r n e s s
for days on half-starvation diets. Previously he had
thought that if he had only one can of rations left,
he would surely share i t with afr iend who had
none. When this situation actually came up, however,
he decided against sharing his last can of food. He
would keep i t for h imsel f and would eat i t in
privacy later. As it turned out, his friend stole it
f r o m h i m b e f o r e h e c o u l d e a t i t . A r e a l t e s t w i l l
show our strength or weakness and help us to know
o u r s e l v e s .

Persecution will help you to know the real values
in l i fe . Moses a f fo rds us w i th an example o f one
who in the face of persecution chose true riches:
"By faith Moses, when he was grown up, refused to
be called the son of Pharoah's daughter, choosing
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rather to share i l l-treatment with the people of God
t h a n t o e n j o y t h e fl e e t i n g p l e a s u r e o f s i n . H e
co n s i d e r e d a b u se su f f e r e d f o r t h e C h r i s t g r e a te r
wealth than the treasures of Egypt, for he looked to
the reward " (Heb . 11 :24 -26 ) .

P e r s e c u t i o n g i v e s y o u a s p e c i a l o p p o r t u n i t y t o
demons t ra te you r fa i t h . Pau l sa id he commended
himself in every way as aservant of Christ . Among
those ways he l i s ted a f fl i c t i ons , ha rdsh ips , ca la¬
mities, beatings, and imprisonments (2 Cor. 6:4-5).
T h e s e t r i a l s w e r e e v i d e n c e o f h i s d e v o t i o n t o C h r i s t .
The story is told of aman who enlisted in the army
af te r hav ing been the p reacher o f asma l l church .
Because of this background he was often r idiculed.
H e w a s p u r p o s e l y a s s i g n e d t h e t a s k o f c l e a n i n g
latrines. Instead of returning evil for evil, he did his
work cheerfully and well. When he was provoked, his
a t t i t u d e w a s n o t o n e o f r e s e n t m e n t . E v e n t u a l l y t h e
men began to turn to h im wi th thei r problems. He
finally taught many of them about Christ.

Persecution can make you depend more upon the
L o r d . P a u l s a i d , " F o r t h e s a k e o f C h r i s t , t h e n , I a m
content with weaknesses, insults, hardships, perse¬
c u t i o n s , a n d c a l a m i t i e s ; f o r w h e n I a m w e a k , t h e n I
am strong" (2 Cor. 12:10). When we see our own
weaknesses, it should cause us to depend more upon
the power and strength of Chr ist . Once Paul even
fe l t tha t dea th was near fo r h im, bu t a f te r be ing
d e l i v e r e d h e c o n c l u d e d , " . . . t h a t w a s t o m a k e u s r e l y
n o t o n o u r s e l v e s b u t o n G o d " ( 2 C o r . 1 : 9 ) . A s
A b r a h a m L i n c o l n s a i d , " 1 h a v e o f t e n b e e n d r i v e n t o
my knees in prayer because Ihad nowhere else to
go." Often it takes persecution or some sort of dif¬
fi c u l t y t o m a k e o u r s t u b b o r n h e a r t s r e a l i z e t h a t w e
n e e d G o d .

Persecut ion is ablessing for one specia l reason
more than any other. In persecution we are showing
o u r c o r p o r a t e a f fi l i a t i o n a s a p a r t o f t h e b o d y o f
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Christ. Peter said that when persecutions come our
w a y, w e s h o u l d " r e j o i c e i n s o f a r a s y o u s h a r e
Christ's sufferings" (1 Pet. 4:13). Paul said we are
fe l l ow he i r s w i t h Ch r i s t , p rov ided "we su f fe r w i t h
h i m i n o r d e r t h a t w e m a y a l s o b e g l o r i fi e d w i t h
him" (Rom. 8:17; c f . Phi l . 3 :10) . Everyone, as our
Lord told us, must pick up his own cross in order to
f o l l o w h i m .

Mus t Jesus bear the c ross a lone .
And all the world go free?
N o , t h e r e ' s a c r o s s f o r e v ' r y o n e .
A n d t h e r e ' s a c r o s s f o r m e . 2 )

A n d i t w a s I s a a c Wa t t s w h o w r o t e ,

M u s t I b e c a r r i e d t o t h e s k i e s .
On flowery beds of ease.

While others fought to win the prize,
And sailed through bloody seas?

Sure Imus t figh t i f Iwou ld re ign :
Increase my courage. Lord!

I'll bear the toil, endure the pain,
Supported by Thy word.3)

One o f t he mos t fasc ina t i ng s ta temen ts i n the
Bible that speaks of our sharing in the suffering of
Christ is Colossians 1:24: "Now Irejoice in my suf¬
f e r i n g s f o r y o u r s a k e , a n d i n m y fl e s h I c o m p l e t e
what i s lack ing in Chr is t ' s a ffl ic t ions fo r the sake
of his body, that is, the church." Upon first reading
the verse one is almost shocked. You may wonder,
" In wha t manner i s Chr i s t ' s su f fe r i ng i ncomp le te?
What could be lacking in the death of the one who
paid i t a l l fo r my s ins?" You wonder in what way
the work of atonement needs supplementing.

The difficulty is resolved if we consider the suf¬
fer ings of Chr is t f rom two di fferent points of v iew.
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They have the i r sacr ific ia lAs L ight foot words i t ,
efficacy, and they have their ministerial utility."^f)
Cer ta in ly what i s lack ing in Jesus ' su f fe r ings has
nothing to do with their sacrificial efficacy. On the
o t h e r h a n d w e s h o u l d n o t g o t o t h e e x t r e m e o f
some in oppos i t ion to Catho l ic thought and t ry to
"wrest the sense of the words."5) They plainly say
that in some manner Paul makes up what is lacking
in Christ's sufferings.

The only viable alternative is the ministerial util¬
ity of Christ's sacrifice. From this aspect the atone¬
ment is incomplete and lacking. I t is necessary for
the church to spread the good news of the death of
C h r i s t t o t h e w o r l d . O t h e r w i s e t h e c r o s s i s i n e f ¬

fect ive. As the church grows, as the gospel is
spread, and as the truth of the love of God shown
a t C a l v a r y i s p r o c l a i m e d , t h e r e w i l l b e r e p e a t e d
acts of suffering on the part of Christians in order
to attain these goals. The words of apopular poem
express the thought very well:

C h r i s t h a s n o h a n d s b u t o u r h a n d s
To d o H i s w o r k t o d a y ;

H e h a s n o f e e t b u t o u r f e e t

To l e a d m e n i n H i s w a y ;
He has no tongue but our tongues

To t e l l m e n h o w H e d i e d ;
He has no help but our help

To bring them to His side.

We are the only Bible
T h e c a r e l e s s w o r l d w i l l r e a d ;

We are the sinner's gospel,
We a r e t h e s c o f f e r ' s c r e e d ;

We are the Lord's last message
G i v e n i n d e e d a n d w o r d —

W h a t i f t h e l i n e i s c r o o k e d ?

What if the type is blurred?
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What i f our hands are busy
W i t h o t h e r w o r k t h a n H i s ?

What if our feet are walking
W h e r e s i n ' s a l l u r e m e n t i s ?

What if our tongues are speaking
Of things His lips would spurn?

How can we hope to help Him
U n l e s s f r o m H i m w e l e a r n ? 6 )

These, then, are some of the blessings you can
rece ive f rom persecut ion; the oppor tun i ty to rea l ly
know yoursel f , the encouragement to know what is
of real value in l i fe, the opportunity to demonstrate
your faith, the prompting to make you depend more
upon the Lord, and the pr iv i lege of shar ing in the
su f fe r ings o f Chr is t . I f you must face persecu t ion
for the cause of Christ, you should rejoice that you
" w e r e c o u n t e d w o r t h y t o s u f f e r d i s h o n o r f o r t h e
name" (Acts 5:^1). Now that we have examined why
p e r s e c u t i o n c a n b e a b l e s s i n g i n d i s g u i s e , l e t u s
review some things to do in order to overcome per¬
s e c u t i o n .

First, you should study the great passages in the
Bible that deal with persecution. The greatest of all
o f t h e s e m a y b e t h e b o o k o f R e v e l a t i o n . I t w a s
w r i t t e n t o C h r i s t i a n s a t a t i m e w h e n t h e R o m a n

Emp i re was pe rsecu t i ng Ch r i s t i ans j us t f o r be ing
C h r i s t i a n s . T h e w h o l e t h e m e o f t h e b o o k o f R e v e l a ¬
t i o n i s t h a t g o o d w i l l e v e n t u a l l y w i n o v e r e v i l ,
a l though at the t ime i t may appear otherwise. The
message is to remain fa i thful even to the point of
death (Rev. 2:10). Likewise you can study the l ives
and examples of others l ike Old Testament prophets
who had to face persecution. Most of al l study the
l i fe of Jesus Christ . Seeing how others have been
v i c to r i ous aga ins t ev i l w i l l i n sp i r e you . As B ruce
Barton said, "Before you give up hope, turn back
and read the attacks that were made upon Lincoln."
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Another way to respond to persecution is to pray
for the one persecuting you. 3esus gave the com¬
mand to "Love your enemies and pray for those who
p e r s e c u t e y o u " ( M t . 5 : 4 4 ) . L u k e r e c o r d s h i m a s
saying, "Love your enemies, do good to those who
hate you, bless those who curse you, pray for those
who abuse you" (Lk. 6:27-28).7)

A C h r i s t i a n i s e x p e c t e d t o m a k e s a c r i fi c e s f o r
the cause of Christ. Paul writes, in almost shocking
language, "When reviled, we bless; when persecuted,
we endure; when slandered, we try to conciliate; we
h a v e b e c o m e , a n d a r e n o w , a s t h e r e f u s e o f t h e
world, the offscouring of all things" (1 Cor. 4:12-13).
Paul uses two words here that are extremely intrig¬
uing and i l lus t ra t ive. F i rs t , he says Chr is t ians are
t h e " r e f u s e " o f t h e w o r l d . T h e t e r m " r e f u s e " r e f e r s
t o t h e d i r t o r r e f u s e t h a t i s r e m o v e d f r o m a v e s s e l
w h e n i t i s c l e a n s e d o n t h e i n s i d e . T h e t e r m " o f f -

scour ing" refers to the dir t or fi l th that is scraped
or scoured off adir ty vessel.8) Barclay translates i t
ve ry g raph i ca l l y : "We have been t rea ted l i ke t he
scum of the earth, like the dregs of all things."9)
T h e T E V r e n d e r s i t : " W e a r e n o m o r e t h a n t h i s

wor ld 's garbage; we are the scum of the ear th to
this very hour!"10) Other translations are very simi¬
l a r .

What does Paul mean by such degrading terms?
T h e l a t t e r w o r d " h a d b e c o m e m o r e a n d m o r e a t e r m

of polite self-deprecation, common enough in every¬
day speech."! 1) These words, then, could very well
mean l i t t le more than any common term of humi l¬
ity. There is ahistory behind these words, however,
which could have influenced Paul's usage here. There
was an ancient custom among the Greeks of Athens
to throw the most worthless person into the sea to
a v e r t t h e p l a g u e , a f a m i n e , o r o t h e r t r o u b l e s . I t
b e c a m e a n a n n u a l c u s t o m t o m a k e a h u m a n s a c r i fi c e

fo r the benefi t o f the res t o f the peop le , say ing .
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" B e o u r o f f s c o u r i n g . " T h u s , t h e w o r d c a n m e a n
"ransom, scapegoat, or sacrifice."12) In fact, one of
t h e w o r d s i s u s e d i n t h e s e n s e o f a " r a n s o m " i n t h e
L X X o f P r o v e r b s 2 1 : 1 8 .

Paul is teaching Christians that because they are
suffering persecution for righteousness sake in order
to spread the gospel, they are aransom or sacrifice
f o r t h e r e s t o f t h e w o r l d . B y t h i s w e s h o u l d n o t
th ink tha t th i s su f fe r ing has any a ton ing va lue in
the sense that Christ's suffering did, but through the
suffering of the church, we complete what is lacking
i n C h r i s t ' s a f fl i c t i o n s ( C o l . 1 : 2 4 ) . C h r i s t ' s m i s s i o n i s
to "reconcile to himself all things" (Col. 1:20); and
th i s i s be ing done no t on l y t h rough wha t he has
already accomplished, but through the mission of the
church. It is "through the church" that God's plan is
be ing revea led . Wi thou t the church , Chr is t as the
head is incomplete, for he has no body. The church
as the body o f Chr is t i s " the fu lness o f h im who
fills all in all" (Eph. 1:23). Our sufferings and afflic¬
tions in persecution are an extension of what Christ
has already done, not in their efficacy, but in their
min is ter ia l u t i l i ty.

Persecut ion can be ablessing to the church. As
aresult of persecution the early Christ ians scattered
e v e r y w h e r e p r e a c h i n g t h e w o r d . " T h e b l o o d o f
m a r t y r s i s t h e s e e d o f t h e c h u r c h , " w e h a v e o f t e n
heard. Persecution, though it may deplete the ranks
o f t h e c h u r c h a t t i m e s , u s u a l l y r e s u l t s i n a n
increase in dedication and strength. It is anecessary
tes t in th is l i fe . Persecut ion and su f fe r ing are an
essential part of God's plan for the church, dust as
Christ showed the love of God to the world through
his sacrificial suffering and death, the church as the
body of Christ must fol low his example. Such acal l
is not an easy call, but it is the call of eternal life.

The only real problem with this discussion is the
o n e w e m e n t i o n e d a t t h e o u t s e t . M o s t m i d d l e c l a s s
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American Christians do not really know what perse¬
cution is except in avery minor way. This could be
considered awonderful blessing, but it also might be
a r e a s o n f o r t h e a b s e n c e o f p o w e r w i t h i n t h e
church. Pierre Berton has asked some troubling ques¬
t i o n s i n t h i s r e g a r d : " W h y i s i t t h a t t h e C h u r c h
today i s a f ra id to speak loud ly and w i th a rad ica l
vo ice? Perhaps i t is because the Church, l ike too
m a n y o f i t s m e m b e r s , i s a f r a i d t o l o o k r i d i c u l o u s . I t
ought to be making front-page headlines regularly by
advocating what is absolutely counter to the general
t h r u s t o f s o c i e t y ; b u t i t d o e s n o t d o s o . H o w m a n y
Christian ministers today go to jail for their beliefs?
How many make the k ind o f phys ica l p ro tes t tha t
p u t s t h e m o u t s i d e t h e b o u n d s o f t h e s o c i a l o r d e r ?
. . .The inst i tu t ion of re l ig ion, which once generated
its own values, now merely gives its blessings to the
majority-held values of the community around it ."13)
T h e c h u r c h c a n b e c o m e m e r e l y a p r e s e r v e r a n d
conserver of the status-quo rather than being on the
cutt ing edge of change for truth and just ice. When
Chr is t ians a re what they shou ld be , there w i l l be
persecution and rejection by the world. It may begin
w i t h j o k i n g o r m a k i n g f u n o f C h r i s t i a n s o r t h e i r
beliefs, but persecution will come.

