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ABSTRACT

Title: EMMANUEL: “GOD WITH US” IN SUFFERING

Author: E. Douglas Williams Jr.
Degree: Doctor of Ministry
Year: 2008

Institution: George Fox Evangelical Seminary

This paper proposes a response the following question: What is the best approach
for ministers to use in ministry to the suffering? The paper examines the question in light
of culture in the United States in the twenty-first century. Many people face a crisis in
their faith due to a misconception that God allows suffering to happen to good people.
Three covenantal theories: limited retribution, telic vindication, and theocentric
consolation, appear throughout the Old and New Testaments and in the history of the
Church. This paper proposes theocentric consolation as the proper paradigm for ministry
to those who suffer.

Chapter 1 deals with the responses to suffering in the Old Testament including
scrutiny of the three covenantal theories and the proposition that theocentric consolation
offers the most appropriate approach to ministry for those who suffer. Chapter 2
highlights the responses to suffering found in the stories of Jesus, the writings of Paul,
and in the book of James. Each covenantal theory of suffering is also found in the New
Testament.

Chapter 3 describes the covenantal theories of limited retribution, telic

vindication, and theocentric consolation as they have been espoused and taught

Vil



throughout church history. The chapter specifically examines the doctrines of Calvinist,
Wesleyan, and Catholic theologies in regards to suffering because they constitute the
majority of believers in the United States.

Chapter 4 presents a theology of suffering. Its narrative of the theme of covenants
in Scripture demonstrates theocentric consolation as the proper foundation for a ministry
to the suffering. A simple theodicy is proposed at the end of the chapter. Chapter 5 relates
some common inadequate approaches to suffering in the United States, and it concludes
with the claim that theocentric consolation offers the best approach to ministry to those

who suffer and some practical ways to use it.
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INTRODUCTION

This dissertation addresses an issue that Christians of every generation must face:
the problem of why good people suffer. “Suffering” in this context is intended to
encompass catastrophic events that precipitate a faith crisis. A “catastrophic event” refers
to such experiences as accidental or youthful death, the onset or discovery of a terminal
illness, accidents that result in loss of limb or mental faculties, or any other sudden
reversal of what is “normal”. The term “normal” is assessed in terms of the cultural
standards of Christians living in the United States. Often the individuals in this culture
have a vastly different expectation of God from what Scripture teaches. Yancey gives
credence to this, saying:

I found that for many people there is a large gap between what they expect

from their Christian faith and what they actually experience. From a

steady diet of books, sermons, and personal testimonies, all promising

triumph and success, they learn to expect dramatic evidence of God
working in their lives.'

Clapp and Wright offer further evidence saying:

Bruce Wilkinson’s The Prayer of Jabez rode the top of Publisher’s Weekly
and the New York Times bestseller lists for many months after its 2000
publication. This little book, easily read within an hour, centers on two
short and obscure verses in 1 Chronicles. . . . We are told in the preface
that this is a “daring prayer that God always answers” and “the key to a
life of extraordinary favor with God. >

! Philip Yancey, Disappointment with God: Three Questions No One Asks Aloud (Grand Rapids,
MI: Zondervan, 1998), 1.

? Rodney Clapp and John Wright, “God as Santa.” Christian Century (23 October - 9 December
2002): 29.



The prayer of Jabez is as follows: “Oh, that You would bless me indeed, and enlarge my
territory, that Your hand would be with me, and that You would keep me from evil.”?
Schmidt gives further evidence of the American (United States) view of suffering:

As Americans . . . we are particularly adept at . . . denial. Advertising
ploys crowd all but the youngest and strongest to the margins of our
consciousness. Good looks and good fortune are promoted as an
entitlement. We are inclined to talk about the lifestyle we deserve, the
freedoms we have earned, and the comforts that should be ours; and we
thereby weave a fabric of public discourse that suggests suffering is
neither likely nor inevitable.*

These examples give us a glimpse of the type of culture that local ministers face.
It is a culture that personifies God as a benevolent benefactor or loving father, whose
only desire is to protect them from all that is evil (which includes suffering) and who has
only their prosperity at heart. As Fee states:

