doctrine of undeserved suffering

I. Introduction and description.

A. Suffering is a regular feature of this world; not one person that has lived in this world has lived without experiencing suffering of some sort.

B. The primary reason that suffering exists is the fall of Satan, who introduced sin and death into God’s perfect universe.  Jn. 8:44

C. This evil creature engineered the fall of mankind, which effectively made suffering a normative part of the human experience.  Gen. 3:16-19; Rom. 5:12

D. Thus, suffering became part of the human experience in general, and continues to be part of the life of the positive believer based on his association with Christ.  Acts 9:16  

E. Suffering is defined as bearing or undergoing any experience that results in pain, sickness, affliction, distress, grief, or loss of honor; while one can voluntarily submit to suffering, it can also be forced on one by the actions of others.

F. Suffering may be categorized in three specific ways:

1. Suffering that is common to all men; this comes about as part of the normal human experience of living in a cursed world.  ICor. 10:13; Rom. 8:19-20a
a. Aging.  IICor. 4:16

b. Illness.  Matt. 8:14; Phil. 2:25-27

c. Collective suffering, that which comes on a person by virtue of their national or other affiliations.  Dan. 9:4-11; Rev. 3:10

2. Deserved suffering is the second category; this relates to the sufferings that come upon a person by virtue his own actions.

a. This includes self-induced suffering that is the direct byproduct of bad choices or bad decisions.  Prov. 11:15, 13:20, 19:15

b. Deserved suffering also comes to those that violate God’s righteousness, and is designed to be remedial (to correct or improve) in nature.  Heb. 12:7-12

c. This is known as divine discipline, but may also include some form of human retribution for one’s actions.  Heb. 12:5-7; Prov. 6:32-35; IPet. 4:15

3. Undeserved suffering refers to those types of suffering that are not the result of bad decisions or divine discipline.

4. By definition these sufferings are undeserved; they do not come upon the believer based on some failure on his part, but may come to him as the result of the actions of others.

5. One of the most frequent types of suffering that the believer will encounter is that of persecution, which may take any number of forms; it may only be manifested by means of a hateful attitude, by harmful and/or disparaging words, or by overt attacks on the body or property of a believer.

G. This doctrine is designed to focus on this particular category of suffering, the forms it may take, and how the believer is to respond biblically to undeserved suffering when he encounters it.

II. Vocabulary and terminology.

A. There are a number of terms in the Old Testament that are translated by the English terms suffer or sufferings.

1. The Hebrew noun bAak.m; (makh’obh--pain, grief) is derived from a verb that emphasizes the physical pain aspect of suffering along with the mental anguish that suffering can cause.  Ex. 3:7

2. The verb lm;[' (‘amal--labor, toil) relates to the difficult and unfulfilling nature of work; it emphasizes the labor, drudgery, or suffering involved in unpleasant work.  Eccles. 5:16
3. Other examples of suffering include suffering through labor and childbirth (Gen. 35:16), suffering from illness (IIChron. 21:15), and suffering death.  Num. 16:29

B. The primary verb used in the New Testament for suffering is pa,scw (pascho--to experience, to suffer), which first meant to experience something--whether something good or something bad.

1. In the New Testament, it is almost exclusively used for suffering misfortunes, experiencing afflictions, and enduring evil.

2. The noun pa,qhma (pathema--suffering) denotes that which one endures or suffers; it includes various forms of misfortunes, calamities, evils, or afflictions one might encounter.
C. The adverb avdi,kwj (adikos—unjustly, unrighteously) is used with the verb pa,scw (pascho  --suffer) to specifically indicate undeserved suffering.  IPet. 2:19

D. Other phrases are combined with the idea of suffering to communicate the reality of undeserved suffering.

1. Doing what is right and suffering.  IPet. 2:20, 3:17

2. Suffer for the sake of righteousness.  IPet. 3:14

3. Share the sufferings of Christ.  IPet. 4:13

4. Suffer as a Christian.  IPet. 4:16

5. Suffer according to the will of God.  IPet. 4:19

6. Suffer shame for the Name.  Acts 5:41
III. Jesus Christ is the supreme example of enduring undeserved suffering in the angelic conflict.