When Ifeel that scornful glare.
When awrong I'm made to bear,
E'en from those Iknow in prayer;

Sweet Spirit comfort me!
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According to some Paul's thorn in the flesh was
guilt over his former actions when he persecuted the
church. Paul h imsel f wrote, " I am the least of the
apostles, because Ipersecuted the church of God" (1
Cor. 15:9). In writ ing to Timothy he said, "The
saying is sure and wor thy and of fu l l acceptance,
t h a t C h r i s t J e s u s c a m e i n t o t h e w o r l d t o s a v e
s i n n e r s . A n d I a m f o r e m o s t o f s i n n e r s " ( 1 T i m . 1 : 1 5 ) .

T o t h i n k t h a t P a u l ' s t h o r n i n t h e fl e s h w a s t h e
haunting memory of his former days does not fit the
descr ip t ion o f the thorn very we l l , however. A lso ,
such an idea does no t fi t the image o f Pau l
portrayed to us through his writings. Paul did say he
was the least of the apostles, since he persecuted
t h e c h u r c h o f G o d , b u t h e f o l l o w e d t h a t s t a t e m e n t
in this way: "But by the grace of God Iam what I
am, and his grace toward me was not in vain" (1
Cor. 15:10). Yes, Paul did claim to be the foremost
o f s i n n e r s , b u t h e f o l l o w e d t h a t c l a i m w i t h a d e c ¬
laration of peaceful assurance: "I received mercy for
t h i s r e a s o n , t h a t i n m e , a s t h e f o r e m o s t , J e s u s
C h r i s t m i g h t d i s p l a y h i s p e r f e c t p a t i e n c e f o r a n
example to those who were to be l ieve in h im fo r
eternal life" (1 Tim. 1:16). Although Paul had done
many things wrong, he knew the sweet blessing of
being forgiven by God.

G u i l t , t h o u g h , i s a t h o r n i n t h e fl e s h f o r m a n y
peop le in the wor ld today. The admin is t ra to r o f a
large menta l hospi ta l in London once to ld aBr i t ish
p r e a c h e r, " I f t h e p e o p l e h e r e o n l y k n e w w h a t i t
means to be forg iven, Icould d ismiss hal f o f them
a t o n c e . " M a n y a g r e e w i t h A l f r e d K o r z y b s k i t h a t
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"God may forgive your sins, but your nervous system
won't." R. D. Ice explains how guilt affects us:
"There is much guilt and agreat need for forgive¬
ness. Much of the emotional stress which people feel
is due to their sense of guilt. Guilt becomes a
crushing weight on their back, and each day they
face anxiety and worry resulting from this. Guilt
c a n w a r p a p e r s o n t o t h e p o i n t w h e r e l i f e i t s e l f
cannot be enjoyed. Guilt can cause aperson to feel
they are 'different ' somehow and that everyone
k n o w s t h e i r ' s e c r e t . ' G u i l t c a n c a u s e a p e r s o n t o
become their own worst enemy, and in the depths of
despair—to defeat themselves."!)

"Gu i l t se rves apu rpose and i s va luab le to the
Christian—but only when properly handled. The devil
can use guilt to destroy your soul—if your relation¬
ship to God is not right. If you cannot look to God
as your Father with deep confidence in the abundant
life you have in Christ—the devil can fill your heart
with despair."2) As Paul explained, "For godly grief
produces a repentance tha t leads to sa lva t ion and
brings no regret, but worldly grief produces death"
(2 Cor. 7:10).

Agood example of how guilt can either lead us
to do better or turn us to despair is that of Peter
and 3udas. Peter was sorry and guilty for what he
h a d d o n e , b u t h e a l l o w e d t h a t t o c a u s e h i m t o l i v e
even better for the Lord. Judas allowed his grief to
t u r n t o d e s p a i r, a n d h e w e n t o u t a n d c o m m i t t e d
s u i c i d e . W e n e e d t h e a t t i t u d e o f P e t e r a n d P a u l
where we realize that we are sinners, but we also
realize that God forgives.

"The ability to feel guilt," Dan Eubanks explains,
"was intended by God for our good and never for
our harm. It is 'religiously healthy,' and is intended
t o s e r v e a s a t e m p o r a r y p a i n w h i c h w i l l t u r n u s
back in the right direction and then be resolved."3)
I n f a c t s o m e i n t h e m e n t a l h e a l t h fi e l d c r i t i c i z e
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cer ta in methods as t ry ing to br ing the consc ience
down to the same level as one's behavior. The goal
seems to be to enable individuals to do anything
they want without being bothered by it.4)

Instead the only way to have ahappy, gui l t - f ree
life is to live alife that is good.5) If people im¬
prove their lifestyle morally, they remove guilt by
l iv ing up to thei r consciences. To ignore our con¬
sciences is to face the consequences. I f we break
the laws of God, those laws bring unpleasant results.
I f we jump out o f a tenth-s tory window, we do not
b r e a k t h e l a w o f g r a v i t y. I t b r e a k s u s . L i k e w i s e
guilt is anatural consequence of sin. Guilt is useful
in directing us toward right living.6)

Too many peop le in the church , though, su f fe r
f rom unreso lved gu i l t . Many have emot iona l scars
f rom gui l t that s t i l l br ing pain. These people have
done what is necessary for the forgiveness of s in,
but they still feel unforgiven. They are not guilty
be fo re God , bu t they fee l gu i l t y regard less . Mos t
preachers have to dea l w i th peop le who fee l fo r¬
given though they have not done what is necessary
for forgiveness, but the reverse problem is becoming
a l l t o o c o m m o n .

In asurvey by Dan Eubanks, 26 of 39 preachers
answered "Yes " t o t he ques t i on , "Do you be l i eve
u n r e s o l v e d g u i l t i s a s i g n i fi c a n t p r o b l e m i n t h e
church today?" In response to the same question, 51
of 72 church members said, "Yes." Some said, "Very
d e fi n i t e l y ! " W h e n a s k e d , " D o y o u fi n d i t h a r d t o
forgive yourself?" 57 of 72 members of the church
polled replied, "Yes," Can we hide our heads in the
sand and deceive ourselves into thinking that unre¬
so lved gu i l t i s no t aprob lem? We wou ld expec t i t
to be aproblem outside the body of Christ, because
i t i s u n r e s o l v e d t h e r e , b u t w i t h i n t h e b o d y o f C h r i s t
we wou ld t h i nk t ha t un reso l ved gu i l t wou ld be a
tr iv ia l d i fficul ty rarely encountered.
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One preacher stood up and asked aBible class,
"How many of you know you are saved?" Only two
o f a b o u t fi f t y r a i s e d t h e i r h a n d . " T h a t i s j u s t
b e c a u s e t h e y d i d n o t w a n t t o r a i s e t h e i r h a n d i n
p u b l i c , " y o u r e s p o n d . B u t i n a p r i v a t e , w r i t t e n
s u r v e y, fi f t y m e m b e r s o f t h e c h u r c h d e s c r i b e d t h e i r
entrance into heaven in phrases such as "by the skin
o f m y t e e t h " w h i l e s e v e n t e e n d e s c r i b e d i t a s " a n
abundant entrance." The latter phrase is found in 2
Pet . 1 :11, but the overwhelming major i ty preferred
"by the sk in o f my teeth , " maybe th ink ing o f
passages such as Luke 17 :10 o r 1Pe te r 4 :18 .

Norman Vincent Peale expla ins the way people
r e a s o n a n d h i s a p p r o a c h f o r h e l p i n g t h e m w i t h
unresolved guilt. He explains that some people be¬
c o m e a c c u s t o m e d t o a g u i l t c o m p l e x . T h o u g h i t
sounds strange, some people find i t d i fficul t to let
go of guilt—even though that guilt is unpleasant.
People want to feel forgiven, but they often reject
the freedom of forgiveness.

S o m e t i m e s a n i n d i v i d u a l w i l l c o n f e s s h i s s i n a n d

experience the relief of forgiveness. Soon, though,
you may observe him still feeling guilty and desiring
to confess the same sin again. Soon this turns into a
cycle where he feels guilty, confesses, and then
fee ls a temporary peace o f m ind . Th is becomes a
c y c l e o f d e f e a t w h i c h m u s t b e b r o k e n . O n e s h o u l d
wa lk fo rward a f te r the exper ience o f re lease and
peace found i n f o rg i veness , no t backward i n to a
c i r c l e .

Peale tells of aman who repeatedly confessed
the same sin over to him. After this had happened
several times, Peale admonished him to stop the
cycle of defeat and never mention that sin again to
another person. Afew months later the man vis i ted
him. He said he had been able to put that sin
completely behind him. He mentioned apassage of
scripture which he had memorized: "Forgetting those
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th i ngs wh i ch a re beh ind and r each ing f o r t h un to
those things which are before" (Phil. 3:13-14).7) If
we continue to harbor our guilt after we have done
everything God requires for forgiveness, not only are
we doubt ing God, we are l iv ing a l i fe o f the past .
We are robbing ourselves of our future. Believe that
God will forgive you and then forgive yourself.

T h e r e w a s a S c o t c h m a n w h o h a d b e e n a t e r r i b l e

sinner, but he had changed his l i fe and become a
powerful preacher. One evening just before he rose
to speak , someone handed h im an enve lope . He
opened i t and found along l is t of s ins and cr imes
he had done in that very city. His first reaction was
the desire to run away in shame and guilt , but he
a c t e d d i f f e r e n t l y. H e b o l d l y s a i d , " F r i e n d s , I a m
accused of cr imes and sins committed in this very
c i t y. I w i l l r e a d t h e m t o y o u . " A f t e r r e a d i n g t h e
whole list he admitted, "I am guilty. You ask how I
dare come to you and speak of r ighteousness and
t r u t h , w i t h a l i s t o f c r i m e s l i k e t h a t a g a i n s t m y
name? Iwi l l te l l you: 'Th is is a fa i th fu l say ing, and
wor thy o f a l l accepta t ion , tha t Chr is t 3esus came
i n t o t h e w o r l d t o s a v e s i n n e r s ; o f w h o m I a m
c h i e f . 1 n

To r e m o v e t h e t h o r n o f g u i l t , y o u n e e d t o
bel ieve that God real ly forgives those who repent.
D a v i d o n c e w r o t e .

The Lord is merciful and gracious,
slow to anger and abounding in

s t e a d f a s t l o v e .

He w i l l no t a lways ch ide ,
nor will he keep his anger for ever.

He does not deal with us according to our sins
nor requite us according to our iniquities.

For as the heavens are high above the earth,
so great is his steadfast love toward those

w h o f e a r h i m ;
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as f a r as t he eas t i s f r om the wes t ,
so far does he remove our transgressions

f r o m u s .

As afather pit ies his chi ldren,
so the Lord pities those who fear him.

Fo r he knows ou r f r ame ;
h e r e m e m b e r s t h a t w e a r e d u s t .

(Psa. 103:8-14) .

The key phrase in this passage for our study is
David's explanation of how far God removes our sins
f rom us when he forg ives: "As far as the east is
f r o m t h e w e s t . " T h e e a r t h h a s a N o r t h a n d S o u t h

pole, but no East and West pole. The distance from
the North to the South pole can be measured, but
t h e d i s t a n c e f r o m E a s t t o W e s t o n e a r t h c a n n o t b e
measured. You can go all the way around the earth
adozen times and still be heading east—or west.

Similarly, you have heard the expression, "East is
East and West is West, and never the twain shal l
meet." The thought is that two cul tures can be so
d i f f e r e n t t h a t t h e r e w i l l n e v e r b e a n y r e s o l u t i o n
be tween them. Amiss ionary f r iend o f m ine quo ted
that expression as we sat in aMcDonald's restaurant
i n B a n g k o k , T h a i l a n d . T h i s m i s s i o n a r y s a i d h e
though t they may have fina l l y met . Dav id ' s po in t ,
though, should be reasurring. When God forgives, he
takes our sin far away from us.

God's forgiveness is descr ibed by Micah as the
casting of "al l our sins into the depths of the sea"
( M i c . 7 : 1 9 ) . A f e w s t a t i s t i c s a b o u t t h e o c e a n s o f t h e
world wil l serve to help us understand the depth of
God's forg iveness. Oceans cover over seventy per
c e n t o f t h e e a r t h ' s s u r f a c e . T h e A t l a n t i c O c e a n ' s
average depth is 14,000 feet with its greatest depth
near Puerto Rico at 28,374 feet. The Indian Ocean
has one trench near Java which is 25,344 feet below
t h e s u r f a c e . T h e P a c i fi c O c e a n c o v e r s m o r e t h a n a
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third of the surface of the earth and has an average
d e p t h o f 1 4 , 0 0 0 f e e t . T h e d e e p e s t s p o t i n t h e
Pacific is the Chal lenger Deep near Guam—36,198
f e e t b e l o w t h e s u r f a c e ! T h i s i s t h e d e e p e s t k n o w n
spot in any ocean. I f you dropped Mount Everes t
(29,028 feet) into this spot, the water would cover
i t by more than ami le ! So when M icah says fo r¬
giveness is like God casting our sins into the depth
of the seas, forgiveness is total and complete.8)

Another very important description of forgiveness
is that when God forgives, he forgets: "For Iwil l be
merci fu l toward thei r in iqui t ies, and Iwi l l remember
the i r s ins no more" (Heb. 8 :12; 10:17; Jer. 31:34;
Psa. 25:7; Ezek. 18:22; Isa. 43:25).

A s f a r a s t h e e a s t i s r e m o v e d f r o m t h e w e s t .
My sins are remembered no more;

Forever my soul is at perfect rest.
My sins are remembered no more.