American Christianity is rapidly being infected by an insidious disease,
the so-called wealth and health Gospel—although it has very little of the
character of Gospel in it. . . . Indeed the theology of this new “gospel”
seems far more to fit the American dream than it does the teaching of Him
who had “nowhere to lay His head”.... Let us take, for example, the “basic
Scripture text” of this movement (3 John 2, in the King James Version):
“Beloved, I wish above all things that thou mayest prosper and be in
health, even as thy soul prospereth.” Of this text Copeland (John
Copeland, a leading figure in the health and wealth gospel movement)
says, “John writes that we should prosper and be in health” (p.14 in his
book The Laws of Prosperity). But is this what the text actually says?
Hardly! . . . [H]e simply runs roughshod over the plain meaning of the
texts—because the plain meaning so clearly runs counter to his invalid
interpretations of the basic texts.”

*Bruce Wilkinson, The Prayer of Jabez (Sisters, OR: Multnomah, 2000), 15.
* Frederick W. Schmidt Jr., When Suffering Persists (Harrisburg, PA: Morehouse, 2001), 19.

* Gordon D. Fee, The Disease of the Health and Wealth Gospels (Vancouver, BC: Regent College
Reprint, 1996), 3, 6, 7.



Yancey quotes theologian Helmut Thielicke as further evidence of the attitude of
Western Christians:

After an extensive tour of the United States, the well-known German

pastor and theologian Helmut Thielicke was asked what he had observed

as the greatest deficiency among American Christians. He replied, “They
have an inadequate view of suffering.”®

This sense of entitlement often precipitates great anger at God, creating a faith
crisis in those who suffer. If Americans look to God for their well-being and prosperity,
one understands why the negative reaction to suffering often prevails.

This paper assumes that suffering is an existential reality for all people. As
theologian Katharine Dell says, “Each and every human being in every age has a story of
suffering . . . one has to admit that suffering is an inevitable part of human existence.”’
Hall says of this existential reality: “Suffering is real, is intense and ubiquitous, is not
easily overcome, and is the lot of humanity under the conditions of existence.”® Suffering
poses a significant challenge for the pastoral care giver. In the experience of the author of
this paper, churches and pastors are frequently ill-equipped to respond to catastrophic
events that lead to suffering, and faith crises. Churches and pastors need a coherent
theology of suffering and a working model by which they may effectively minister to the
suffering. This paper proposes that theocentric consolation provides pastoral caregivers
the necessary theological perspective to offer people comfort and the strength to endure

suffering.

# Philip Yancey, Where Is God When It Hurts? (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1997), 8.

7 Katharine Dell, Shaking A Fist At God: Insights from the Book of Job (Liguori, MO: Triumph
Books, 1995), 3.

¥ Douglas John Hall, God and Human Suffering (Minneapolis: Augsburg House, 1986), 26.



Pastors often find themselves in the position of Job’s “comforters.” Byrne says,
“Job’s friends could not offer needed support, and indeed, only complicated Job’s

»9 Pastors who are poorly

experience of pain by interpreting his suffering as God’s curse.
equipped may intensify the experience of suffering in the name of trying to help. God’s
curse, to which Byrnes refers, is described in the Old Testament as a failure to meet the
obligations of the covenant. This paper first examines the Old and New Testaments,
highlighting several discreet themes of suffering and many of the specific responses to
suffering. Three covenantal themes are found in the Old and New Testaments including
“limited retribution,” “telic vindication,” and “theocentric consolation.” These covenantal
themes will be seen throughout this paper demonstrating that God actively seeks a
relationship with humanity as seen in the Hebrew word, berit (translated covenant),
which means an “alliance of friendship between God and humanity.”'°

Second, the paper examines several key Christian traditions that demonstrate
adherence to the themes and responses to suffering in Scripture. These prevalent
responses to suffering reveal that churches and pastors often are ill-equipped to respond
effectively to persons and families in the midst of suffering.

Third, the paper delineates a set of inadequate approaches typically taken by

churches and pastors in their ministry to the suffering and a set of healing practices that

adhere more closely to biblical themes and responses adduced from Scripture. This

? Patricia Huff Byrne, “Give Sorrow Words: Lament—Contemporary Need for Job’s Old Time
Religion.” The Journal of Pastoral Care & Counseling 56 (Fall 2002): 3.