A. The incarnation, when God the Son became flesh and dwelled among mankind, is an example of infinite deity accepting and suffering the limitations of finite humanity.  

B. God the Son willingly accepted a lower place, rejecting the view that He had to maintain His status in Heaven with the Father at all costs.  Phil. 2:6

C. The Greek verb keno,w (kenoo—to empty, to make something empty) indicates that God the Son willingly took upon himself a complete human nature and chose to limit Himself to what a human could do and experience.  Phil. 2:7

D. The one difference between Jesus Christ and other men is that He did not have a sin nature; this genetic reality was bypassed by means of the virgin birth.  Matt. 1:23

E. Since Jesus Christ chose to never sin, it is evident that He did not suffer based on any form of self-induced misery or divine discipline.  IPet. 2:22; IJn. 3:5

F. While Jesus Christ endured the common sufferings associated with the human condition (aging, hunger, fatigue, and even death), none of these sufferings came as the result of any activity on His part.  Lk. 2:52; Matt. 4:2; Mk. 4:38

G. Therefore, His entire life was a life of undeserved suffering, which He experienced in every area that any other person would.  Heb. 2:18

H. Jesus experienced suffering from the source of His family, which was comprised of believers, negative believers, and unbelievers.  

1. He endured the misguided beliefs of His mother, who believed that she had the right to tell Jesus what to do and how to operate His ministry.  Jn. 2:1-4

2. He suffered the insults and rejection of His brothers, who were unbelievers during the Incarnation.  Jn. 7:3-5

3. He suffered as other believers do when He had to apply the doctrine of separation toward His family.  Mk. 3:21,31-35

I. Jesus suffered under the prevailing religious system of His day, being maligned, conspired against, abused, and finally killed by the religious leaders.  Matt. 12:14,24; Jn. 11:53,54; Mk. 14:65, 15:3,11

J. Jesus suffered under the secular government, which tried to have Him murdered when He was just a child (Matt. 2:13-16); later, He was tried by two Roman governors, found innocent by both, but was still condemned to death.  Lk. 23:4,7-11,14-15,22,24-25

K. Jesus endured the betrayal by Judas, a close associate to whom Jesus had done only good.  Matt. 26:47-50

L. He suffered the indignities of being treated as a common criminal even though He had never broken a single law.  Matt. 26:55-56, 27:38

M. He endured all manner of verbal abuse, gossip, maligning, slander, and even blasphemy.  Matt. 27:39-44

N. He endured great physical abuse at the hands of both the Jews and Romans; however, He accepted His suffering and never attempted to retaliate in any way.  Mk. 15:15-19; IPet. 2:23

O. Finally, He endured the greatest undeserved suffering of all time as He bore the sins of the world, God’s judgment on sins, and spiritual death.  Isa. 53:4-6; IPet. 2:24; IICor. 5:21
P. The absolutely sinless, righteous Son of God willingly offered Himself as a sacrifice for His enemies, enduring the undeserved suffering of the cross.  Rom. 5:10; Phil. 2:8; Heb. 12:2

Q. Based on His willingness to endure every manner of undeserved suffering, Jesus Christ is rewarded by God with the premier place in the universe, which involves an eternal reputation of the highest order.  Acts 2:33; Phil. 2:9-11; Heb. 2:9

IV. Forms of undeserved suffering.

A. Since suffering comes in many forms in general, it should not be surprising that undeserved suffering may come in a number of forms as well.

B. First, it should be observed that undeserved suffering will generally (although maybe not exclusively) come to the believer as the result of the actions of others.

C. Therefore, anyone in a position of authority can cause undeserved suffering for those under that authority by failing to exercise authority properly or by using it in an abusive manner.