Forgiven, forgotten, all cleansed in the Blood,
M y s i n s a r e r e m e m e r e d n o m o r e ;

Atoned for by Jesus in Calv'ry's flood,
My sins are remembered no more.9)

O n c e t h e r e w a s a b e n e v o l e n t m e d i c a l d o c t o r w h o

had the custom of checking his books for debts that
patients were unable to pay. On his ledger he would
sometimes place ared mark through those debts and
then wr i te beside them, "Forgiven, unable to pay."
When this man died, his widow made note of all of
the unpaid bills in his books. She began to have a
st rong desi re to co l lect that money. She sued the
debtors in the county court . The judge asked how
she knew these people owed her the money. "I have
it in my husband's book," she answered. She then
showed the judge the book. The judge asked if the
red marks were her husband 's wr i t ing . "Yes , " she
said. He then declared, "Then no court in the world
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would give you averdict against these people when
your husband, with his own pen, has written, 'For¬
given; unable to pay.

When God forgives, our s ins are no longer re¬
membered or counted against us. Likewise we should
do our best to forgive ourselves and forget our past
wrongdoings as far as worry is concerned. Our past
s i n s a r e g o o d t o r e m e m b e r a s a r e m i n d e r t o
ourse lves no t to do them aga in , bu t unnecessary
worry and guilt over them will do us no good. It is
s a i d t h a t a C a n a d i a n o f fi c i a l h a s a d v o c a t e d t h e d e ¬

s t r u c t i o n o f a c r i m i n a l ' s r e c o r d a f t e r t w e l v e y e a r s
of good behavior, so that the man can start anew.
I t i s wonde r fu l t ha t we can a l r eady do t h i s w i t h
G o d .

m

In trying to teach the real i ty of forgiveness and
i t s m e a n i n g t o a g r o u p o f y o u n g p e o p l e i n a d e ¬
votional one night, Iused an object lesson which 1
h a d r e a d i n a n i d e a b o o k s o m e w h e r e . F i r s t w e

s tud ied the d i f fe ren t metaphors fo r fo rg iveness in
the Bible. We saw that forgiveness was described as
ahealing (Psa. 41:4; 103:3; Jer. 3:22; 30:17). When
we are forgiven we are pardoned (Num. 14:20; Psa.
25:11; Isa. 55:7), and our sins are not charged to our
account (Rom. 4:8; Mt. 6:12; 18:23-27). God puts our
sins out of his sight (2 Sam. 12:13; Isa. 38:17; Psa.
51:9), covers them up (Psa. 32:1; 85:2; Rom. 4:7),
and blots them out (Psa. 51:1, 9; Isa. 43:25). For¬
giveness is like receiving anew change of garments
(Zech. 3:1-5; Rev. 7:14; Isa. 61:10) and is described
as awashing (Psa. 51:2, 7; Acts 22:16). Finally we
n o t e d t h a t w h e n G o d f o r g i v e s , h e f o r g e t s a n d
removes our s ins far away f rom us. We then said
prayers asking God to forgive us of our sins.

I n t h i s d e v o t i o n a l I s t r e s s e d v e r y m u c h t h e
s c r i p t u r a l i d e a o f f o r g i v e n e s s b e i n g l i k e G o d
c o v e r i n g o u r s i n s . T h e w o r d " a t o n e " i n t h e O l d
Testament is associated with this idea of covering
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and read for me that passage about the Blood which
cleanseth from sin. 1fear some of my sins are too
great to be forgiven. Look whether i t says 'al l sin'
or only 'sin, ' for 1do not remember." "Yes," repl ied
t h e s i s t e r, " t h e s e a r e t h e e x a c t w o r d s : ' T h e b l o o d o f
J e s u s C h r i s t h i s S o n c l e a n s e t h u s f r o m a l l s i n .

how swee t ! " sa id t he g i r l whose l i f e was a lmos t
over. "There is pardon for all my sins."

Since our forgiveness comes through the blood of
Jesus Chr is t and h is r ighteousness, i t i s not ne¬
cessary for us to be perfect or sinless. John tells us
t h a t i f w e c l a i m t o h a v e n o s i n , w e a r e j u s t d e ¬
ceiving ourselves (1 Jn. 1:8, 10). Due to our inability
t o l i v e a s i n l e s s l i f e , o u r s a l v a t i o n m u s t b e b y
grace: "For by grace you have been saved through
faith; and this is not your own doing, it is the gift
of God—not because of works, lest any man should
boast" (Eph. 2:8-9). The grace of God should not be
misunderstood as alicense for sin (Rom. 6:1-2; 1Jn.
2:1), but guilt over sins God has already forgiven is
n o t t h e s o l u t i o n e i t h e r .

The s to ry i s to ld o f a f r iend who showed John
Rusk in ave ry expens i ve handke rch ie f on wh ich a
blot of ink had been dropped. "Nothing can be done
w i t h i t n o w , " t h e o w n e r s a i d . " I t i s a b s o l u t e l y
wor th less . " Rusk in made no rep ly bu t ca r r ied the
handkerchief away wi th him. Later he sent i t back
and the friend could scarcely believe his eyes. In a
very skillful and artistic manner, Ruskin had made a
design on the handkerchief with India ink, using the
ugly b lo t as acenter for the des ign. Ab lo t ted l i fe ,
b l o t t e d w i t h s i n , i s n o t w o r t h l e s s a n d u s e l e s s . G o d
can and will forgive and make that life useful in his
s e r v i c e .

There is an interesting Jewish legend about the
c r e a t i o n o f m a n w h i c h i l l u s t r a t e s G o d ' s a t t i t u d e
toward forg iveness. On the eve of man's creat ion
God talked with his angels around his throne. The

( I I 'Oh,
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angel of justice advised God not to create man: "He
w i l l c o m m i t a l l k i n d s o f c r u e l t i e s a n d i n j u s t i c e s
toward h is fe l lowman." Simi lar ly the angel of t ruth
e n c o u r a g e d G o d n o t t o c r e a t e m a n : " H e w i l l b e
false to you and to others."

The angel of holiness agreed: "Create him not.
H e w i l l i n d u l g e i n t h a t w h i c h i s i m p u r e i n y o u r
sight, and he wil l dishonor you." There was si lence
unt i l the angel of mercy spoke: "Create him, hea¬
ve n l y Fa th e r. Wh e n h e s i n s a n d t u rn s p e n i t e n t l y
f rom sin and to the path of r ight , t ruth, and hol i¬
ness , Iw i l l t ake h im tende r l y by the hand , speak
loving words to him and bring him to you for your
mercy and forgiveness."

The forgiveness of God is real and available for
ai l who wi l l turn to him. I f your thorn in the flesh
is gui l t over past s ins, seek forgiveness f rom God
for those s ins through confession, repentance, and
obedience. If you have already sought forgiveness, be
like Paul who praised God for his forgiving grace. A
trust ing bel ief in the teaching of the Bible on for¬
g iveness i s an impor tan t par t o f the cure fo r the
thorn in the flesh of guilt.

When the house doth sigh and weep,
And the world is drowned in sleep,
Yet mine eyes the watch do keep;

Sweet Spirit comfort me! 10)
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The Thorn o f D iscouragement

The mass o f men lead l i ves o f qu ie t desper¬
a t i o n .

- - H . D . T h o r e a u

" I a m n o w t h e m o s t m i s e r a b l e m a n l i v i n g . I f
w h a t I f e e l w e r e e q u a l l y d i s t r i b u t e d t o t h e w h o l e
h u m a n f a m i l y, t h e r e w o u l d n o t b e o n e c h e e r f u l f a c e
o n e a r t h . W h e t h e r I s h a l l b e b e t t e r I c a n n o t t e l l . I

aw fu l l y f o rebode I sha l l no t . To rema in as I am i s
impossible. Imust die or be better."

— A b r a h a m L i n c o l n

23 January 1841

In the opinion of some Paul's thorn in the flesh
was the temptation to shirk his duties. His thorn is
sa id to be the des i re to qu i t , ades i re caused by
depression, discouragement, and asense of despair.
Seeing that Paul's thorn in the flesh was most likely
aphysical ai lment, th is is very unl ikely. In Paul we
do not see aman on the verge of apostasy. Instead
we see one who boldly asks, "Who shall separate us
f r o m t h e l o v e o f C h r i s t ? " ( R o m . 8 : 3 5 ) . P a u l i n t h e
mids t o f persecu t ion cou ld ho ld h is head h igh in
p r a y e r a n d s o n g . H e w r o t e , " We a r e a f fl i c t e d i n
e v e r y w a y, b u t n o t c r u s h e d ; p e r p l e x e d , b u t n o t
d r i v e n t o d e s p a i r " ( 2 C o r. 4 : 8 ) . W i l l i a m B a r c l a y
rendered this, "We are sore pressed at every point,
b u t n o t h e m m e d i n . W e a r e a t o u r w i t ' s e n d , b u t
never at our hope's end."

Though d iscouragement and ades i re to g ive up
m a y n o t h a v e b e e n P a u l ' s t h o r n i n t h e fl e s h , i t i s a
common di fficul ty for mi l l ions of other people. Dis-
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cou ragemen t t akes i t s t o l l i n chu rch membersh ip
rol ls. Every congregation has members who are no
l o n g e r a c t i v e . I f a l l o u t - o f - d u t y C h r i s t i a n s w e r e
restored, some surveys est imate that atypical con¬
gregation would double in size. The reasons for peo¬
ple "quitting" the church are many and complex, but
discouragement and asense of failure are frequently
a n i m p o r t a n t f a c t o r .

N o t o n l y d o w e h e a r m a n y l a m e n t s o v e r m e m b e r s
leaving the pews, the same cries are being sounded
over preachers leaving the pulpit. Frequently articles
appear on "Why Preachers Are Leaving the Pulpit ."
For tuna te ly there does no t seem to be apreacher
shor tage , s ince so many new min is te rs a re be ing
trained. As long as acongregation can provide ade¬
quate support , i t can hire plenty of avai lable min¬
isters. The tragedy is that many openings are being
made for young preachers through experienced, tal¬
en ted men g iv ing up on the min is t ry. E l ton True-
b l o o d o n c e s a i d ,
l e t t e r s f r o m c l e r g y m e n w h o a r e s o f r u s t r a t e d i n
their work that they desire some kind of change in
vocation." Many of our fellowship are similarly frus¬
t r a t e d . ! )

Many Chr is t ians a re d iscouraged o r depressed
about their family, their job, or just l i fe in general.
Depression is one of the most common diseases in
A m e r i c a t o d a y. I t s p r e a d s l i k e a c o m m o n c o l d . I t
varies from just acase of the blues to more severe
fo rms where hosp i ta l i za t ion , d rugs , and ex tens ive
c o u n s e l i n g a r e r e q u i r e d . S u i c i d e i s f o u n d i n o u r
society today in alarming proport ions. Some are so
discouraged and depressed with l i fe they just want
to quit.

Depression can have aphysiological or apsycho¬
logical cause. It can have aspiritual dimension,
because separation from God and alife of sin will
not bring happiness. To overcome an emotional dif-

I r e c e i v e a c o n s t a n t s t r e a m o f

6 4



A T H O R N I N Y O U R F L E S H

ficulty l ike depression, one must first recognize the
p rob lem and t hen sea rch f o r t he causes . Mos t o f t he
t i m e t h e c a u s e s c a n b e t r a c e d b a c k t o c h i l d h o o d a n d

m e t h o d s o f i n t e r a c t i o n w i t h o t h e r p e r s o n s t h a t o n e
l e a r n e d a t t h a t t i m e . I f c a u s e s a r e d i s c o v e r e d , o n e
must learn the dynamics of these causes and the
e m o t i o n a l w o r k i n g s o f t h e p e r s o n a l i t y. I f o n e ' s
depress ion is more than jus t acase o f the b lues ,
professional help may be necessary to deal with the
problem.2)

Is d iscouragement your thorn in the flesh? Do
you feel l ike quitting? Have you said that you tried
a n d h a v e f a i l e d ? D o y o u f e e l l i k e f u r t h e r e f f o r t i s
useless? Satan hopes that you wi l l fee l th is way.
One fable tells of the devil putting his tools up for
sale. Buyers observed weapons such as hatred, envy,
jealousy, deceit, lying, pride and so forth. Separated
f r o m a l l t h e o t h e r s w a s a t o o l w i t h a v e r y h i g h
price upon it. It was discouragement.

The dev i l sa id i t was pr iced h igher because i t
was more useful than the others. " I can pry open
a n d g e t i n s i d e a m a n ' s h e a r t w i t h t h a t , " h e
e x p l a i n e d , " w h e n I c a n n o t g e t i n s i d e w i t h o t h e r
tools. Ican make him do what 1choose. I t is badly
worn because Iuse it on almost everyone, since few
people know it belongs to me." Another form of this
fab le says an ange l t o l d t he dev i l t ha t God had
taken away al l of his tools except discouragement.
T h e d e v i l i n g l e e s a i d t h a t h e h a d t a k e n a w a y
nothing, for through discouragement he stil l posses¬
s e d a l l o f t h e o t h e r s .

D iscouragement , depress ion , asense o f fa i lu re ,
and adesire to quit are very powerful forces in the
l i v e s o f m a n y t o d a y, s o i t i s w o r t h o u r t i m e t o
s tudy some sugges t ions on how to figh t d iscour¬
agement and depression. Especial ly i f you are dis¬
couraged as aChr ist ian or in some part icular min¬
is t ry as aChr is t ian, we hope th is chapter wi l l en-
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c o u r a g e y o u .
1 . R e a l i z e t h a t d e p r e s s i o n i s a v e r y c o m m o n

f>roblem, Donner Atwood wrote aptly on this; "There
is one fact which should be made crystal c lear at
the outset: virtual ly no one is immune from mental
and emotional depression. Only those who are very
superficial and shallow in their personalities escape
t h e d i s e a s e . T h e m o r e s e n s i t i v e a p e r s o n i s , t h e
more l ikel ihood he or she is to exper ience at one
t ime or ano ther some degree o f depress ion . I t i s
usually the ' h i g h - a c h i e v e r s ' w h o s u f f e r m o s t
severely. The National Institute of Mental Health
reports that upwards of eight mil l ion Americans
s u f f e r s o m e f o r m o f t h e m a l a d y e v e r y y e a r, a n d
tha t o f these , aquar te r ami l l i on su f fe r depress ion
to the point where they must be hospitalized for
t r e a t m e n t .

" W e w h o a r e C h r i s t i a n s m u s t b e c a r e f u l a t o n e
point: religion is no guarantee against depression.
When you turn to the Bible you find all kinds of
evidence of biblical heroes who knew depression....