' F. Brown, S. Driver, and C. Briggs, The Brown-Driver-Briggs Hebrew and English Lexicon
(Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 1996), 136.



chapter will also deal with the problem of theodicy, which is an inevitable discussion in
all works regarding the subject of suffering.

Fourth, based on this theology of suffering, this paper offers a framework or
paradigm by which pastors and churches can minister to those going through the
experience of suffering. The author of this paper believes that God seeks a closer
relationship with His people, desiring to be their comforter, enabler, and friend
throughout all of the experiences in life, especially in times of suffering. God seeks this
relationship with His people through covenantal relationships. The New Covenant
through Jesus Christ is a fulfillment of all previous covenants in reaching this goal.
Schmidt asserts: “The passion for relationship is more basic to the nature of God than
either power or goodness. . . . It defines God’s activity in the world.”'" Attempts to blame
God for allowing suffering miss the point, the important issue is the role that God plays
in the suffering experience. Pastors can minister most effectively through the position of
“theocentric consolation,” which may be described as God sharing our sorrow. Unlike
Job’s “comforters,” God truly suffers with us. While “theocentric consolation” does not
answer all questions that will be raised, it provides pastoral caregivers the necessary
theological perspective by which to create a place where people may gain comfort and
the strength to endure. The question is how to develop a relationship with a God who
wants to be our consolation during times of suffering. Rabbi Kushner speaks of this when

he says:

" Schmidt, When Suffering Persists, 88.



There may be another approach (in reference to asking why every time
something bad happens). Maybe God does not cause our suffering. Maybe
it happens for some reason other than the will of God. The Psalmist writes,
“I lift up mine eyes to the hills; from where does my help come? My help
comes from the Lord, maker of Heaven and earth (Psalm 121:1-2).”"2

Scripture used in this paper will be the International Version unless

otherwise noted.

"2 Harold S. Kushner, When Bad Things Happen to Good People (New York: Avon Books, 1983),
29-30.



CHAPTER 1

THEMES AND RESPONSES TO SUFFERING IN HEBREW SCRIPTURE

This chapter explores the Hebrew Scripture’s themes and responses associated
with suffering. The author of this paper believes the Old Testament must be examined
through within the context of ancient Israel rather than through the perspective of
Western Christianity. Walter Brueggemann asserts that contemporary Christian scholars
often forget that the Old Testament is “resiliently Jewish.”' He suggests the problem lies
in relying on a westernized interpretation that fails to consider the contours of Jewish
thought. He cites two reasons for the concern with interpretation:

First, this test is of, with, and for a particular historical community that has

its own distinct life through time, a life characterized by much abuse and

displacement. . . . . Second, and more specifically, it is important to

recognize the Jewish modes of discourse through which the test proceeds.

.. . Western Christianity has been committed, from early on, to

Aristotelian logic that could not countenance the existence of opposites at

the same time.”

In an attempt to bring doctrinal certitude to the Old Testament, Western
Christianity often ignores the use of contradictory statements in the Old Testament. The

problem of suffering cannot be accurately accounted for without acknowledging the Old

Testament’s paradoxical statements. For example, God seemed to promise prosperity and

! Walter Brueggemann, Theology of the Old Testament: Testimony, Dispute, Advocacy
(Minneapolis: Augsburg Fortress, 1997), 80.

2 Ibid., 81-82.



well-being to those who obeyed His will such as Adam, Abraham, Moses, and Joshua.
The book of Job, however, presents a good and faithful man suffering, which contradicts
western expectations. An attempt to adduce absolute truths from the Old Testament, one
can lose the spirit of its writing and its original intent. Brueggeman suggests the
statements are not completely contradictory:

Our propensity is to reason things through to a settlement, to reach

conclusions that then stand as certitudes to which appeal can subsequently

be made (transcendental). Israel’s characteristic mode of discourse,

however, tends not to claim such destinations for itself, and tends not to

grant them to God. . . . For Israel and Israel’s God, there is no deeper joy,

no more serious requirement, no more inescapable burden, than to be

reengaged in the process of exchange that never arrives but is always on

the way (dialectical and dialogical).?
This interpretation demonstrates an engagement between God and humanity, and this

paper asserts that God wants to be in relationship with His children characterized by

continual dialogue.

