To My TNBS Brothers and Sisters,
 

“The experience of human suffering has perplexed minds ever since the fall. For Christians, the question of suffering rises to a new level of importance because of our belief in the sovereignty of our loving and merciful God.”
                                                                                    Al Mohler
 

If God has always known everything and then created all that exists, including evil, then is he not responsible for that also?
If God has, before time, sovereignly chosen those whom he will call, how can responsibility be levied for rejection?
If God is sovereign over all, and not a passive spectator, how can we explain the horrors and griefs and tragedies that are no respecters of age or circumstance?
If God is over the church and the church is his adopted family, how is it that so many are tortured and killed daily simply because they are members? 
What do you say about God to your neighbors who ask about the Christian youth bus that rolled over and the kids that were killed or permanently injured?
What do you say about God to those engulfed in the dark shroud of pain, affliction, devastating loss, or destroyed lives?
What do you say to yourself?  What is your theology of suffering?
 

These are questions people have grappled with since Cain murdered Able. How you answer them, if you attempt to do so (many do not, preferring the ostrich approach), will determine to a large extent your joy, your hope, and the stability of your personal world. We love the verse that’s often quoted, “Weeping may tarry for the night, but joy comes in the morning.” (ps 30:5).  But in light of that can we also know that the weeping may be uncontrollable, and often inconsolable; and the night may be very long and very dark, and in fact may last a lifetime? As the Apostle Peter saw the waning years of his ministry approaching and the ever increasing intensity of the suffering experienced by the early church, his pastor’s heart compelled him to pick up his pen and address these issues that would have been so relevant in his day, just as they are in ours.
 

When was the last time you experienced pain that you did not believe could be endured? What questions did you ask God during that time? Nobel Peace Prize winner Elie Wiesel recounted his memoirs in a book titled, Night. In it he describes how his faith was lost as a result of the atrocities he saw perpetrated on others in the death camps of Auschwitz and Birkenau. People were torn apart, gassed, slaughtered in as many ways as the mind can conceive. Children were subjected to unspeakable experimentation, many burned alive while parents were forced to watch.
Before Nero’s death in 64AD, Peter was aware of Christians being cover in wax, then used as living, flaming torches to the amusement of party guests. Entire families were left huddled together in the arena where lions ripped and tore them while thousands cheered. Where was God? What role, if any, did he play?
In his first letter to a group of predominantly Gentile churches he knew either were or soon would be in the withering furnace of suffering, Peter, with compassion and conviction, guides them in what they should believe, how they should think, and how they should behave in relation to each other and to an increasingly hostile world in which suffering is a given.
 

Perhaps more than anything else, First Peter is a letter of hope. Not a “pie-in-the-sky-in-the-sweet-by-and-by” kind of hope. And not a “hang-in-there-things-will-get-better” kind of hope either. They may not. It is a letter that gives us an anchor that will hold in every storm. It gives us solid ground to walk on and good reason to keep walking when it may make no worldly sense to do so at all. Peter’s aim is to bind us firmly to the character of God in the Lord Jesus Christ. He does it masterfully. It’s a message we need. It’s a message I need in the face of so much pain and confusion.
We’re going to study it starting Tuesday, September 15, 2009. Probably the same venue. We’ll notify of any changes in plenty of time.
Hope to see you there. Please don’t bring anyone with you whose life has been idyllic and effortless. They won’t relate.
In His love,
russ
 

“Most Christians readily rationalize away God’s role in personal and human suffering. In an effort to protect God’s moral nature and his being the source of only that which is good, an understanding of his sovereignty is diminished as well as the glory he derives when we recognize his victory over all that is evil,”
                                                                                                                                                Jerry Rankin, President, Southern Baptist International Board