"When you leave the biblical scene you may note
that some of the great figures of history were tor¬
mented souls. Recall that lovely hymn of tranquil ity,
'Dear Lord and Father of Mankind'. . . . I t speaks elo¬
quently of the serenity for which we all reach. Yet
its poetic author, 3ohn Greenleaf Whittier, often
experienced the darkness of the emotional night and
went for weeks at atime in the depths of blackness
and i nne r se l f - doub t . One wonde rs how apoe t i n
those depths could write lyrics of such splendor until
you realize that he could write as he did because of
the agonies he knew and of the Lord who had
accepted him as he was and redeemed him to be
what by God's grace he could become. 3ohn Bunyon,
whose Pilgrim's Progress ranks as one of man's
greatest literary works, stands as another whose
mind and emotions plunged the depths of despair.
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H i s t o r i a n s t e l l u s t h a t A b r a h a m L i n c o l n w a s f r e ¬

quent ly seen at n ight through awindow, pacing the
floor w i th in the Whi te House, g r ipped by a ter r ib le
a t t a c k o f m e l a n c h o l y . S i r W i n s t o n C h u r c h i l l , i n h i s
monumental writings, has referred to the 'black dog'
of depression which of ten overwhelmed him with a
sense of futility and hopelessness. The list is without
end f o r no one i s exemp t f r om the mo t i on as i t
manifests i tsel f at one point or another in his pi l¬
grimage through the nights and days, the months and
the years of existence."3)

Only when we realize how common depression is
can we begin to do something about it. Then people
w i l l accep t i t f o r wha t i t i s and seek he lp when
n e e d e d . D e p r e s s i o n i s t h e m o s t c o m m o n m e n t a l
disorder, yet it is one of the most frequently misun¬
ders tood . P reachers and o the r teachers can he lp
peop le th rough the teach ing o f God 's word wh ich
wi l l provide comfort . F. B. Meyer once said that i f
h e h a d a c h a n c e t o l i v e h i s l i f e o v e r a g a i n , h e
wou ld p reach more se rmons o f encouragement to
people. Christianity is optimistic and full of hope. It
should be an encouragement to Christians. This wil l
never happen, however, unless we first real ize how
common depression is and begin to be more open
a n d h o n e s t a b o u t i t w i t h o n e a n o t h e r .

2 . Avo id those who d iscourage you. I f you are
not able to avoid such people, at least at tempt to
menta l ly b lock out the i r pess imis t ic influence. The
s to ry i s t o l d t ha t a t t he s i ege o f ace r ta i n c i t y a
c i v i l i a n w a s a r r e s t e d , c o u r t m a r t i a l e d , a n d s e n t e n c e d
to one year i n p r i son fo r be ing ad iscourager. He
would go up and down the lines saying discouraging
words to the men on duty. He did not fight for the
e n e m y o r c o m m i t t r e a s o n i n t h e u s u a l s e n s e o f t h e
t e r m , b u t h i s a c t i o n s w e r e c o n s i d e r e d a c r i m e
b e c a u s e o f t h e i r e f f e c t . U n f o r t u n a t e l y, t h e r e a r e
many such peop le i n t he wo r l d and some i n t he
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ranks of the army of Chr is t . Avoid such people i f
you are ab le.

3. Seek those who speak encouraging words. The
w r i t e r t o t h e H e b r e w s a d v i s e d h i s r e a d e r s t o " c o n ¬

sider how to stir up one another to love and good
works...encouraging one another" (Heb. 10:24-25). All
o f u s n e e d p r a i s e f o r a j o b w e l l d o n e . A l l o f u s
need encouragement at certain times, so we should
a lways make aprac t i ce o f he lp ing one ano ther i n
t h i s m a n n e r .

O n c e a m a n w a s w a t c h i n g a m o t h e r w a l k i n g
a l o n g t h e s i d e w a l k w i t h a l i t t l e c r i p p l e d b o y. H i s
legs were covered with steel braces up to his thighs.
His walking was apitiable hobble, but the actions of
t h e m o t h e r k e p t h i m g o i n g . " T h a t ' s g o o d ! T h a t ' s
fine! Why, you're doing splendidly!" she would say,
and the litt le boy would work harder to please her.
T h e n t h e m a n h e a r d t h e l i t t l e b o y s a y , " M o m m y ,
watch me; I'm going to run."

"Very well, darling, let me see you run," she en¬
couraged, He ran as hard as he could, only making
about three steps before his legs and braces became
tang led up together. He would have fa l len fla t on
h i s f a c e , b u t h i s m o t h e r w a s t h e r e t o c a t c h h i m a n d
hold h im up. She k issed h im and said, "That was
fi n e ! T h a t w a s s p l e n d i d ! Yo u c a n d o b e t t e r n e x t
t ime!" I f on ly we could t reat one another l ike th is
woman treated her l i t t le boy. People need encour¬
a g e m e n t a n d p r a i s e . S o m e w h e r e I r e a d t h a t t h e
thing secretaries want most from their bosses is not
more money, as we might expect, but appreciation
f o r t h e i r w o r k .

So many people are discouraged—with l i fe, with
Chr i s t i an i t y, w i th the i r j ob , w i th the i r fami l y, w i th
everything—that anyone can perform agreat service
for others just by speaking encouraging words. If you
are discouraged, seek out this type of person who
will strengthen you.
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4. Learn f rom your fa i lu res and past mis takes.
M a l t b i e D . B a b c o c k o n c e w r o t e , " To h a v e f a i l e d i s
to have str iven, to have str iven is to have grown."
Instead of letting our failures defeat us through dis¬
couragement, we should learn from them. When you
are depressed because of past defeats or fai lures,
r e m e m b e r t h a t t h e o n l y h u m a n i n t h i s l i f e w h o
never fai ls is the one who never tr ies anything. At
least you have tried. You cannot undo the past, so
there is no use crying over spilled milk (as the
expression goes). All of your past mistakes are like
water under the br idge. As much as we might l ike
to bring the past back and live it over, we cannot.
W e m u s t t a k e s t o c k , l e a r n f r o m o u r m i s t a k e s a n d
f a i l u r e s , a n d l o o k t o t h e f u t u r e .

5. Realize that things could be worse. Asugges¬
t i o n s u c h a s t h i s w i l l o f t e n f a l l o n d e a f e a r s , f o r
few when they a re depressed can imag ine th ings
being any worse. If they do realize this, they may-
compound thei r depress ion and d iscouragement by
adding new worry and anxiety to i t . In most situa¬
tions where one is discouraged, though, things could
be worse. Very often people say the saddest words
are, " I t might have been." Someone, however, has
remarked that we might also add to this the words,
" I t m i g h t h a v e b e e n a g r e a t d e a l w o r s e . " F u r ¬
thermore, many of the things over which we worry
a n d f r e t n e v e r m a t e r i a l i z e .

6. Remember that t imes of difficulty give oppor¬
t u n i t y f o r g r o w t h . I t i s s a i d t h a t C h a r l e s F .
Kettering of General Motors had no pictures on the
wall of his office. His brilliant young aides only had
this saying to ponder:

Do not bring me your successes;
they weaken me.
Bring me your problems;
they strengthen me.
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D i f fi c u l t i e s s h o u l d n o t b e c o n s i d e r e d a n e x c u s e t o
quit. They are not the end.

One writer put it well by saying, "Disappointment
i s l i k e a s i e v e . T h r o u g h i t s c o u r s e m e s h e s s m a l l
ambitions and hopes and endeavors of the soul are
sifted out relentlessly. But the things that are big
e n o u g h n o t t o f a l l t h r o u g h a r e n o t i n t h e l e a s t
a f fec ted by i t . I t i s on ly a tes t , no t afina l i t y. "

The fab le i s to ld o f ak ing who p laced aheavy
b o u l d e r i n t h e r o a d t o s e e w h o w o u l d r e m o v e i t . H e
hid nearby and watched to see what would happen.
M a n y m e n p a s s e d b y a n d a l l w o r k e d t h e i r w a y
a round the s tone , some cu rs i ng t he k i ng f o r no t
taking better care of the highways. None took upon
himself the duty of removing the stone. Eventually a
poor peasant approached, loaded down wi th vege¬
t a b l e s f o r s a l e . H e l a i d h i s l o a d d o w n a n d m o v e d
t h e s t o n e o u t o f t h e r o a d . U n d e r n e a t h h e f o u n d a

purse full of gold pieces and anote from the king
saying it was for the man that moved the stone.

In as imi la r way, what appears to be ad i fficu l ty
can be the forerunner of ablessing. We never know
what b less ings l ie on the other s ide of aval ley of
shadows, so we must continually plod onward.

7. Your present sorrows may bring future joys. In
f a c t , s o m e o n e w r o t e , " L i f e o n e a r t h w o u l d n o t b e
w o r t h m u c h i f e v e r y s o u r c e o f i r r i t a t i o n w e r e
removed. Yet most o f us rebe l aga ins t the th ings
that irritate us, and count as heavy loss what ought
to be rich gain." Then the i l lustration of the oyster
was used by th is wr i ter. The i r r i ta t ing ob jec t is a
grain of sand and this i rr i tat ion prompts the oyster
to produce asubstance which makes apear l . Thus,
" A t r u e p e a r l i s t h e r e f o r e s i m p l y a v i c t o r y o v e r
i r r i t a t i on . Eve ry i r r i t a t i on t ha t ge t s i n to ou r l i ves
today is an opportunity for pearl culture."

8. Develop pat ience and perseverence. The o ld
saying, "If at first you do not succeed, try again," is
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worth repeating here. When we are faced with
discouragement or depression and have adesire to
just quit, patience is needed very much. We, when
d e p r e s s e d b y f a i l u r e s o r l a c k o f p r o g r e s s , m u s t
r e m e m b e r t h a t R o m e w a s n o t b u i l t i n o n e d a y . A
little more determination might bring us the goals
and success we desire. Quitting will never bring our
d r e a m s t o f r u i t i o n .

Norman Vincent Peale tel ls an inspir ing story of
Alfred P. Haake who became an outstanding publ ic
speaker through much pat ience and determinat ion.
He had many opportunities to say, "I' l l quit; I' l l give
up," but he never did. His problem was that as a
boy he stuttered very badly. Peale asked him how a
b o y w h o s t u t t e r e d s o p a t h e t i c a l l y h a d b e c o m e a
competent speaker. His answer was, "When we adapt
ourselves to God's laws, changes occur within our¬
selves that seem miraculous, but which are s imply
the working of spiritually scientific principles." As a
b o y h e h a d a l o t o f t r o u b l e i n s c h o o l d u e t o h i s
stuttering. In baseball games the other boys would
c a l l h i m " o u t " e v e n i f h e w a s s a f e - j u s t t o m a k e
him angry so that he would stutter.

Achange came about, though, when he attended
aYMCA meeting in Chicago and heard aSenator
from Indiana speak. This man challenged his young
listeners to try to achieve great things. He said,
"Young man, there isn't athing in the world you
cannot do i f you bel ieve you can." Haake fel t that
those words were for him. That day he accepted the
cha l lenge to overcome h is s tu t te r ing . He to ld h is
mother about his hopes and dreams and she tried to
caution him not to make his expectations too high.
He prayed to God that night as he had never prayed
before, without stuttering! The change did not come
easily, though. He still stuttered. Boys would make
f u n o f h i m a n d t h e g i r l s w o u l d l a u g h . I n w a r d l y,
though, he now had aconfidence that he could do
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I t .

H e r e a d a b o u t h o w D e m o s t h e n e s o v e r c a m e a

s p e e c h i m p e d i m e n t b y p r a c t i c i n g s p e a k i n g w i t h
stones in his mouth. Haake would go to the shores
of Lake Michigan and fill his mouth with stones and
p rac t i ce . Each day he wou ld p rac t i ce w i t h f ewe r
s t o n e s . T h e n h e w o u l d f a l l o n h i s k n e e s a n d p r a y t o
God f o r he l p . He con t i nued t o p rac t i ce a l o t and
even to take public speaking lessons. He prayed and
be l i eved God wou ld he lp h im .

O n e d a y h e m a d e a c o m p l e t e s p e e c h w i t h o u t
stuttering or hesitating and received an applause
from his audience. He sa id that was the happiest
day of his l ife. He continued to progress and make
speeches at every chance. He told others of how he
o v e r c a m e h i s d i f fi c u l t y. H e e n c o u r a g e d t h e m t o
ove rcome the i r p rob lems i n as im i l a r way th rough
prayer, patience, and hard work.4) If Haake had quit
when he was discouraged, he would never have
b e c o m e t h e o r a t o r h e b e c a m e .

Ano the r wonde r fu l s t o r y Pea le t e l l s i l l u s t r a tes
w h a t p e r s i s t e n c e c a n a c c o m p l i s h . H e t e l l s o f a
young man who lived in asmall town near Boston
some years ago. He answered an ad in the news¬
paper that told of ajob. He wrote the best letter
he could describing his qualifications and his desire
to work . Two weeks wen t by w i th no answer. He
wrote asecond let ter. Two more weeks passed. He
w r o t e a t h i r d l e t t e r . H e r e c e i v e d n o a n s w e r . H e h a d

learned persistence, though, and would not quit.
H e r o d e t o B o s t o n o n a t r a i n a n d a s k e d t h e

postal clerk who owned Box 1720. The clerk told
h i m t h a t w a s c o n fi d e n t i a l i n f o r m a t i o n . T h i s d i d n o t

stop him. He stood near Box 1720 for four hours.
Eventually aman came along and took the mail out
o f tha t box. He then fo l lowed h im ha l fway across
t h e b u s i n e s s s e c t i o n o f B o s t o n t o a n o f fi c e o f a
brokerage firm. The boy asked the receptionist if he
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could see the manager. Eventually he was allowed to
talk to the manager.

H e t o l d a b o u t t h e t h r e e l e t t e r s h e h a d w r i t t e n .
He told about waiting near Box 1720 and following a
m a n t o t h e o f fi c e . H e s a i d h e w a n t e d t h a t j o b v e r y
much. The manager was impressed. He had never

w i t h s u c h d e t e r m i n a t i o n a n ds e e n a y o u n g m a n
pers is tence. He gave h im a job tha t very moment .
That young man became very valuable to that firm.
He received fur ther t ra in ing and ul t imately became
an extremely successful financial analyst.5) He
achieved this only through persistence.