D. Governmental authorities can bring suffering into the lives of those they rule by abusing or exceeding the bounds of their delegated authority.  Rom. 13:1ff

1. Unrighteous laws, an unrighteous legal system, and unscrupulous leaders often result in the oppression of those that do not have the political, financial, or legal means to withstand them.  Eccles. 5:8   
2. When governments do not enforce righteous laws and execute the appropriate punishments on criminals, citizens suffer.  Ps. 11:3; Rom. 13:4: Eccles. 8:11

3. Oppressive systems of taxation cause significant suffering for those that have to bear the financial burden; socialistic attempts to redistribute wealth by means of progressive taxation is an example of this.  Lk. 3:13

4. When government exceeds the bounds of its authority and intrudes into matters of faith or conscience, suffering is a potential result for the righteous.  Dan. 3:1-6, 6:6-9

5. Governments that do not adhere to the biblical model of nationalism, but embrace satanic, internationalist policies have brought great suffering to the nations they have governed.  Acts 17:26
6. Governments that promote internationalism often do so by promising prosperity, peace, safety, or security.  IThess. 5:3
7. In that regard, governments have caused worldwide suffering by means of unrighteous wars, which are not designed for world safety, but which are often designed to exploit the people and resources of the “enemy”.  James 5:1ff

8. The premier example of governmental abuses will be the Antichrist, who will persecute and destroy those that do not cooperate with his evil policies.  Rev. 13:5-7,12-17

E. The Divine Institution of marriage provides the husband with the ultimate responsibility and authority in the marital relationship.  Eph. 5:23-24

1. As with any authority, if that authority is not used in a manner consistent with what is set forth in the Word of God, suffering can become the inevitable result for the wife.

2. The indulgent husband that does not exercise his authority properly, allowing his wife to engage in inappropriate associations or dangerous behaviors, is not protecting his wife;  she may suffer for the bad choices she made without appropriate guidance and supervision.

3. On the other hand, the husband that is emotionally distant, abusive, and uncommunicative will cause his wife significant emotional and perhaps physical suffering.

4. The husband that does not fulfill his responsibilities to be the leader and primary provider in the home will cause his wife to suffer financially (at the minimum).

5. The man that seeks to avoid his responsibilities as the authority by forcing (under the guise of delegating) his responsibilities on his wife will place her under undue pressure and suffering.

6. God makes it plain that if the husband wants to use his authority to bring unnecessary suffering into the life of his wife, rather than living with her in an understanding way, He may use His authority to bring some deserved suffering to the husband.  IPet. 3:7

F. Parents may cause their children undeserved and unnecessary suffering by means of unrealistic expectations and unreasonable demands.  Eph. 6:4; Col. 3:21

G. Those in positions of authority in the workplace may misuse or abuse their authority, which results in suffering for those under their authority.  Eph. 6:5-9; IPet. 2:18-20

H. Those in positions of spiritual authority are commanded not to abuse their authority, since this can readily result in suffering for those under it.  IPet. 5:3

1. However, it is evident that all spiritual leaders do not take this command seriously and some transgress the boundaries of their authority.

2. One example of this is the legalistic pastor, who seeks to use his authority to control or even micromanage the sheep; this is a violation of the freedom believers have given in Christ.  Gal. 5:1

3. Some authorities cause suffering for others because of power or approbation lust which drives them to engage in abusive behaviors, bully pulpits, etc.  IIIJn. 1:9-10

I. Undeserved suffering does not come only from one’s authorities, it may come from others that lack authority; they may speak or act in ways that bring suffering to those that have done nothing to deserve it.  Jn. 6:70-71

J. Undeserved suffering may span the extremes, from very minor forms of suffering to those that are life threatening.

1. The believer may simply have to deal with a person that has a bitter, hateful, divisive, or who exhibits a haughty, condescending attitude.  Rom. 12:16
2. While these types of people are irritating on many levels, it is evident that their bad attitude is a small matter in the big scheme of things.  ICor. 4:3

