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An atheist once said that the chief proof for the non-existence of God is pain.  People have pain, and therefore there is no God.  More fully stated, if there were a God and if He were good, He would not allow people to suffer the way they do.  Some put it this way: God could not be both good and powerful, because there is suffering in our world.  If God were good, He would want to remove the suffering, but He must not be able to.  If, how​ever, God could remove the suffering from our world, He has not done so because He does not want to; in other words, He is not good.


These are problems that boggle the human mind.  But they are not pro​blems for God.  He has no difficulty whatsoever with the problem of pain and suffering in our world.  But it is not something that He can ex​plain to us in a way that we can understand.  It is really over our heads, way over our heads.


The entire book of Job is devoted to the problem of suffering.  Job suffers, and his three friends debate with him why he is suffering.  They do so like a blind man talking about colors.  They sound very wise, but they do not know what they are talking about.  After they finally finish sharing their ignorance with each other, God speaks about suffering, and basically tells Job and his friends that it is way over their heads, beyond their ability to com​prehend.  Job is never told why he was suffering.  Throughout the book, the charge is made that Job had done something wrong, and as a conse​quence he was suffering.  That was clearly not true, but Job was never told why he did suffer those things.  It was more than he could comprehend.


But it is not more than God can comprehend, not by any means.  God understands all about suffering and has complete control over it, even if He does not explain all of it to us.  This is illustrated in the beautiful Psalm 37 which is before us this morning.  (Handout.)


King David wrote Psalm 37, and God gave him not only beautiful words to write but a beautiful format in which to place those words.  This is an acrostic psalm, or an alphabetic psalm; each paragraph begins with the next letter of the Hebrew alphabet; since there are twenty-two letters in the Hebrew alphabet, there are twenty-two paragraphs.  But notice also the division of the psalm into four parts: the four parts have six paragraphs, then five paragraphs, then six paragraphs, then five paragraphs, twenty-two in all.  Each of the four sections begins with a reference to the evil or to the wicked.


The subject of Psalm 37 is usually stated in the form of a question: Why do the wicked prosper and the righteous perish?  We often see that hap​pening in our world, but we think that this should not happen.  No, the wicked should perish and the righteous should prosper.  Righteous Job should not suffer, but only the wicked people should suffer.  In Jesus’ para​ble of the rich man and poor Lazarus, the rich man who does not care about anyone except himself should be the one suffering, and poor Lazarus should be the one who is healthy and prospering.  But that is not the way it is in our world.  Why is that?  Psalm 37 answers that question.


And it does so in a beautiful way.  The four sections of the psalm treat first the righteous and then the wicked, then the righteous and then the wicked.  The six-verse sections on the top of the page focus on the righ​teous, and the five-verse sections on the bottom of the page focus on the wicked.  This is not repetitive, but structured.  The first section speaks about the righteous trusting in the Lord to handle the problem of suffering in our world.  For example, the second paragraph begins: “Trust in the Lord,” and the third paragraph: “Commit your way to the Lord; trust in Him,” and the fourth paragraph: “Be still before the Lord and wait patiently for Him.”  He can handle the problem of suffering, which is way over our heads.


The second section focuses on the wicked, specifically on the fact that they will perish.  That, finally, is the answer to suffering which we can understand.  We must look to the Last Day, and there we will see what we can regard as justice.  There we will see the wicked perishing forever, and the righteous prospering forever.  The last paragraph of the second section says: “The wicked will perish: The Lord’s enemies will be like the beauty of the fields, they will vanish—vanish like smoke.”  They seem to be prospering now, like the beauty of the fields, but they soon vanish like smoke, or like leaves blown away by the wind.


The third and fourth sections again talk first about the righteous and then about the wicked, but they focus now on the moral characteristics of the righteous and the wicked.  In the first paragraph of the third section we are told: “The righteous give generously.”  Because of that, the third para​graph says: “I was young and now I am old, yet I have never seen the righ​teous forsaken or their children begging bread. They are always generous and lend freely; their children will be blessed.”  Because they are generous to others, they dispense with famine.  The fifth paragraph says: “The righteous will inherit the land and dwell in it forever.”


The moral characteristics of the wicked are very different, as brought out in the fourth and final section.  The first paragraph already: “The wicked lie in wait for the righteous, seeking their very lives.”  But then look at the final end of the wicked, described in the third paragraph: “I have seen a wicked and ruthless man flourishing like a green tree in its na​tive soil, but he soon passed away and was no more; though I looked for him, he could not be found.”