9. If you quit, you may cause others to give up
2dso. Though we do not usua l ly l i ke the respon¬
sibi l i ty, we must never forget that our act ions and
e x a m p l e c o n t i n u a l l y i n fl u e n c e o t h e r s . W h i l e I w a s
preparing this chapter the news media reported on
t h e d e a t h o f a y o u n g a c t o r b y s u i c i d e . I t w a s a
t r a g e d y. A f e w d a y s l a t e r , t h o u g h , I h e a r d o f t h e
death o f ayoung teenage g i r l . She was depressed
o v e r h e r f a v o r i t e a c t o r ' s s u i c i d e a n d c o m m i t t e d
s u i c i d e a l s o . We n e v e r k n o w w h o m w e m a y i n fl u e n c e
by our ac t ions .

O n c e a y o u n g m a n t o o k o v e r a c l a s s o f l i t t l e
boys in amiss ion Sunday schoo l . He qu ick l y won
their love and dedication. The teacher, though, be¬
c a m e d e p r e s s e d a n d v e r y d i s c o u r a g e d w i t h h i s
efforts. One Sunday he decided he should quit. He
w e n t t o t h e b u i l d i n g e a r l y t o s e t h i s r e c o r d s i n
o rde r. Wh i l e s i t t i ng t he re he ove rhea rd aconve r¬
sation he was not supposed to hear.

One little boy announced to some other boys that
he was not coming any more. Since the teacher was
going to qu i t , he was going to qu i t . Another l i t t le
boy said, "The teacher is not going to quit. He said
G o d i s t h e b o s s a n d h e w o u l d d o w h a t G o d s a i d . H e

i s G o d ' s m a n a n d h e w i l l n o t q u i t . " T h e y o u n g
teacher learned alesson that day and cont inued to
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teach. He not only realized that he was doing some
g o o d , b u t h e b e c a m e a w a r e t h a t h e h a d a t r e ¬
m e n d o u s i n fl u e n c e o v e r t h o s e b o y s . H i s q u i t t i n g
would cause some of them to quit too.

10. Rea l ize that success is measured in many
different ways. Too often people are depressed and
d iscouraged , fee l ing tha t they have been a fa i l u re
when actually they have done more good or achieved
more than they realize. Success is measured in many
different ways, and we must never be trapped into
measuring success in the way the world measures it.
W e h a v e o f t e n h e a r d i n c o n n e c t i o n w i t h a t h l e t i c s .
It matters not whether you win or lose, is how you

T h i s i s t r u e i n l i f ep lay the game tha t coun ts ,
m o r e t h a n w e s o m e t i m e s r e a l i z e .

The story of Ike Skelton i l lustrates the meaning
o f a r e a l w i n n e r . I k e w a s a n o r m a l , h e a l t h y b o y
unt i l he was str icken wi th infant i le paralysis which
lef t h is arms dangl ing helplessly by his s ides. His
legs were fine, but he could not move his arms. He
had aburning desire to run track, though. The coach
at h is school k ind ly to ld h im i t was impossib le to
r u n w e l l w i t h o u t h i s a r m s . H e n e e d e d h i s a r m s t o
run as much as he needed his legs.

Ike did not quit. He kept practicing all year. He
never made the team. The next year he cont inued
to run . The th i rd year he t r ied aga in . F ina l l y the
l a s t t r a c k m e e t o f h i s s c h o o l c a r e e r a r r i v e d . I t w a s

aga ins t h is schoo l ' s b igges t r i va l . I ke begged h is
c o a c h t o l e t h i m r u n i n t h e t w o - m i l e r a c e . T h e

coach reluctant ly agreed. He begged Ike not to be
too d isappo in ted . To keep h is a rms f rom flopp ing
a round wh i l e he r an , h i s coach t i ed t hem to h i s
s i d e s .

Dur ing the race everyone watched th is s t range
looking runner with his arms tied to his sides. When
the race was over, the crowd rushed onto the field
and car r ied Ike o f f . Most were c ry ing a t h is per -
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f o r m a n c e . I k e h a d w o n ! H e h a d n o t w o n t h e r a c e .

H e fi n i s h e d l a s t i n t h e r a c e , b u t h e h a d w o n . H e d i d
not quit. He ran against his handicap and obtained
the respect and admira t ion o f every person there.
He demons t ra ted abo ld , unde fea tab le sp i r i t . La te r
in l i fe he became avery successfu l lawyer. Peale ,
w h o r e l a t e s t h i s s t o r y, t h e n q u o t e s t h e f a m o u s
psychiat r is t Kar l Menninger as saying that men do
no t b reak down because they a re de fea ted . They
quit only because they think they are defeated.6)

11 . Trus t i n t he Lo rd . Wha teve r you r p rob lem
may be, this is good advice. Abeauti ful example of
th is is the per icope in the gospels about the mi¬
r a c u l o u s c a t c h o f fi s h . I n t h i s i n c i d e n t 3 e s u s

p reached f r om aboa t on t he l ake o f Gennesa re t .
When he had finished preaching, he said to Simon,
"Put out into the deep and let down your nets for a
ca t ch . " S imon ' s r ep l y was , "Mas te r, we t o i l ed a l l
n igh t and took noth ing! But a t your word Iw i l l le t
down the nets. And when they had done this, they
e n c l o s e d a g r e a t s h o a l o f fi s h ; a n d a s t h e i r n e t s
were break ing , they beckoned to the i r par tners in
the o the r boa t to come and he lp them. And they
came and fil led both the boats, so that they began
to s i nk " ( Lk . 5 : 1 -7 ) .

O n e w h o t r u s t e d i n G o d i n t h e f a c e o f d i s c o u r ¬

agement and depression was Jeremiah. He had the
desire to quit and run away, shirking his duties as a
prophet:

O t h a t 1 h a d i n t h e d e s e r t

awayfarer 's lodging place,
that 1might leave my people

and go away from them! (Jer. 9:2).

J e r e m i a h ' s d e s i r e i s t h e d e s i r e o f m a n y t o d a y.
Preachers want to quit preaching. Christians want to
quit attending church services. Elders become weary
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o f the i r du t ies and respons ib i l i t i es . Some become
weary wi th l i fe and wish to qui t l iv ing. Jeremiah's
wish and our wish often corresponds to that of the
P s a l m i s t w h o w r o t e ,

O t h a t I h a d w i n g s l i k e a d o v e !
Iwould fly away and be at rest;

y e a , I w o u l d w a n d e r a f a r ,
Iwould lodge in the wilderness,

I w o u l d h a s t e t o fi n d m e a s h e l t e r f r o m

the raging wind and tempest."
(Psa. 55:6-8)

T h e r e a r e m a n y t h i n g s t h a t h e l p e d J e r e m i a h
through h is years o f numerous prob lems, bu t es¬
pecial ly important was his rel iance upon God. God
sus ta ined h im. Even a t the very beg inn ing o f h is
m i n i s t r y a s a p r o p h e t , G o d h a d p r o m i s e d t o h e l p
h im: "And I , behold , Imake you th is day a for t ified
c i ty, an i ron p i l l a r, and bronze wa l l s , aga ins t the
whole land, against the kings of Judah, i ts princes,
i t s p r ies ts , and the peop le o f the land. They w i l l
fight against you; but they shall not prevail against
you , f o r I am w i t h you , says t he Lo rd , t o de l i ve r
you" (Jer. 1:18-19).7)

Another great man who knew depression and dis¬
couragement was El i jah. So of ten men and women
become depressed soon after achieving some great
success. The feeling is, "Where do Igo from here?"
Th is fee l ing o f ten comes soon a f te r graduat ion or
r e t i r e m e n t . E l i j a h h a d j u s t a c h i e v e d t h e g r e a t e s t
s u c c e s s o f h i s l i f e . O n M o u n t C a r m e l h e h a d c h a l ¬

lenged the priests of Baal. Through the help of God
he had won agreat victory for the truth that day
and turned many people to the Lord (1 Kings 18).
T h e e v e n t s c u l m i n a t e d i n t h e d e a t h o f f o u r h u n d r e d

prophets of Baal.
Ahab, however, to ld Jezebel of the events, and
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she sent amessage to Eli jah: "So may the gods do
t o m e , a n d m o r e a l s o , i f I d o n o t m a k e y o u r l i f e a s
the l i fe of one of them by th is t ime tomorrow" (1
Kings 19:2). Elijah was afraid and ran for his life.
After running one whole day, Eli jah asked the Lord
if he might just die, saying, "I t is enough; now, O
Lord take away my l i fe; for Iam no better than my
fathers" (1 Kings 19:4). After running even further
to a safer retreat he stopped in a c a v e . G o d ' s
p resence came to h im and asked , "What a re you
doing here, Elijah?" He replied, "I h a v e b e e n v e r y
jealous for the Lord, the God of h o s t s ; f o r t h e
people of Israel have forsaken thy covenant, thrown
down thy altars, and slain thy p r o p h e t s w i t h t h e
sword ; and I , even Ion ly, am le f t ; and they seek
my life, to take it away" (1 Kings 19:9-10).

El i jah 's problem is l ike that of many today. He
was very depressed and discouraged and wanted to
give up and quit. Not only was Elijah depressed, but
he had los t fa i th in o ther people . He fe l t he was
t h e o n l y f a i t h f u l p e r s o n l e f t . T h e L o r d b r o u g h t
Elijah back to his senses by telling him that at least
seven thousand still had not bowed down to worship
Baal. He taught Elijah not to be abookkeeper of his
successes and fa i l u res . He taugh t h im to do the
Lord's work and not be overly anxious in evaluating
himself, for we never know how much good we have
d o n e w h e n w e t h i n k w e h a v e f a i l e d .

In p reach ing on E l i jah , C lov is Chappe l l asked,
"Have you ever had a fee l ing tha t you were o f no
accoun t and neve r wou ld be ; t ha t i n sp i t e o f a l l
t h a t G o d h a d d o n e f o r y o u , y o u w e r e a f a i l u r e ?
There are few th ings more f raught w i th hear tache
and bitterness and discouragement than that. That is
something that makes you want to sob and give over
the figh t u t t e r l y. And the re a re a lo t o f f o l ks t ha t
a l l o w t h e m s e l v e s t o c o m e t o t h a t d i s m a l c o n v i c t i o n .
They work, and nobody seems to appreciate it. They
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toil, and nobody compliments them. They decide that
they do not amount to anything, and they feel l ike
giving over the fight,...

" O n e o f t h e s a n e s t t h i n g s I e v e r h e a r d w a s
spoken by an able preacher who came one day to
preach in my town. There was almost nobody out to
hear him. And he preached awonderful sermon and
c l o s e d w i t h t h i s m o s t s e n s i b l e w o r d : ' 1 d o n ' t k n o w
what Ihave accomplished by coming to this town. 1
on ly know tha t Ihave come w i th God in my hear t
and have done my bes t . I am no t keep ing books .
God is doing that. Some day on the other side of
the River Iam going to take down my book and
look at i t ,—God wil l let me,—and Iam going to see
j u s t w h a t I a c c o m p l i s h e d w h e n I c a m e t o y o u r
town.' That is sensible and that is religious.

"And so the Lord was saying to Elijah: 'It is not
your business to keep books. You do not know how
to keep them, in the fi rs t p lace . You added up a
column of figures and got zero. Iadded it up and
got 7,000. Yes, there are 7,000 that have not bowed
the knee to Baal . You have been ahelp. You have
been an i nsp i r a t i on . You have no t been a fa i l u re ,
because you have walked with me.'

"...And so God's call to Elijah, and to you and to
me is to leave off our heartbreaking bookkeeping, to
put our hands in His and to resume the journey. And
as we go we shall in some way shake off our
discouragement as ahampering garment and we shall
find ourselves in the sunlight once more."8)

Trust in the Lord and try not to be discouraged.
F a i t h i n G o d i n t h e h o u r s o f d a r k n e s s t h a t s u r r o u n d
despair, depression, discouragement, asense of fail¬
ure , and the des i re to qu i t can o f ten sus ta in you
better than anything else in the world.

When (God knows) I 'm tos t abou t .
Either with despair or doubts;
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Yet before the glass be out,
Sweet Spirit comfort me!9)

7 9



The Thom of Infer ior i ty

Is it possible that Paul's thorn in the flesh was a
m a g n i fi e d i n f e r i o r i t y c o m p l e x ? S o m e d i d r i d i c u l e
Paul (2 Cor. 10:10), but these were probably attacks
on h i s speak ing ab i l i t y and h i s l ack o f a fo r ce fu l
presentation. One early tradition in the Acts of Paul
a n d T h e c l a s a i d t h a t P a u l w a s " a m a n l i t t l e o f
stature, th in haired upon the head, crooked in the
legs...[he had] anose somewhat hooked..." (2. 3).
R a t h e r t h a n b e i n g a p o s s i b l e e x p l a n a t i o n o f a n
i n f e r i o r i t y c o m p l e x , t h i s m a y b e a c o m p l i m e n t a r y
descript ion of Paul as aleader according to current
proverbs about generals.

Speculation about Paul's personality wil l continue
until the return of Christ. His psychological makeup,
his sudden conversion, and his approach to religion
have always been very intriguing to students of the
w o r d o f G o d . I f P a u l h a d a m a g n i fi e d i n f e r i o r i t y
complex or shame over his physical appearance, this
is not l ikely his thorn in the flesh. I t is difficult to
picture Paul praying to God to change his physical
appearance. An infer ior i ty complex is aproblem for
many in the world today, though. Some people feel
inferior because of their physical looks, their lack of
s t r eng th , t he qua l i t y o f t he i r vo i ce , t he i r l ack o f
ag i l i t y, the i r soc ia l background, the co lo r o f the i r
s k i n , t h e i r l a c k o f e d u c a t i o n , o r a h o s t o f o t h e r
r e a s o n s . S o m e p a r e n t s t r e a t t h e i r c h i l d r e n i n a
manner that leads to inferiority and insecurity. Some
p a r e n t s c o n t i n u a l l y t e l l t h e i r c h i l d , " Yo u a r e n o
good. You can never do anything right. You will
neve r l ea rn . " Ach i l d who i s t r ea ted th i s way w i l l
likely grow up with feelings of insecurity and low
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sel f -esteem. Infer ior i ty is avery t imely topic.
One man had aslight problem with stammering

ever s ince he was achi ld . I t was not very not ice¬
able, and some people thought it gave him aunique
and attractive eloquence. To him it was agreat
a n n o y a n c e a n d a h u m i l i a t i o n . H e w a s c e r t a i n t h a t h e
shared the same problem that Paul had. He was so
c o n v i n c e d o f t h i s t h a t w h e n h e w r o t e h i s f a t h e r o n
21 May 1865, he sa id , " I have fe l t the benefit o f
our tr ip even more the last day or two than when
you left ; and have lost the aggravated tendency to
s t a m m e r i n g , w h i c h , w h i l e i t l a s t e d , w a s a s e v e r e
thorn in the flesh."l) Many people suffer, usually
quietly, from athorn of inferiority or inadequacy.