3. The believer may become the object of the scourge of the tongue, which is likely the most prevalent form of undeserved suffering.

a. Maligning is that which is verbalized based on the mental attitude sins of malice, hatred, resentment, or bitterness.  IPet. 4:4

b. Slander is a false report, whether oral or written, but which is designed to damage or destroy the reputation of another person.  IPet. 2:12

c. Gossip deals with the verbal action of discussing the private matters of a third party with someone else; this activity may come about because of some rumor or some perceived shortcoming on the part of the object of gossip.  Prov. 20:19

4. Overt persecution is likely the most dangerous form from a material standpoint in that it can result in the loss of a job, status, property, well-being, or life.  Jn. 9:22; Heb. 10:34; Acts 26:21

K. When one is willing to apply the doctrine of separation properly, there is a form of undeserved suffering that arises because of the negative volition of those he might love.  Matt. 10:34-39

L. While there is some undeserved suffering attached to the death of a loved one, that form of suffering is really common to all members of the human race.  IThess. 4:13
V. Reactions to undeserved suffering.

A. Since undeserved suffering is such a significant part of the angelic conflict, the believer will not be able to avoid it altogether.

B. Thus, he must be willing to deal with it according to the standards set forth in the Word of God; the alternative is to resort to human viewpoint solutions.

C. The Bible does provide information regarding the proper way to deal with undeserved suffering, but it also points out that there are inappropriate reactions when one is tested in this matter.

D. The wrong responses to undeserved suffering all stem from failing to commit the situation to the Lord in prayer, failing to faith-rest it, and failing to consider the appropriate doctrine;  these failures will almost always lead to inappropriate responses.  Phil. 4:6-7; IPet. 5:9

E. Inappropriate responses to undeserved suffering in the mental attitude include the following.

1. Mental attitude sins toward the one causing the suffering.  These arise from an emotional response to the suffering that comes from the sin nature reacting to the test.

2. Such reactions as fear, worry, panic, and hysteria will not serve the believer; further, they will do nothing to deal with the actual suffering.  Matt. 10:28

3. Other reactions like anger, hatred, bitterness, malice, and implacability are likewise inappropriate; these responses do not allow the believer to think rationally and doctrinally.  Ex. 32:19; ISam. 20:30-31; Eccles. 7:9
4. Those that react with some form of hypersensitivity or guilt fall into the trap of believing that the undeserved suffering is somehow their fault; some may think it is punishment from God.  IJn. 4:18

5. Another matter with which the believer must deal is that of shame; when one suffers undeservedly he may be tempted to be ashamed of his situation.  IITim. 1:8; IPet. 4:16

6. Others may believe that all suffering is undeserved and that they have no responsibility for what is happening; this manifests an attitude of self-deception and self-justification.  IPet. 4:15

F. Inappropriate verbal responses include the following.

1. Any sort of verbal revenge tactics, which obviously begin with some mental attitude failure, are inappropriate for the adjusting believer.  Rom. 12:19

2. This would include gossiping about the offender, seeking to undermine him by means of spreading personal information, rumors, personal failures, or even the truth to others, who do not need to be involved.  
3. This is often a form of self-justification, which involves the attempt to make oneself look good, while making the object of gossip look bad.

4. Since slander is by definition the action of verbally spreading information that is not true, it is not consistent with the word of truth.  Lev. 19:16; Eph. 4:31

5. Maligning is the verbal sin that comes from a mental attitude of malice, hatred, bitterness, or resentment; it is forbidden as well.  Tit. 3:2

6. Seeking to intimidate the adversary by means of verbal threats is also forbidden.  Acts 4:21, 9:1; Eph. 6:9; IPet. 2:23 

G. Inappropriate overt responses to undeserved suffering include the following.

1. Seeking to harm the offender by physical means; this would include doing any type of physical harm to him, his family, home, property, possessions, animals, or anything else belonging to him.  Gen. 4:23; Ex. 21:12; Prov. 3:29

2. In that regard, one should not attempt to engage in or rationalize criminal activity as a legitimate response to undeserved suffering.  IPet. 2:13-16

3. Doctrinal compromise with those that bring pressure, as a way of lessening or eliminating that suffering or pressure, is never an appropriate response.  Acts 15:1-2; Gal. 2:11-13; Rev. 2:20ff.