You and I have suffering in our lives.  Why?  We cannot compre​hend the full answer.  It is over our heads, just as it was beyond Job’s com​pre​hension.  We are to trust in the Lord, and He will ultimately remove all suffering from us.  We will understand much better on the Last Day, when Jesus returns on the clouds to take us to the home He has prepared for us.


But we can understand one element of the problem of suffering, and that is sin.  God did not design our world to have suffering in it; no, suf​fering was brought in by human beings.  There would never have been any need for anything to die in the world God created.  There was no reason for any human being to die, no reason for any animal to die, no reason for any​thing to die.  But Eve and Adam insisted on playing with death by eating the fruit God had forbidden them.  “When you eat of it you will surely die.” Gn2v17.  They ate, and eventually they died.  They brought death into their world.


The first to die were some animals, slaughtered by God to take their skins and make better clothes for Adam and Eve than fig leaves.  Years later, the first human being to die that we are told about was their own son, Abel, struck down by his brother, Adam and Eve’s firstborn son, Cain.  Death has reigned in our world ever since, throughout history.  Death and suffering and sickness and pain all started with Adam and Eve’s sin.  They brought suffering into our world.


We had the rather unusual account of King Manasseh for our first Scripture reading today.  Manasseh served as king toward the end of the kingdom of Judah, not long before the Babylonians came and destroyed Je​ru​salem.  Manasseh was part cause of that.  Manasseh ruled longer than any other king in Jerusalem, and he ruled worse than most.  Our reading at​tempted to describe all the different kinds of idolatry he dragged into Jeru​salem.  But the reading also describes the suffering that Manasseh brought on the people because of the sins he led them into.  Sin never makes us happy, but only miserable.  God also stepped in and promised punishment because of their sins:

Manasseh king of Judah has committed these detestable sins. He has done more evil than the Amorites who preceded him and has led Judah into sin with his idols. Therefore this is what the LORD, the God of Israel, says: I am going to bring such disaster on Jerusalem and Judah that the ears of everyone who hears of it will tingle.… I will wipe out Jerusalem as one wipes a dish, wiping it and turning it upside down. I will forsake the remnant of my inheritance and hand them over to their ene​mies. They will be looted and plundered by all their foes, be​cause they have done evil in my eyes and have provoked me to anger from the day their forefathers came out of Egypt until this day. 2Kg21v11-15.

Consider also the misery that the tenants brought on themselves and others because of what they did in the parable Jesus told as our Gospel reading.  Because they would not give God what rightly belonged to Him, because they abused and slaughtered the prophets God sent to them, they and those with them were brought “to a wretched end.” Mt21v41.

The answer to sin and suffering is always and only Jesus.  He is “the Stone the builders rejected which has become the capstone.” Mt21v42.  The righteous are not righteous because they are good people, but only because of Jesus.  He has been righteous for us.  He has washed away all of our sins in His blood shed for us.  The only really significant difference between the righteous and the wicked is what they do with Jesus.  The wicked shame​fully reject Jesus, while the righteous humbly plead for His mercy.  Even wicked King Manasseh repented in his old age; 2 Chronicles reports: “In [Manasseh’s] distress he sought the favor of the Lord his God and humbled him​self greatly before the God of his fathers. When he prayed to Him, the Lord was moved by his entreaty and listen to his plea.… Then Manas​seh knew that the Lord is God.” 2Chr33v12,13.

If we would understand suffering, we need look no farther than Jesus.  Jesus suffered more than anyone has ever suffered.  He not only underwent bodily suffering which most cannot imagine, but He also un​der​went spiritual suffering which no one can imagine.  What great suffering He was undergoing as He cried out on the cross: “My God, My God, why have You forsaken Me?”  None of us has ever suffered or ever will suffer that!  He was forsaken so that we never are forsaken!  He suffered to re​move all eternal suffering from us.  He suffered in order to usher us into the home He has prepared for us where there is no suffering at all forever.


Hang onto this page of Psalm 37.  I haven’t read the whole psalm to you, so you can read it to yourself.  Glance over it from time to time.  It con​tains pretty much all we can understand about suffering.  It is put into a beau​tiful form.  It points us to Jesus, our Savior. Amen.

