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Suffering and Unanswered Prayer

A sermon by Ted Atkinson, Minister, (uford Presbyterian Church, Oxford, PA on the &th Sunday sfter
Fentecost, July =, 1982, Secripture Lessons: 2 Samue] 7:1-17; Psalm 82:20-37; 2 Corinthians
12:1-10; Mark &:1-6.

iH THE NAME OF THE FATHER AMD OF THE SON AHD OF THE HOLY SPIRIT. AMEM.

About six years ago, when | was in Kenmaore, New York, & young man in
the church, recently married and gradusted from college was playing ball
viith his young seven gear old brother in law. A thunder storm came up
suddenly and he was struck by lightening and kilted instantiy. | remember
sitting out on the front porch that night with David's father and mother as
they talked. And the question that kepl corming up was, "Did God do it or
was it the Devil?” Their question was & painful expression of their need
to find meaning in this tragedy. It sounded the very depths of the problem

of hurmanh existernce,

CTTHTEE theqUestTon STPEUT wrestTes withahd answers in our Epistle
lesson. Paul said he was given a "thorn in the flesh.” He suffered from
some chronic and painful ailment which had & crippling effect on him. We
don't know what it was. There've been all sorts of speculations sbout
what it was, malaris; some kind of eye disease; or perhaps even epilepsy.
whatever it was it wag persistent, recurrent, and painful. Mow, was it Gaod
or the Devil that sent it to him? The interesting thing about this passage
iz that Paul somehow seems to say that 77 wes dais

1. It was 'a messenger of Satan’. It was the Devil's work. It was
brought about by the powers of the Kingdar of evil. Paul Tournier, the
Christian psychotherapist who recently died, wrote in his & SQaciar's
Lese-haad iy the Light af the Sitfe, that many doctors in their
strugnle against disease have felt, like him, that they weren't up against
sonething passive but a clever and resourceful enerny. Paul would have &

lot of sympathy with thet conclusion. He fell he was up against that
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clever enemy, Satan. That reminds us of how Jesus talked about hurman
suffering and disease in the Gospels. |1 was the work of the Kingdom of
Satan, tormenting human 1ife. And Jesus set Himself to free peaple fram
it it the name and by the power of the Kingdom of God.

Paul knew all about that 2o he prayed. "Three times | besought the Lord
about this, that it should teave me.” That doest't mear that Paul Titerally
prayed three times and then gave up. [t means that he prayed and prayed
and prayed again to be delivered from his farvr Jy ihe 7lesth. But his
prayer wash't anawered. OF was it? We very understandably speak of
arEyers Mhal eran 'l answearad (e way we warl as being unanswered
prayers. But Paul's prager wesanswered even though it wasn't the answer

he wanted. He tells us what the answer was, "The Lord said to me, My

e grace ig sufficient foryouw, fomypower isorede perfect inweskness.
Paul discovered that while suffering is an evil, something sent by Satan,
yet Gud's grace enables us to bear il As William Barclay writes, "God
doesn't spare us things, but makes us able to conguer therm.”

But, secondly, Feul céme i the place of haing alife 1o 86y 1761
aamehow Jl wes §isa Gad Mhel gave him ihe lroaviiie. His ey I
the Fleshwas not only o sreasenger fram G&iax il was also given {a
Ainhe says. Given by whom? "Of courze by God,” writes Alfred Plummer
in his comrmentary an 2 Corinthians. Schalars who know Greek far better
than | do, agree that Paul is referring to God. James Reid, i the
Interpreter's Bitle says, "If it did not come directly ZresGod's hand, it
came {Areugihis hand.” This thorn in the flesh was the messenger of
Satan but it was also, in some strange, mysterious way, the gift of God.
When Paul said that, he was saying something profound shout the tragedies

of life. The suffering we experience- our pain and disapaintments, the evil
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that we know is evil- doesn't come to us by blind chance ar fete. Somehow
that suffering, those messengers from Setat, are in the hands of God and
are made to serve God's purposes for good for us.

Chriztians have come to this conclusion because of what we see in the
cross of Jesus, The death of Jdesus was the waorst thing that ever
heppened. ‘Was it God that did it, or was it the Devil? Of course it was the
Devil who was behind the jealousy of the Pharizees, the scheming of the
Saducees, the treachery of Judas, the hysteria of the crowds. Behind it &l
were the derndnic powers of darkness, The people who wrote the Mew
Testament are quite clear about that. ‘wWhen Jesus died on the cross the
Prince of Darkness had his hour,

But that wasn't the whole truth, Al over the New Testament we find

o theconviction that-the crucifizion-of-Jesus-was not-onty-the-warst thing—— -————~"——

that had ever happen, but alzo the best thing. That's why we call that dark
Friday, Good Friday. God was in it-- not in the sense that God had
appointed this fate for an innocent man, but in the sense that God was in
Chricst, when Jesus suffered and died on the Crosgs, this was God Himself
bearing the sin end suffering of the world, And this waz what enabled Paul
to say, "t will all the more gladly boast of my weaknesses, that the power
of Christ may rest upon me." And so in gersuffering, when we have to put
up with owr painful thorns in the Nesh we say, "This is med God's will,
This is ey//and Chrrist came to desirayevil, pain and suffering.” But we
alzo come to see that God is in thet suffering. Christ is inus and with us
in all that we suffer, and bears that suffering as he bare it once upon the
CIrQss.

A 1ot of people are experiencing trouble this marning- debilitating

weakness, painful hardship, dreadful calamities. They've prayed for God to



4
detiver them, to heal them. You know same of them. Maybe you're one of
them. Your heart is bruised and broken, youwr 1ife is spoiled by pain and
suffering, physical or mentsl. And yet God is here this morning to tell you,
"My grace iz sufficient for you” That may not be what we want to hear,
but if we cow/ghear it we'd hear it as gqood news. The great British
nreacher, G. Campbell Morgan once said, "God's fires never hartn God's
zaintz. They purify the saints”

Last night | visited Bob Pollock., As some of you know he has cancer
that has been eating away in his nose and forehead. He's received radiation
treatments but the doctor told hirm that only radical surgery would help.
Thursday maorning Bob went through over five hours of surgery in yhich

the surgeon rermoved his nose in an attempt to destroy the cancer. 1t was s

me." But the only answer he got was the ane Paul got, "My grace is
sufficient for you., for roy power is made perfect in weakness.” Bob has
helped e believe that. Last night as he lay there in bed, he said Lo me,
“Ted, buddy, God never gives us more trouble than we can besr.”

I'm grateful to a1l the people who've shown me that in some strange
way God brings the very best out of hiz servants when they've been through
the dizcipline of suffering. And maybe we too can learn with Paul that
suffering and weskness accepted in faith can becotme & means of grace.
"My grace,” God says to us this morning, "is sufficient Tor You, Tor my
strength is made perfect in weakness.”

Let us pray: O rerciful Father, may we all know in our experience that whatever our weakness,

whatever our hardships, whatever our salamities that you are strong when we are weak and that your
grace is and will be sufficient for a1l that somes our way ; through Jesus Christ our Lord, Armen.

terrible—agonizing decision-—-Bob prayed-fomhealing —Take-this swal-frofm-— -