Before dealing with the problem of inferiority,
we should remind ourselves that pride is amuch
more common problem. Even false humil i ty is com¬
mon enough that we should be careful that we do
not deceive ourselves. Adam and Eve were appealed
to par t ly on the bas is o f pr ide. The serp>ent en¬
couraged them to eat the f ru i t in order to be l ike
God (Gen. 3:5). The Tower of Babel tale is astory
of sinful pride. In fact the emphasis upon pride and
its converse humility in the Bible is unparalleled in
the religions of the world.2) The greatest of all vir¬
tues, love, is devoid of pride (1 Cor. 13:4-5). Sal¬
vation by grace is anegation of pride (Eph. 2:8-9;
R o m . 3 : 2 7 ) . W e a r e t o l d m o r e t h a n o n c e i n t h e
Bible that "God opposes the proud, but gives grace
to the humble" (Prov. 3:34; 3as. 4:6; 1Pet. 5:5).

Some writers claim that research psychologists
are giving abundant evidence that pride is pervasive
in man.3) For example, we are more willing to
a c c e p t r e s p o n s i b i l i t y f o r o u r s u c c e s s e s t h a n o u r
failures. When we do good, it is because of our
a b i l i t y , t a l e n t , s k i l l , a n d w i s d o m . W h e n w e d o
poorly, it is due to bad luck, unfairness by others,
or the impossibility of performing the task to begin
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w i t h . I f y o u a s k a c o a c h o r a n a t h l e t e w h y t h e y
won, they wi l l tel l you about their ski l l . I f you ask
why they lost, you wil l probably hear tales of poor
c a l l s b y t h e u m p i r e . I f y o u w i n a t a g a m e , y o u
believe you are skillful. If you lose, you likely attri¬
b u t e t h e l o s s t o b a d l u c k , r o t t e n r o l l s o f t h e d i c e ,
o r s o m e s i m i l a r e x c u s e .

T h r o u g h t h e y e a r s 1 h a v e t a l k e d t o d o z e n s o f
ind iv iduals or couples who are e i ther hav ing mar¬
r iage problems or have a l ready got ten adivorce. 1
have yet to meet many gui l ty part ies. The problem
in the marriage was usually the other person's fault.
If you break up afight between two boys on aplay¬
ground, each of them will l ikely blame the other for
t h e fi g h t . W h e n t h e r e a r e p r o b l e m s i n a c o n g r e ¬
g a t i o n , t h e e l d e r s w i l l o f t e n b l a m e i t o n t h e
preacher, the preacher on the deacons, and the dea¬
cons on the e lders . I f the church is peacefu l and
growing, each of these might secretly praise them¬
s e l v e s a s t h e c a u s e o f t h e s u c c e s s .

God, of course, is aware of the tendency toward
p r i d e i n m a n . W h e n t h e c h i l d r e n o f I s r a e l w e r e
about to go in to ba t t le aga ins t the Mid ian i tes , he
told Gideon that his 32,000 man army was too big.
The fearful were al lowed to go home. This reduced
the army to 10,000. This was st i l l too big. After a
tes t on how they d rank wa te r, appa ren t l y t o t es t
t he i r a l e r t ness , t he a rmy was reduced t o apa l t r y
300 men. This was final ly smal l enough. When the
a r m y w a s n u m b e r e d i n t h e t h o u s a n d s , G o d t o l d
Gideon, "The people with you are too many for me
to give the Midianites into their hand, lest Israel
vaunt themselves against me, saying, 'My own hand
has delivered me'" (Oudges 7:2). Only when the odds
against them were ridiculous would God allow them
to fight. These odds were made necessary by typical
human pr ide which is always eager to c la im credi t
f o r v i c t o r y .
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Another evidence of the pervasiveness of pride is
how favorably we usually rate ourselves. When peo¬
ple are asked if they are below average, average, or
above average, the overwhelming response is, "I am
above average." In one survey among high school
seniors, they were asked how they rated themselves
i n a t h l e t i c a b i l i t y. S i x t y p e r c e n t c l a i m e d t o b e
above average with only six per cent below average.
I n l e a d e r s h i p a b i l i t y s e v e n t y p e r c e n t p e r c e i v e d
themse lves as above average wh i le on ly two per
cent admitted to being below average. In their
abil i ty to get along with others sixty per cent rated
themselves in the top ten per cent while twenty-five
per cen t c la imed to be in the top one per cen t !
Clearly the typical high school senior is not lacking
in self-esteem. Arrogance seems to be more of a
problem.4) Similarly ninety-four per cent of agroup
of college professors in one test rated themselves as
above average. Pride is very pervasive.

A n o t h e r e v i d e n c e o f p r i d e i s h o w w e u s u a l l y
overestimate how desirably we would act. When we
are given ahypothetical situation, we usually predict
t h a t w e w o u l d a c t i n h o n o r a b l e w a y s . H i s t o r y ,
though, demonstrates that humanity is dreadfully
w i c k e d . I n c e r t a i n s i t u a t i o n s h u m a n s w i l l d o u n ¬
speakable acts of inhumanity to others. We are over
confident of our integrity. In one survey almost fifty
per cent of those pol led said they would volunteer
t h r e e h o u r s t i m e f o r a n A m e r i c a n C a n c e r S o c i e t y
dr ive i f they were asked. When acomparable group
in that town was asked, only four per cent agreed
to help.

There are many o ther ev idences o f how wide¬
spread pride really is. We tend to justify every act
w e d o . I f w e d i d i t , w e a s s u m e i t m u s t b e c o r r e c t .
Even self-disparaging remarks may be due to pride
masked unde r f a l se -hum i l i t y. I f we pu t ou rse l ves
down before others, this might be done merely to

8 3



A T H O R N I N Y O U R F L E S H

receive areassuring denial from another person.5) If
we ta lk abou t how ug ly we th ink we a re , a f r iend
might deny this with compliments about our beauty
or good looks. What appears to be alow self-esteem
may be pride looking for praise. If we responded to
such comments by saying, "Yes, you are as ugly as
atoadstool , " we would probably never hear such a
comment f rom that person again. Pr ide, then, is a
flaw present in all accountable persons.

Even the emphasis by some exegetes of scripture
u p o n t h e i m p o r t a n c e o f s e l f - l o v e i s fl a w e d . I t i s
commonly asserted that Jesus commanded us to love
ourselves and that self-love is necessary in order to
be able to love others. Jesus, though, did not com¬
m a n d u s t o l o v e o u r s e l v e s . R a t h e r h e a s s u m e d s o m e

form of self-love and used that as aguideline for
how we should love our neighbor (Lk. 10:27). We
l o v e o u r s e l v e s i n t h e s e n s e t h a t w e s e e k a f t e r o u r
own welfare (Eph. 5:29), even though due to sin we
somet imes fo l low carnal paths to at ta in aperver ted
welfare. 6) Love of self in the sense of self-worship
or self-centeredness is wrong (2 Tim. 3:2, 4). Self-
love should be devoid of pride and arrogance in
order to be acceptable.

A l t h o u g h p r i d e h a s b e e n v i e w e d a s t h e b a s i c
problem of man in the past , in recent years there
has been more emphasis upon the opposite problem.
Wi th cur ren t s t ress upon se l f -he lp , a lo t has been
wr i t ten and sa id about he lp ing ind iv idua ls improve
the i r own se l f -es teem. An in fer io r i ty complex or a
l a c k o f s e l f - e s t e e m i s a f r e q u e n t p r o b l e m . I f a
person does not think well of himself, he wil l often
react in ahosti le way toward others.

O n e i l l u s t r a t i o n o f t h i s c u r r e n t t e n s i o n i s t h e

deba te be tween fo l l owers o f N iebuhr and Rogers .
F o r N i e b u h r s i n c a n b e s u m m e d u p p r i m a r i l y a s
pride. Pride is the most basic definition of sin.7)
From theo log ica l c i rc les there have been pro tes ts
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against this approach as an oversimplification of sin.
I t is c laimed that there is no single motivat ion for
s in, and that a lack of humi l i ty may not a lways be
the reason for one's bondage to sin.8) In particular
the psychologist Rogers challenged the thought of
N i e b u h r t h a t p r i d e i s t h e p r i m e r o o t o f s i n . H e
contended that the chief problem with people was a
lack of sel f - love. 9)

We seem to be caught in adilemma. Pride is a
widespread problem. It may not be the only motive
fo r s i n , bu t i t i s more p reva len t t han s in fu l man
w a n t s t o a d m i t . A t t h e s a m e t i m e t h e r e i s a n e e d
to help certain individuals learn to like themselves,
even to love themselves. How can we help aperson
to raise his self-esteem without fall ing into the trap
o f a s e l f - c e n t e r e d n e s s o r a n i d o l a t r o u s s e l f - l o v e ?

Many approaches to ra is ing one's sel f -esteem may
build the ego, but they also can lead to arrogance.

To build our self-esteem without becoming proud,
we must first realize what we are in comparison to
God. We must begin, not with afalse humility, but
w i t h a s o b e r a w a r e n e s s t h a t w e a r e n o t h i n g i n
comparison to God. We are finite, limited, weak,
s in fu l , and rebe l l ious . God is infin i te , e terna l , a l¬
mighty, perfect, and sinless. This sounds backwards,
but to bui ld our sel f-esteem we must begin with a
sober awareness of our spiritual poverty. The teach¬
ings of 3esus always seemed backwards compared to
that of the world. The gospel is contradictory to the
wisdom of this present age. The beatitudes of 3esus
seem non-sensical to the non-Christian, or paradox¬
ica l a t bes t . Th is i s why the pa th to se l f - respec t
without pride begins by accepting ourselves as noth¬
ing before God.

Next, in order to gain self-esteem without pride
we should look at ourselves under grace. What is our
worth in God's eyes?10) 3esus gave great value to
the ind iv idua l . He sa id , "Look a t the b i rds o f the
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air; they neither sow nor reap nor gather into barns,
and yet your heavenly Father feeds them. Are you
no t o f more va lue than they?" (M t . 6 :26 ; c f . M t .
12:12). Add to this the will ingness of Jesus to
accept the outcasts , the lowest of soc iety. i l ) More
i m p o r t a n t l y, w e s h o u l d e x a m i n e t h e m i s s i o n a n d
death of Jesus. He lef t the glor ies of heaven and
e m p t i e d h i m s e l f , t a k i n g o n t h e f o r m o f a s e r v a n t
(Phil. 2:5-11). As asuffering servant he gave his
life, not for worthy, righteous saints, but for sinners
( R o m . 5 : 6 - 1 0 ) . H o w v a l u a b l e
Valuable enough for the Son of God to come to this
world and die as aransom in his place (Mk. 10:45).

I f w e l o o k t o g r a c e a s a s t a r t i n g p o i n t f o r
fi n d i n g o u r s e l f - w o r t h , w e w i l l a v o i d t h e t r a p o f
a r r o g a n c e a n d p r i d e . F u r t h e r m o r e , w e w i l l a l s o
rea l ize the wor th o f every o ther ind iv idua l . Hope¬
fu l ly th is w i l l lead us to amore accept ing a t t i tude
rather than one of conceit. True humil i ty begins by
admi t t ing our c rea tu re l iness and sp i r i tua l pover ty.
H i g h s e l f - e s t e e m s h o u l d f o l l o w t h e s a m e p a t h
through the doctrine of grace.

L e t u s l o o k a t tw o e x a m p l e s o f s e l f - c o n fi d e n t
ind iv iduals . One is gu i l ty o f the s in o f pr ide. The
other overcomes th is through grace. The first is a
fict i t ious character, yet symbolic of someone we al l
know. This man is rich and his land produces plenti¬
fully. He runs out of storage, so he decides to build
bigger barns. Note the way he uses the first person
(I, my) eleven times: "What shall Ido, for Ihave
n o w h e r e t o s t o r e m y c r o p s ? 1 w i l l d o t h i s ; I w i l l
pull down my barns, and build larger ones, and there
Iw i l l s t o re a l l my g ra i n a n d my g o o d s . An d Iw i l l
say to my soul. Soul, you have ample goods laid up
for many years" (Lk. 12:16-20). This man would be a
m o d e l o f s e l f - c o n fi d e n c e a n d e s t e e m f o r m a n y
today, but God ca l led h im afool . In h is ar rogance
he thought he was self-sufficient. His over-confi-

i s a n i n d i v i d u a l ?
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dence caused him to forget how insignificant he was
compared to God. This type of self-love we can do
w i t h o u t .

The nex t ind iv idua l beg ins in as imi la r manner.
He i s bo ld , da r i ng , and se l f - confiden t . He i s no t
p lagued w i th an i n fe r i o r i t y comp lex . H is name i s
P e t e r , a n d h e i s a l w a y s a t t h e f r o n t o f t h e s m a l l
b a n d o f d i s c i p l e s s p e a k i n g fi r s t , j u m p i n g i n t h e
water, or making bold claims. When he is told that
h e i s g o i n g t o f a l l a w a y d u e t o f e a r, h e b o l d l y
declares, "Though they all fall away because of you,
1wil l never fal l away" (Mt. 26:33). After fal l ing
away and then deny ing 3esus th ree t imes , Pe te r
a p p a r e n t l y l e a r n e d s o m e l e s s o n s f r o m t h e c r u c i fi x i o n
a n d r e s u r r e c t i o n .

Imay be reading too much into certain passages,
b u t I d e t e c t a n o n - a r r o g a n t s e l f - c o n fi d e n c e i n t h e
p o s t - r e s u r r e c t i o n P e t e r . E v e n t h o u g h P a u l h a d
rebuked him to his face (Gal. 2:11), Peter was able
t o c a l l P a u l " o u r b e l o v e d b r o t h e r . " H e s a i d P a u l

wrote "according to the wisdom given him." He even
cal led the wr i t ings of Paul "scr ip ture" (2 Pet .
3:15-16). Atruly self-confident person is not threat¬
ened by other talented people. An executive who has
s e l f - c o n fi d e n c e w i l l s u r r o u n d h i m s e l f w i t h t h e m o s t

talented people he can find. This will only help him,
n o t h u r t h i m . L i k e w i s e , r a t h e r t h a n t h e b r a s h ,
arrogant Peter we know from the gospels, he seems
q u i e t l y f u l l o f s e l f - e s t e e m . H e f e e l s n o n e e d t o
press his claims for authority and is happy to simply
c a l l h i m s e l f " a f e l l o w e l d e r " ( 1 P e t . 5 : 2 ) . I b e l i e v e
t h i s i s e v i d e n c e o f a m a n w h o i s h u m b l e d b y t h e
g r a c e o f G o d w h i c h a c c e p t e d h i m b a c k a f t e r h e
denied 3esus three times. His self-esteem is as high
as ever, but the pride is gone.