Limited Retribution in Old Testament Covenants
God made covenants between Himself and Adam, Abraham, Noah, Moses,
Joshua, David, and Josiah, and these consistently resulted in the following theme:
Blessings and prosperity are bestowed upon the faithful who follow God’s commands,
while calamity and misfortune come upon those who failed to obey God.* This theme

appears frequently in the Old Testament, and the author of this paper will refer to the

3 Ibid., 83, 84. Cf. also Walter L. Reed, Dialogues of the Word: The Bible as Literature According
to Bakhtin (New York: Oxford University Press, 1993); John D. Caputo, Demythologizing Heidegger
(Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 1993), 6, 7.

. Byme, The Covenants in Faith and History, 7-25.



theme as the “theory of limited retribution.” In this theory, suffering is divine retribution
for wickedness and, therefore, befalls the wicked. The retribution is, therefore, limited.
Millard Erickson observes that Scripture sometimes portrays a “virtual cause-and-effect
relationship between sin and punishment, punishment that is meted out within historical
time rather than in some future state.”> For example, Achan is stoned for his
disobedience of taking goods from Jericho (cf. Josh. 7:20-25; 1 Chron. 2:7). Lohfink
refers to this cause-and-effect relationship between Israel’s actions and God’s favors,
saying, “If first place is given to serving YHWH, everything else will be given as well.”®

God’s covenant with Adam is the first example of a cause-and-effect relationship
between God and humanity, and Pink suggests that understanding this relationship is
crucial to understanding the covenant of Christ in the New Testament.” God gives Adam
a cause-and-effect pattern observed in later covenants throughout the Old Testament
when He says, “You may freely eat of every tree of the garden; but of the tree of the
knowledge of good and evil you shall not eat, for in the day that you eat of it you shall
die” (Gen. 2:16-17).

The story of Noah and his family in Genesis 9:4-13 repeats this cause-and-effect
pattern. Although this covenant is between God, Noah, and Noah’s future generations, it

is an everlasting covenant because it extends to “every living creature on earth” (Gen.

5 Millard J. Erickson, Christian Theology (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books, 1986), 607-611. Cf.
also Nels Ferre, The Christian Understanding of God (New York: Harper and Brother, 1951), 228; Charles
Ryder Smith, The Bible Doctrine of Sin and of the Ways of God with Sinners (London: Epworth, 1953), 43.

® Norbert Lohfink, Theology of the Pentateuch: Themes of the Priestly Narrative and
Deuteronomy (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1994), 73.

7 Arthur W. Pink, The Divine Covenants (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books, 1973), 7-10.
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9:10). This covenant varies from other covenants because God bestows it upon humanity
and all creation. This covenant is an example of limited retribution because God may still
evoke punishment of earthly destruction, other than flooding with water, if humans do
not obey the conditions of the covenant.

God also demonstrates His desire for relationship with Israel through his call of
Abram:

Go from your country and your kindred and your father’s house to the

land that I will show you. I will make of you a great nation, and I will

bless you and make your name great, so that you will be a blessing . . . in

you all the families of the earth shall be blessed. (Gen. 12:1-3)
This call to Abram was later formalized as a covenant (cf. Gen. 15:18-21). God required
a demonstration of man’s promise of covenant through circumcision in the Abrahamic

Covenant:

As for me, this is my covenant with you: I will establish my covenant...for

an everlasting covenant . . . which you shall keep. . . . Every male among
you shall be circumcised . . . and it shall be a sign of the covenant between
me and you. . . . Any uncircumcised male who is not circumcised in the

flesh of his foreskin shall be cut off from his people; he has broken my
covenant. (Gen. 17:4-14)

In spite of the circumcision requirement, some scholars argue the Covenant of
Abraham is the only covenant without any obligatory responsibilities. For example,
Jakob Jocz observes, “Most ancient covenants required obligations (presupposed
reciprocal obligations) of the one offered the covenant. The Covenant of Abraham has no

obligations, and being without condition, has no parallel in the ancient custom of Israel or
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of the Near East.”® The verses in Genesis 12:1-3, however, reveal a presupposed
reciprocal obligation: Abraham had to leave his homeland and family, and relocate to a
new land in order to receive the promises of the covenant. Weston names four conditions
that must be met in order to receive the seven blessings of the Abrahamic Covenant:

The four conditions are Genesis 12:1-3: 1) Get out of your country; 2) get

away from your kindred; 3) get away from your father’s house; and 4) go

to a land that I will show you. The seven blessings are: 1) I will make of

you a great nation; 2) I will bless you; 3) I will make your name great; and

4) I will make you a blessing; 5) I will bless them who bless you; 6) I will

curse those who curse you, and 7) through you shall all the families of the

earth be blessed.”
These presupposed reciprocal obligations illustrate the covenantal theme of limited
retribution because uncircumcised males face being cut from their community and God.
Circumcision demonstrated God’s relationship to the people of Israel, and this promise
given to Abram is an everlasting covenant: “I will establish my covenant between me and
you . . . for an everlasting covenant” (Gen.17:7).

The Abrahamic Covenant continued through Isaac to Jacob, and Van Groningen
writes:

Abraham was never given options that he could choose to accept or reject.

.. .Yahweh’s covenant with Abraham was characterized by promise and

law. . . . Election to covenantal privileges and responsibilities was not on

the basis of merit, but according to Yahweh’s sovereign will and mercy.
(Romans 9:10-18)"°

¥ Jakob Jocz, The Covenant: A Theology of Human Destiny (Grand Rapids, MI: William B.
Eerdmans, 1968), 23.

? Charles Gilbert Weston, The Seven Covenants (Jefferson, OR: Weston Bible Ministries, 1990),
11.

' Gerard Van Groningen, “Covenant,” in Baker’s Evangelical Dictionary of Biblical Theology,
ed. Walter A. Elwell (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books, 1996), 127.
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While Abraham’s position with God was secure, it depended upon whether or not he
abided by the covenant. The Old Testament indicates that while the covenantal
relationship was open to all, keeping the covenant with God was a prerequisite for God’s
blessing and favor. This condition explains why Jacob feared for his life upon meeting
his brother Esau, years after cheating him out of his birthright (Gen. 32:1-21).

God shows His desire for a relationship with His people when He states, “Now
therefore, if you obey my voice and keep my covenant, you shall be my treasured
possession out of all peoples . . . a priestly kingdom and a holy nation” (Exod. 19:5, 6).
Paul Tillich writes, “The relation of the God of Israel to his nation is based on a covenant.
The covenant demands justice, namely, the keeping of the Commandments, and it
threatens the violation of justice with rejection and destruction.”'' The covenant
relationship between Israel and God in the Sinaitic Covenant repeats the theme of limited
retribution.

God gave the Decalogue and miscellaneous laws to Moses on Mt. Sinai (Exod.
20-23). The Decalogue’s authoritative language requires obedience to certain regulations
in order to receive favors. Mehl observes, “His Ten Commandments . . . reveal His
(God’s) heart! All the way through the scriptures, you see it . . . the Lord’s care for us. He
always seems to be there. . . . The Ten Commandments are, more than anything else, a
full-hearted love letter from God to his people.”'? Stuart makes a similar assertion about

the Decalogue: “God’s laws are gifts which are intended for our benefit, not arbitrary

""" Paul Tillich, Systematic Theology, vol. 1 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1951), 227.

12 Ron Mehl, The Tender Commandments (Sisters, OR: Multnomah, 1998), 246.
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rules designed to make life hard.”"* God explains to Moses that the words of the
covenant are to be given to the people, requiring the stipulations to be kept in order to
receive the blessings of prosperity (cf. Exod. 24:3-8, 13). This demonstrates God’s care
and concern for the well-being and comfort of His creation.

George Eldon Ladd views the Old Testament as a fragmentary revelation that
does not give a clear picture of God’s character. Hebrews 7:12 alludes to a change in the
law when there is a change in the priesthood, and through Christ, the new High Priest, the
revelation of God becomes much clearer. The writer of Hebrews also suggests the Old
Covenant had proven ineffective in creating a faithful people, but the New Covenant,
written on the heart itself, brings a new motivation to experience God personally. "

Moses broke the first tablets when he discovered his people worshipping a golden
calf in violation of their covenant. God then had Moses bring Him two stones in order to
inscribe upon them His covenant with Israel.