VI. The proper reaction to undeserved suffering.

A. In order to correctly field and respond to undeserved suffering, the believer must first possess the mental attitude dynamics that come from an understanding of what the Word of God has to say on this matter.

B. The first thing that one must know is that Jesus Christ controls every aspect of history, which certainly includes the knowledge of what befalls individual believers.  Ps. 1:6, 37:18; IIPet. 2:9

C. Therefore nothing happens to the believer apart from God’s directive will or apart from His permissive will.  Job 1:12, 2:6

D. Every believer must be familiar with the undeserved sufferings Christ endured, and arm himself with the same mental attitude that certain sufferings are inevitable.  IPet. 4:1

E. It is clear that one reason Jesus Christ endured all the undeserved suffering He did was to provide an example for believers.  IPet. 2:21

F. One thing the believer is to avoid is being surprised when these types of sufferings arise in the course of his experience.  IPet. 4:12

G. All suffering should immediately be related to God in prayer; a humble willingness to accept the will of God and endure the sufferings He allows should also accompany that prayer.  IPet. 5:6-7 cf Isa. 40:27
H. One must recognize that all undeserved suffering is of limited duration; this is one reason for the wearing the helmet of salvation.  Eph. 6:17; IThess. 5:8

I. When the believer recognizes that God controls the various sufferings in his niche, he should relax (easy to say) and know that God is faithful to provide whatever comfort and/or deliverance He chooses.  IICor. 1:5; IPet. 4:19

J. When one encounters undeserved suffering at the hands of others he should also recognize that God is aware of those that abuse His children; the believer should know that God will deal with them in righteousness and justice.  IIThess. 1:6; IPet. 4:5 cf. Zech. 2:8
K. Patience is critical to the matter of enduring undeserved suffering since one has to allow God to execute justice on his behalf.  James 5:7-8

L. The believer must relate undeserved suffering, as he must all experiences, to the matter of SG3; as one considers the eternal outcome, this helps to provide inner happiness and peace during times of significant testing and/or suffering.  Rom. 8:17-18; IPet. 4:13

M. In that regard, Jesus Christ serves as the supreme example of enduring undeserved suffering; He was able to do so by virtue of his focus on eternal rewards.  Heb. 12:2

VII. The purposes for undeserved suffering.

A. Like other forms of suffering, undeserved suffering is one method God uses to test the level and quality of doctrine in the soul.  IPet. 1:6-7

B. Whatever doctrine one assimilates will be tested; when the doctrine in the soul is tested, the believer has the opportunity to make the correct application.

C. When one makes the correct application of doctrine by faith, he comes under God’s approbation and blessing.  IPet. 2:19-20, 3:14, 4:14

D. The believer should apply doctrine in fellowship, seek to faith-rest the suffering, and maintain the correct mental attitude; God rewards that with surpassing grace.  IPet. 1:7, 3:9

E. Undeserved sufferings were the basis for the spiritual growth of Jesus, and they provide the same potential for spiritual growth in the believer.  Heb. 2:10, 5:8

F. In that regard, when one endures his undeserved sufferings, he manifests that he is indeed following in the footsteps of Jesus.  IPet. 2:21-23

G. Therefore, one very clear purpose in undeserved suffering is so the believer can gain the eternal glory of Christ.  IIThess. 2:14

H. When the believer endures undeserved suffering, it demonstrates that he is worthy of the eternal blessings of the Kingdom of God.  IIThess. 1:5

I. When believers endure under the undeserved sufferings of the angelic conflict, they not only serve as an encouragement to their communicator, they also become models who encourage other believers.  IIThess. 1:4; IThess. 2:14
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