How do we raise our self-esteem? We raise it by
examining the grace of God. W'here do we find our
confidence? We find i t not in an arrogant c la im to
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s e l f - s u f fi c i e n c y b u t i n C h r i s t . R a t h e r t h a n c e l e ¬
bra t ing yourse l f , ce lebra te wha t you a re in God 's
g r a c e . R a t h e r t h a n b o a s t i n g o f w h a t y o u h a v e
attained by your own efforts, boast of the cross of
Jesus Christ. Be l ike Paul who said, "By the grace
o f G o d I a m w h a t I a m " ( 1 C o r . 1 5 : 1 0 ) . " S u c h i s t h e
confidence that we have through Christ toward God.
N o t t h a t w e a r e s u f fi c i e n t o f o u r s e l v e s t o c l a i m

anything as coming from us; our sufficiency is from
God" (2 Cor. 3:4-5). Rather than attempting to walk
t h r o u g h l i f e w i t h f a i t h o n l y i n y o u r s e l f , p u t y o u r
f a i t h i n G o d .

When it 's me Ican not bear.
Help me Lord to know you care;
Mend my heart; my soul repair;

Sweet Spirit comfort me.
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The Thorn of Pain and Suffering

The day is cold, and dark, and dreary;
I t r a i ns , and t he w ind i s neve r wea ry ;
The vine still clings to the mouldering wall.
But at every gust the dead leaves fall,

And t he day i s da rk and d rea ry.

My life is cold, and dark, and dreary;
I t r a i ns , and t he w ind i s neve r wea ry ;
My thoughts still cling to the mouldering Past,
But the hopes of youth fail thick in the blast,

And the days are dark and dreary.

Be still, sad heart! and cease repining;
Behind the clouds is the sun still shining;
Thy fate is the common fate of all,
I n t o e a c h l i f e s o m e r a i n m u s t f a l l .

Some days must be dark and dreary.
-- Henry W. Longfel low

One cer ta in ty o f l i fe i s tha t there i s p len ty o f
pain and suffering. Buddha built anew religion by
trying to give an answer to this problem. He taught
that pain and existence go together. The only way
t o a v o i d p a i n i s t o b r e a k o u t o f t h e c y c l e o f
existence. Every religion has something to say about
the problem of pain. In the Bible we are reminded
t h a t l i f e i s f u l l o f s u f f e r i n g : " M a n i s b o r n o f
t r o u b l e " ( d o b 5 : 7 ) . O n e m a n c a m e t o h i s m i n i s t e r
saying he had finally found averse in the Bible that
d e s c r i b e d h i m . T h e v e r s e w a s d o b 5 : 7 . L a t e r i n d o b
w e a r e t o l d , " M a n t h a t i s b o r n o f a w o m a n i s o f
few days, and full of trouble" (dob 14:1). "He feels
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only the pain of his own body" (Job 14:22).
An addi t ional compl icat ion is that pa in and

suffering come to the righteous just as frequently as
to the unjust. The case of Job is one example.
Gideon is another example. During his l i fe the
children of Israel were being persecuted by the
Midianites. They attacked them, stole their crops
and livestock, and destroyed what was left. When an
angel came to deliver amessage to Gideon, he was
in aw inepress bea t ing ou t g ra in . Th is shows how
low he was in two ways. The winepress would not
hold alarge amount of grain, so this implies asmall
harvest. Secondly, he was probably beating out his
grain there to avoid detection by the M i d i a n i t e s .
Usually this work was done on a hill top w h e r e t h e
w i n d w o u l d b l o w . T h e w o r k w o u l d b e m u c h m o r e
d i fficu l t in aw inepress wh ich was cu t ou t o f rock .
This he lps us to understand the confus ion Gideon
fe l t when the angel announced, "The Lord is w i th
you." He asks, "Pray, sir, if the lord is with us, why
then has all this befallen us?" (Judges 6:12-13). That
is how many Christians feel today when bad things
happen to them.

Sometimes this question is referred to a s t h e
problem of evil, but here we are less c o n c e r n e d
with the existence of sin and more c o n c e r n e d w i t h

pain and suffering. The technical term f o r t h i s
problem is " theodicy" which is the effor t to just i fy
God's way of dealing with the world. The problem is
an apparently inconsistent triangle of three truths:
(1) God is good, (2) God is omnipotent, and (3) evil,
pain, and suffering exist. 1) Any two of these can be
affirmed at one time without any a p p a r e n t
inconsistency, but once the third is a d d e d ,
d i f fi c u l t i e s a r i s e .

If God is good and omnipotent, then there should
be no ev i l , pa in , o r su f fe r ing in the wor ld . S ince
evil exists, either God is not good or else he is not
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able to prevent it. There are attempts to avoid this
d i l emma by remov ing one co rne r o f t he t r i ang le .
Some deny that God is omnipotent. This is done in a
thoroughgoing dual ism where another god is g iven
e q u a l o r s i m i l a r p o w e r. S o m e d e n y t h a t G o d i s
to ta l ly good. St i l l o thers re fuse to admi t that ev i l
and pain exists. For some pain is merely an illusion.
Chr is t ian thought , though, has a lways a ffi rmed a l l
t h r e e o f t h e s e t r u t h s . R a t h e r t h a n d e n y o n e c o r n e r
of the triangle, we need to see if these three truths
are really irreconcilable with one another.

A l t h o u g h w e a r e p r i m a r i l y t a l k i n g i n t h e
a b s t r a c t , t h i s i s a p e r s o n a l p r o b l e m t h a t i s e v e n
more difficult to explain when it happens to us. We
might be able to g ive arat ional izat ion on paper or
i n a S u n d a y s c h o o l c l a s s , b u t i t i s m u c h m o r e
d i f fi c u l t w h e n w e l o s e a c h i l d t o d e a t h , w h e n w e
watch are la t ive waste away wi th cancer, when we
h a v e a l o v e d o n e d i e i n a c a r a c c i d e n t , w h e n w e
h a v e a f r i e n d w h o i s t h e v i c t i m o f a v i o l e n t c r i m e ,
w h e n w e w i t n e s s t h e h o r r o r s o f w a r , o r w h e n w e
e x p e r i e n c e a t e r r i b l e d i s a s t e r l i k e a t o r n a d o o r a
fi r e .

E v e n t h o u g h t h i s p r o b l e m i s c o n f r o n t e d o n a
persona l , emot iona l leve l qu i te o f ten , we need to
a n s w e r t h e d i l e m m a o f p a i n a n d s u f f e r i n g w i t h
intellectual integrity.2) Even though we may not
have all of the answers, it is not enough to simply
d ismiss aprob lem such as th is as be ing amystery
w e c a n n o t u n d e r s t a n d . A n a n s w e r t o t h e t h o r n o f

pain and suffering begins with abetter understanding
tha t t he re may be apu rpose t o pa in . We usua l l y
live as if happiness in life depends upon an absence
of pain and suffering. We live on the wrong assump¬
tion that God is being unloving to us to al low bad
things to happen to us.

Let us look at four examples of wrong thinking
about God.3) An Englishman in India had abrother
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w h o w a s w o u n d e d i n a w a r . H e p r a y e d t h a t h i s
bro ther wou ld l i ve . He thought any decent person
would listen and help him if they could. His brother
died. He then declared that he no longer believed in
God. In China a woman had a sister t h a t s u f f e r e d

very much in childbirth. She wanted to know why
God did not spare her from that s u f f e r i n g . A
p r o f e s s o r a t a l a r g e u n i v e r s i t y i n A m e r i c a w a s
knocked down by a t ruck . H is l eg was b roken . A t
t h e fi r s t c h a p e l s e r v i c e h e a t t e n d e d a f t e r t h e
accident, he announced that he no longer believed in
God. If there had been aGod, surely he would have
whispered in his ear to get out of the way. Finally,
at are l ig ious meet ing in Ind ia, an Indian stood up
and declared, "Since Ihave become a C h r i s t i a n I
h a v e h a d n o m o r e t r o u b l e s a t a l l . G o d h a s s a v e d m e
f r o m a l l m y t r o u b l e s . " H e s a t d o w n w i t h a s a t i s fi e d
l o o k o n h i s f a c e .

Wha t i s w rong w i th t he a t t i t ude o f a l l f ou r o f
these indiv iduals? Two no longer bel ieved in God.
One mere ly doubted. The o ther be l ieved God was
protect ing h im. Al l four were work ing wi th the
assump t i on t ha t God shou ld spa re t he r i gh teous ,
them in particular, from pain and suffering. They all
b e l i e v e d t h a t G o d e i t h e r s h o u l d o r d i d i n t e r v e n e a n d

prevent bad things from happening to people. Is not
this att i tude the reason that fai th heal ing continues
to be apopular a l te rnat ive for some peop le today,
despite the absence of any evidence that faith
h e a l e r s t r u l y h e a l a n y p e r s o n e x c e p t t h o s e w i t h
psychosomatic illnesses. In all of these examples the
gospe l i s be ing v iewed in ase lfish way. I t se rves
selfish ends, bringing us peace of mind, freedom
from anxiety, and material prosperity.4) If we have
faith, we think all of our problems should go away.
Even the cross, the chief symbol of Christianity, has
b e c o m e a s y m b o l t o b e u s e d t o a v o i d p a i n ,
su f fe r ing , and sac r i fice . Ye t , wha t does the c ross
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represent? Is it not pain, suffering, and sacrifice?
Amore mature approach, and a less se lfish one,

i s t o a f fi r m t h a t i t m a y b e G o d ' s w i l l t h a t w e
suffer. Th is does not mean that a l l su ffer ing is a
p u n i s h m e n t f o r s i n . T h e c a u s e s o f s u f f e r i n g a r e
many.5) Such suffer ing, though, may be the wi l l of
G o d a n d h a v e s o m e v a l u e f o r u s . A m i n i s t e r w a s

visiting the home of ayoung couple one time. The
woman had severe a r th r i t i s in her legs and h ips .
Th i s made i t d i f ficu l t and pa in fu l f o r he r t o t ake
care of her young children. This couple had been
attending aprayer group for along time. They had
prayed long and hard that God would remove this
suffering from her. He had not done so. Now the
couple was beginning to experience spiritual doubts.
When the minister suggested to them that God
might be saying, "No," to their prayers, and that it
might be his will that she have this disease, the
couple was quite startled and shocked.6)

One good example of amature approach to the
problem of pain and suffer ing is the choice of
art icles by the editor of the August 1972 edit ion of
20th Century Christian magazine which had the
t h e m e o f
a r t i c l e w a s e n t i t l e d
C a n c e r . " T h i s w a s n o t a n a r t i c l e a b o u t m i r a c l e s o r

faith healing. The son was in the hospital. He under¬
went surgery, but the author believed God's provi¬
d e n c e w a s a t w o r k a l s o . T h e s e c o n d a r t i c l e w a s
entitled "My Son Died of Cancer."?) Having these
two articles side-by-side showed great wisdom. Being
a C h r i s t i a n s h o u l d n o t m e a n t h a t w e a t t e m p t t o
avo id a l l pa in and su f fe r ing by v i r tue o f ou r
relat ionship to Chr ist , but that we are able to l ive
through our su ffe r ing v ic tor ious ly i f God does not
c h o o s e t o d e l i v e r u s f r o m i t .

O n e t i m e a m i n i s t e r w e n t t o v i s i t a w o m a n w h o
was afflicted with many problems. Her husband had

T h e fi r s tHow to Conque r Su f f e r i ng .
P r a y e r S a v e d M y S o n f r o m
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gone bl ind and then been struck with an incurable
disease. She had alight stroke, so she was forced to
ret ire from her job and become a"seeing-eye wife."
As the vis i t ing minister t r ied to encourage her, he
told her he was praying for her. She asked, "What
are you praying for God to do?" He struggled for an
a n s w e r . W h e n h e fi n i s h e d s h e t h a n k e d h i m a n d a s k e d

that he pray for one more thing: "Pray that Iwon' t
waste all of this suffering."8) She knew her problems
were no t go ing to mi racu lous ly d isappear, so she
wisely asked for the strength to endure them and to
l e a r n f r o m t h e m .

P a u l h a d a t h o r n i n t h e fl e s h w h i c h m a y h a v e
b e e n a b o d i l y a i l m e n t t h a t b r o u g h t h i m p a i n a n d
suffering. He prayed to God three t imes to remove
i t , bu t God never d id . In Hebrews 11 we read o f
many great heroes of the faith, some of whom God
del ivered. Others, though, were not del ivered. They
had to suffer mockings, scourgings, chains, imprison¬
ments, stonings, being sawn in two, being kil led by
the sword, and being destitute, afflicted, and ill-
t reated. So an answer to the problem of pain and
su f f e r i ng t ha t has some i n te l l ec tua l i n t eg r i t y can
begin by affirming that pain and suffering may have
some positive good or benefit. They may be part of
the larger plan of God which is for our good.