So Moses cut two tablets of stone like the former ones . . . the LORD

descended in the cloud and stood with him there, and proclaimed . . . a

God merciful and gracious, slow to anger . . . abounding in steadfast love

and faithfulness, keeping steadfast love for the thousandth generation,

forgiving iniquity and transgression and sin, yet by no means clearing the

guilty. . . . “T hereby make a covenant . . . for it is an awesome thing that I

will do with you.” (Exod. 34:4-10)

The covenantal (Sinaitic Covenant) promise was conferred upon and renewed with

Joshua after the death of Moses: “After the death of Moses the servant of the LORD, the

" Douglas Stuart, Favorite Old Testament Passages (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1985), 35.

'* George Eldon Ladd, 4 Theology of the New Testament (1974; repr., Grand Rapids, MI: William
B. Eerdmans, 1993), 628-630.
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LORD spoke to Joshua . . . saying, ‘My servant Moses is dead. . . . Every place that the
sole of your foot will tread upon I have given to you, as I promised to Moses’” (Exod.
34:4-10).

Joshua commanded his people to prepare to take the land that God promised
(Josh 1:10-11). The people followed God’s instructions and defeated the city of Jericho,
but after Achan, took some of the prohibited, they were defeated in battle. Joshua
questioned God as to the reason for their defeat, and He replied: “Israel has sinned; they
have transgressed my covenant that I imposed . . . they have stolen, they have acted
deceitfully” (Josh. 7:6, 7, 11).

After this humiliating defeat at Ai, God instructed Israel to overcome this breach
of covenant because He desired to maintain a relationship with his people in spite of their
failings:

Sanctify yourselves for tomorrow . . . says the LORD, the God of Israel

... you will be unable to stand before your enemies until you take away

the devoted things from among you. . . . Do not fear or be dismayed; take

all the fighting men with you . . . [ have handed over to you the king of Ai

with his people, his city, and his land. (Josh. 7:13, 8:1)

Anderson writes:

A look at the Davidic Covenant reveals a conditional blessing promised to

David, his sons, and their succeeding generations. Covenant language is

seen in the promise to David that his throne would be preserved as long as

the covenant is upheld. Limited Retribution is shown here in a different

way--the loss of royal position. In those days, any surviving member of a

previous ruling family was considered a threat and put to death by the new

king. Because of a covenant with Jonathan, Saul’s son whom David

loved, David would not put to death Jonathan’s son Mephibosheth, but
had others in line with the throne destroyed. (2 Sam 21:7-9)"

15 A. A. Anderson, “II Samuel,” in Word Biblical Commentary, vol. 11, eds. David A. Hubbard,
Glenn W. Barker, and John D. W. Watts (Dallas, TX: Word Books, 1989), 251-252.



15

The Davidic Covenant appears first in the words that God spoke through Nathan

to David:
I will make for you a great name. . . . I will give you rest from all your
enemies. . . . I will raise up your offspring after you . . . establish the
throne of his kingdom forever. . . . I will not take my steadfast love from

him, as I took it from Saul...Your house and your kingdom shall be made
sure forever before me. (2 Sam. 7:8-17)

Neither the report of David bringing the Ark of the Covenant into Jerusalem (2 Sam. 6),
nor Nathan’s prophecy (2 Sam. 7:1-17) use the word “covenant” (berit). However, Psalm
132 brings the two together and includes the word for covenant:'® “The LORD swore to
David a sure oath from which he will not turn back . . . ‘the sons of your body I will set
on your throne. If your sons keep my covenant and my decrees that I shall teach them,
their sons also, forevermore, shall sit on your throne’” (Psa. 132:11-12). The covenant
with David is clearly conditional, and also appears in Psalm 89:3-4: “I have made a
covenant with my chosen one, I have sworn to my servant David: I will establish your
descendents forever, and build your throne for all generations.”

Later, the Sinaitic Covenant brought the same promise of prosperity. God
protected Josiah during his reign and promised him to be buried in peace because of his
humility and return to the ways of Yahweh (cf. 2 Kings 22:15-20). Kings in Jerusalem
oversaw the Temple.'” The discovery (cf. 2 Kings 22:8) of the “Book of the Covenant™'®

led Josiah to destroy “those signs and symbols that violate exclusive loyalty to Yahweh

' Stephen Szikszai, The Covenants in Faith and History (Philadelphia: Geneva, 1968), 80-81.
'7 Brueggemann, Theology of the Old Testament, 676.