P a i n , f o r e x a m p l e , i s a w a r n i n g d e v i c e t o t h e
body and the mind. Lepers who lose their sense of
f e e l s u f f e r m u c h m o r e h o r r i b l y w i t h o u t i t . Y e t
sometimes the amount of pain seems all out of pro¬
por t ion to the danger invo lved. Ater r ib le pa in may
warn us of something with little danger. Likewise,
some great danger may be accompanied by avery-
m inor pa in . A too thache can be ex t reme ly pa in fu l ,
b u t a t t h e s a m e t i m e i t m i g h t n o t b e v e r y
dangerous. From another viewpoint, what good would
the warning pain of appendicitis do aperson in the
Middle Ages who did not have the benefits of

9 4



A T H O R N I N Y O U R F L E S H

mcxiern surgery and medicine?
Our world needs law and order, though, in order

t o b e s t a b l e . W e c a n n o t h a v e w a t e r s u d d e n l y
t u r n i n g t o a i r e v e r y t i m e a p e r s o n i s a b o u t t o
drown. It would not work if gravity suddenly stopped
everytirne aperson started falling to the ground.9)
Such aworld would not be real. Everyone would end
u p b e i n g a " r i c e C h r i s t i a n , " t o u s e t h e o l d m i s ¬
sionary phrase. There would be no virtue, no strug¬
gle, no heroes, and no character. Was not this the
claim that was made against Job? Satan insinuated
t h a t t h e o n l y r e a s o n J o b w o r s h i p p e d G o d w a s
because God cared for and protected him. If these
blessings were removed. Job would not stay faithful
(Job 1:9-11). Job demonstrated true virtue, though,
not just an enlightened selfishness. 10)

Sometimes pain and suffering may be discipl ine.
One t ime a farmer watched ab i rd bu i ld ing anest in
ap i l e o f b ranches . He wen t ove r and t o re i t up ,
scat ter ing i t everywhere. The mother b i rd immedi¬
ate ly began bui ld ing anew nest in the same spot .
T h e f a r m e r t o r e u p t h i s n e s t t h e n e x t d a y. T h e
th i rd day the b i rd began bu i ld ing anest in arose¬
b u s h n e a r h i s h o u s e . H e s m i l e d a n d l e f t h e r a l o n e . A
few days later he carried out his plans to burn the
pile of branches. If the farmer had not brought a
l i t t l e p a i n i n t o t h e m o t h e r b i r d ' s l i f e , s h e w o u l d
never have hatched her eggs.

There are many other possible positive purposes
to pain and suffering.il) Suffering can help us to
know ourselves. It can help us to attain aproper set
of values about what is truly important in l i fe. Due
to suffer ing we wi l l o f ten become thankfu l for our
blessings. Suffering can help us to avoid self-pity.
Suffering wil l motivate us to be more sensit ive and
sympathetic toward others. Suffering will help us to
learn the value of prayer. Suffering may cause us to
repent and turn to God. Suffering will help us better
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see our own weakness in contrast to the strength of
God. Suffer ing can develop understanding and re¬
sourcefulness, assurance, and discipl ine in the suf¬
f e r e r .

In one beaut i fu l O ld Testament passage Moses
compares the care of God for Israel to that of an
eagle for its baby:

H e f o u n d h i m i n a d e s e r t l a n d ,
and in the howling waste of the wilderness;

h e e n c i r c l e d h i m , h e c a r e d f o r h i m ,
he kept him as the apple of his eye.

Like an eagle that stirs up its nest,
that flutters over is young,

spreading out its wings, catching them,
bearing them on its pinions.

(Deu t . 32 :10 -11 )

Maybe Moses had w i tnessed ac t ions by an eag le
during his days of tending sheep in the wilderness. A
mother eagle will literally push ababy eagle out of
the nes t and l e t i t d rop fo r fi f t y o r one hund red
feet . Before any harm can come to the l i t t le one,
the mother wi l l fly underneath and a l low the baby
to land on her shoulders. She wi l l p lace the baby
back in the nest for a few minutes and repeat the
process over and over. It might appear cruel, but
th i s i s necessa ry to teach the baby eag le to fly.
Otherw ise tha t baby w i l l never leave the nes t . I t
will sit in the nest expecting to be fed the rest of
its l i fe. Suffering which comes our way may appear
cruel to us, but it may be necessary to mold us into
w h a t G o d w o u l d h a v e u s t o b e .

O n e t i m e a b o a t w a s t r a v e l l i n g o n t h e S t .
L a w r e n c e R i v e r w h e n i t m o v e d i n t o a d e n s e f o g .
Some of the passengers became frightened. They
w e r e c e r t a i n t h a t a w r e c k w a s i m m i n e n t a n d
demanded that the captain stop the vessel. One of
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t h e c r e w c a l m e d t h e m d o w n . H e i n f o r m e d t h e m t h a t
the captain was at the mast of the ship which was
s e v e r a l f e e t a b o v e t h e w a t e r w h e r e t h e r e w a s n o
fog. He could see perfectly clear where they were
going. If we could rise up and see things from a
higher perspective as God sees them, then maybe we
would better see that there is aplan and purpose to
our suffering. As Paul said, "We know that in every¬
thing God works for good with those who love him,
who are called according to his purpose" (Rom.
8:28). Pain and suffering are not necessarily evil or
wrong. They can be redemptive.

Once we have attempted to give arationale to
the problem of pain and suffering which has some
intellectual integrity, we should balance this with a
rea l i za t ion tha t we l i ve by hope , no t jus t by ex¬
planations. 12) While our explanation for the problem
of pain and suffering should not simply be that
God's ways are difficult for us to understand, some¬
times we must make this appeal. While call ing suf¬
fering amystery beyond finite human minds is not a
complete so lu t ion to the problem, i t may be apar t
of it. In the Bible some great heroes question God
about human suffering. Some of them are not given
alogical resolution of the matter. They are given
something else, though, which settles the matter for
t h e m .

Job had alot of questions to ask God about why
he had suffered so terribly. He would not be silent:

Therefore Iwi l l not restra in my mouth;
Iwill speak in the anguish of my spirit;
Iwill complain in the bitterness of my soul.

(Job 7:14)

J o b w o u l d l i k e t o t a l k , e v e n r e a s o n , w i t h G o d c o n ¬
cerning his suffer ing, but how can you debate with
God? How can you in i t i a te nego t ia t ions w i th God
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(3ob 9:3-35)? If 3ob could only be given afair
hear ing , he i s ce r ta in tha t he wou ld be dec la red
i n n o c e n t :

Behold, Ihave prepared my case;
I k n o w t h a t I s h a l l b e v i n d i c a t e d .

W h o i s t h e r e t h a t w i l l c o n t e n d w i t h m e ?
F o r t h e n I w o u l d b e s i l e n t a n d d i e .

(3ob 13:18-19)

Finally after long discussions between 3ob and his
friends, God speaks to 3ob (3ob 38:1-40:2). God does
not answer the quest ion of pain and suffer ing. He
does not give adetailed explanation of why evil has
come in to 3ob 's l i f e i n abundance . God p r imar i l y
gives 3ob avision of his wisdom, majesty, and glory.
At first glance it appears that God has evaded the
issue. He asks 3ob alot of questions, but they are
q u e s t i o n s t h a t t e a c h a n d i n s t r u c t . T h o u g h t h e
cumulative effect of these questions is to make 3ob
a w a r e o f h i s i g n o r a n c e , a t t h e s a m e t i m e t h e y
educate him.13) When God finished he gave 3ob a
chance to respond. 3ob answered:

B e h o l d , I a m o f s m a l l a c c o u n t ;
w h a t s h a l l I a n s w e r t h e e ?

Ilay my hand on my mouth.
Ihave spoken once, and Iwil l not answer;

twice, but Iwi l l proceed no fur ther.
(3ob 40:4-5)

God then speaks to 3ob again. God has shown
3ob h i s ma jes ty i n na tu re . Now God ge ts to the
point. 3ust as 3ob is no match for God in ability to
m a k e j u d g e m e n t s i n n a t u r e , h e i s n o m a t c h i n
making moral judgements:

Will you even put me in the wrong?
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Will you condemn me that you may be
j u s t i fi e d ?

Have you an arm like God,
and can you thunder with avoice like his?

(3ob 40:8-9)

By look ing a t on ly aminute por t ion o f h is tory and
the universe, does any human being have the right
t o c l a i m t h a t h e c o u l d r u n t h e u n i v e r s e i n a b e t t e r
m a n n e r t h a t G o d h a s ?

3ob now gives his final answer to God. Again we
m u s t r e m e m b e r t h a t G o d h a s n o t e x p l a i n e d t h e
problem of pain and suffering to 3ob. Instead he has
given him something far greater. He has given 3ob a
gl impse of h is marvelous creat ion. He has al lowed
him to peek into the intr icate harmony of the uni¬
verse . I f the wor ld i s so complex and marve lous ,
h o w m u c h m o r e s o i s t h e G o d w h o m a d e i t . A l s o i t
i s impor tan t to 3ob tha t God has spoken to h im.
G o d h a s n o t c o n d e m n e d h i m a s h i s f r i e n d s h a v e .
God's wil l ingness to reason with 3ob has given 3ob
tremendous assurance and dignity. 14) So 3ob is satis¬
fi e d w i t h G o d ' s a n s w e r :

Iknow that thou canst do all things,
and that no purpose of thine can be

t h w a r t e d . . . .
T h e r e f o r e I h a v e u t t e r e d w h a t I d i d n o t

unders tand,
things too wonderful for me which Idid

n o t k n o w .

(3ob 42:2-3)

S o m e t i m e s w e w i l l h a v e n o e x p l a n a t i o n s t o
sat is fy our in te l lec t . Ido not understand why some
b a b i e s a r e b o r n w i t h h o r r i b l e d e f o r m i t i e s . I d o n o t

u n d e r s t a n d w h y s o m e p e o p l e a r e b o r n m e n t a l l y
retarded. Ido not understand why there are terr ible
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d iseases l i ke leprosy. As we s tand in the face o f
such questions, rational explanations may do us little
g o o d . A t m o m e n t s l i k e t h a t , w e n e e d w h a t J o b
e x p e r i e n c e d . W e n e e d t o r e s t u d y t h e B i b l e a n d
renew our vision of God's majesty. Then in hope and
faith maybe we can live with such questions and not
lose heart. As one man said, "1 had amillion ques¬
tions to ask God: but when Imet Him, they al l fled
my mind; and it didn't seem to matter."15)

Ano ther example s im i la r to Job i s the case o f
Habakkuk. During his day there was much injustice,
w i c k e d n e s s , a n d v i o l e n c e . H e c r i e d o u t t o G o d f o r
an answer. He begged to know when God would act
(Hab. 1:2-4). God's answer perplexed Habakkuk even
more. God told him he was raising up the Chaldeans
to bring punishment (Hab. 1:5-11). Habakkuk had
admitted to sin among God's people and was aware
o f aneed fo r pun ishment , bu t how cou ld God use
t h e C h a l d e a n s t o d o t h i s ? H o w c o u l d G o d u s e a
more w i cked na t i on t o pun i sh a l ess w i cked one?
H o w c o u l d G o d b e a r t o e v e n l o o k u p o n t h e
C h a l d e a n s , m u c h l e s s r a i s e t h e m u p f o r s u c h a
purpose (Hab. 1:12-13)?

T h e p r o p h e t t a k e s a s t a n d t o w a t c h f o r G o d ' s
answer. God did not disappoint Habakkuk. He gave
h im an answer, t e l l i ng h im to w r i t e av i s i on upon
tablets. Several woes are pronounced upon v io lent
and wicked peoples (Hab. 2:6-19). In contrast to the
i d o l a t r y a n d m a t e r i a l i s m , H a b a k k u k c a t c h e s a
glimpse of the majesty of God: "The Lord is in his
ho ly temple ; le t a l l the ear th keep s i lence be fore
him" (Hab. 2:20). Habakkuk is then given assurance
t h a t G o d w i l l c o m e f o r t h f o r t h e s a l v a t i o n o f h i s

people and judge the enemies of God's people (Hab.
3:1-15). Although Habakkuk is given an answer in
tha t he sees a fu tu re v ind ica t ion o f the r igh teous ,
he is not given acomplete solution to the problem
of pain and suffering.
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As with 3ob, though, Habakkuk comes away from
his experience with God with faith, hope, and confi¬
dence in the absolute justice of God. He expresses
h i s abso lu te t r us t i n God i n one o f t he g rea tes t
faith statements in all of the scripture:

Though the fig tree do not blossom,
n o r f r u i t b e o n t h e v i n e s ,

the produce of the olive fail
and the fields yield no food,

t h e fl o c k b e c u t o f f f r o m t h e f o l d

and the re be no he rd i n t he s ta l l s ,
yet Iwi l l re jo ice in the Lord,

Iwil l joy in the God of my salvation.
God the Lord, is my strength;

h e m a k e s m y f e e t l i k e h i n d s ' f e e t ,
he makes me tread upon my high places.

(Hab. 3 :17-19)

E v e n i f t h e i r f o o d s u p p l y i s c u t o f f b y f o r e i g n
invaders, Habakkuk will continue to praise God. God
wi l l a l low h im to c l imb to the tops o f the moun¬
ta ins l ike adeer, tak ing h im h igh above the va l ley
of despair and doubt below. Instead of a"God, you
take care of me, and I'll take care of you" attitude,
Habakkuk rests confidently in trust of God. 16) So
w h i l e a n a t t e m p t a t a r a t i o n a l e x p l a n a t i o n o f t h e
problem of pain and suffering should be our begin¬
n ing po in t , somet imes we must ca tch ag l impse o f
G o d ' s m a j e s t y a n d l i v e b y h o p e a n d t r u s t , n o t
exp lana t ions .

How should we live with pain and suffering? We
can deny it as one religious group does, but it will
not d isappear. We can s imply ignore i t , but i t wi l l
return. We can reject God and claim that we could
do abetter job of planning the universe. This proud
r e a c t i o n i s q u i t e c o m m o n . We c a n s i t b a c k a n d
accept i t s i lent ly as aStoic. We might accept i t as
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the will of God, and then do nothing to alleviate
pa in and su ffe r ing in the wor ld . In 1722 asermon
was preached by Edmund Massey against " the
dangerous and s in fu l pract ice o f innocula t ion. " He
said diseases such as smallpox were sent by God as
apunishment for our sins, therefore it is wrong for
u s t o a t t e m p t t o p r e v e n t o r w i p e o u t s u c h d i s e a s e s
by modern medicine. 17) This passive reaction to pain
and suffering always stands in the way of progress.
W e c a n a c c e p t p a i n i n o u r l i v e s a n d t h e n l i v e
selfishly, or we can accept pain and suffering for
what i t is and l ive unselfish ly. We can t ry to l ive
wi th i t and learn f rom i t . We can t ry to bui ld our
character and be victorious over it. This is the way
Jesus met pain and suffering.

Finally, to deal with pain and suffering in our
l i fe , we must learn to l ive together wi th others in
our pain. Paul said, "Bear one another's burdens, and
so fulfill the law of Christ" (Gal. 6:2). "Weep with
those who weep" (Rom. 12:15). In the fellowship of
the body o f Chr is t we can find suppor t and sym¬
pathy to help us in our period of pain and suffering.

When my life is filled with pain,
So my faith begins to wane;
And all answers seem in vain.;

Sweet Spirit comfort me.
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