18 Gerhard Von Rad, Old Testament T heology, vol. 1 (San Francisco: HarperCollins, 1962), 76.
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(cf. 2 Kings 18:4-5).”"° Retribution for Israel’s sins occurred a few years after Josiah’s
death when Nebuchadnezzar defeated Judah and made Jehoikam, son of Josiah, his

vassal, and ultimately destroyed Jerusalem (cf. 2 Kings 23-25).

Suffering and Limited Retribution
Naomi

Limited retribution as a covenantal theme also appears in Naomi’s story in the
Book of Ruth. The text describes Naomi’s journey through suffering, from anger with
God at His injustice to peace.”® The narrative reveals a journey in four parts: Death and
emptiness (Ruth 1:1-22); Ruth meets Boaz (Ruth 2:1-23); (3) Naomi sends Ruth to Boaz
on the threshing floor (Ruth 3:1-18); and life and fullness (Ruth 4:1-22).*'

The narrative begins with Naomi’s lament over her loss and anger with God for
the injustice of her situation. Naomi’s anger at God for a lack of protection shows she
believes God is responsible for the death of her husband and sons. Naomi is bitter over
her loss and believes God had turned against her:

Call me no longer Naomi (meaning, “sweet”); call me Mara (meaning,

“bitter”); for the Almighty has dealt bitterly with me. I went away full,

but the LORD has brought me back empty; why call me Naomi when the

LORD has dealt harshly with me, and the Almighty has brought calamity
upon me? (Ruth 1:20-21)

' Brueggemann, Theology of the Old Testament, 676.
2 Stuart, Favorite Old Testament Passages, 46.

2! Frederic Bush, Ruth/Esther, vol.9 of Word Biblical Commentary, ed. David A. Hubbard, Glenn
W. Barker, and John D. Watts (Dallas, TX: Word Books, 1996), 56.
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In the first part of the story, Naomi’s anger is consistent with a belief in limited
retribution. Naomi uses a synonym for God, Shaddai,”* which is used in passages
involving blessing and cursing (Gen. 17:1; 28:3 and 35:11), and in contexts of expressed
judgment (Job 5:17 and Isa.13:6).” Her use of the synonym implies her belief in limited
retribution because it was commonly used to refer to God at the height of covenant

“cause and effect” (blessing and cursing according to lifestyle).**

Job

The Book of Job offers another example of suffering with widespread theological
implications. Byrne writes, “From antiquity until now, the Book of Job remains a
foundational text for Jews, Moslems, and Christians as they wrestle with the issues of
theodicy.”” Job’s adamant declaration of his innocence and his “comforters™ attempts to
persuade Job of his sin indicate a belief in limited retribution.

The writer of Job presents Job as righteousness before God.?® Job’s friends, on the
other hand, do not believe Job is blameless. Job’s friends demonstrate their belief in
limited retribution when they defend God’s fairness (cf. Job 4:7; 5:17; 8:2, 3; 11:6 and

22:3) and express the belief that Job must have sinned in order to suffer as he was

22 R. de Vaux, Ancient Israel (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1961), 276-278.

2 J. Myers, The Linguistic and Literary Form of the Book of Ruth (Leiden, Netherlands: E. J.
Brill, 1965), 22.

 E. F. Campbell, Ruth (New York: Doubleday, 1975), 76-77.
% Patricia Huff Byrne, ““Give Sorrow Words’”, 255.

%8 Jasper Abraham Huffman, Job: 4 World Example (Winona Lake, IN: Standard Press, 1955), 30,
33, 51, 66, 133-138.
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suffering.?’ Eliphaz, the first to speak, brings indictment against Job: “Think now, who
that was innocent ever perished? Or where were the upright cut off? As I have seen, those
who plow iniquity and sow trouble reap the same. By the breath of God they perish, and
by the blast of his anger they are consumed” (Job 4:7-9). Bildad also defends God’s

justness:

How long will you say these things, and the words of your mouth be a
great wind? Does God pervert justice? Or does the Almighty pervert the
right? If your children sinned against him, he delivered them into the
power of their transgression. If you will seek God and make supplication
to the Almighty, if you are pure and upright, surely then he will rouse
himself for you and restore you to your rightful place. See, God will not
reject a blameless person, nor take the hand of evildoers. (Job 8:2-4, 20)

Zophar accuses Job of making vain talk about his innocence:

Should a multitude of words go unanswered, and should one full of talk be

vindicated? For you say, “My conduct is pure, and I am clean in God’s

sight.” But O that God would speak, and open his lips to you, and that he

would tell you the secrets of wisdom! For wisdom is many-sided. Know

then that god exacts of you less than your guilt deserves. (Job 11:2, 4-6)

Eliphaz, Bildad, and Zophar attempt to persuade Job to confess his sin, so that
God can end Job’s suffering. Another comforter, Elihu, became angry at Job because he
justified himself (cf. 32:2) and with the other comforters because they failed to persuade
Job to confess his sins (cf. 32:3). Each of Job’s comforters attempted to convince Job of
his guilt, believing God would not have allowed such calamitous misfortune to befall an

1_28

innocent individual.”” Their persuasions demonstrate a belief in limited retribution

because they refused to accept that a sinless Job would suffer.

*" Stuart, Favorite Old Testament Passages, 81.

2 Huffman, Job: A World Example, 91-121.
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Job also believed in limited retribution. He states, “For the arrows of the
Almighty are in me; my spirit drinks their poison; the terrors of God are arrayed against
me (Job 6:4).” Job saw God as an all-powerful sovereign ruler, and accused God of
unjust treatment. Job indicates his belief in limited retribution: “Here is the fate that God
allots to the wicked, the heritage a ruthless man receives from the Almighty” (Job 27:13).
Job indicates that his treatment from God is one a sinful man suffers.

Limited retribution and the covenantal agreements present in the Old Testament
indicate God’s desire to stay in relationship with Israel in spite of Israel’s many failures
to uphold the covenants. Stephen Szikszai writes:

The covenant of God with his people is not a legal agreement; it is a bond
of love. Therefore the Old Testament writers speak about the covenant
relationship between God and his people by applying the images of father
and child (cf. Exodus 4:5; Hosea 11:1; Isaiah 1:2), or those of husband and
wife. (cf. Hosea 2:19; Jeremiah 2:2)%

Pink suggests the covenants between God and His people identify God with His creation

to make him a part of it.>°

Telic Vindication
The theory of telic vindication suggests that when good people suffer, something
better will come from the suffering. Carson writes:

Even morally evil things may not only have a good result, but may be
good in God’s intent even if evil in human intent . . . one of the clearest
examples is the treatment of Joseph (Genesis 37-50). He was sold into
slavery out of the malice of his brothers; their intent was wholly evil, and
for years Joseph’s experience was appalling. Yet he came to see that his

2 Szikszai, The Covenants in Faith and History, 23.

%% Pink, The Covenant: A T} heology of Human Destiny, 234.
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brother’s intent was not the only one operating: you intended to do harm
to me, he told them, but God intended it for good to accomplish what is
now being done, the saving of many lives.*'

God allowed the brothers to sell Joseph into slavery. Later, however, Joseph is in a

position to help his family. God directed Joseph’s suffering for a greater good consistent,

and this is consistent with the telic vindication theme.

Telic Vindication in Ruth

Telic vindication appears in the Book of Ruth. The narrative discourse indicates
that this story’s theme has elements of telic vindication and limited retribution. The Book
of Ruth is a multivalent narrative with primary and secondary meanings in the text’s
structure, content, and mood. The primary and secondary meanings can be ascertained
through the prominence given to the features of the text. >

Naomi lost everything through the death of her husband and sons; however, her
future was restored through Ruth, her Moabite daughter-in-law. Although Naomi felt
abandoned by God, a greater good came through her suffering:

Boaz took Ruth and she became his wife . . . she bore a son . . . the woman

said to Naomi, “Blessed be the LORD, who has not left you this day

without next-of-kin; and may his name be renowned in Israel . . . a restorer

of life and a nourisher of your old age . . . your daughter-in-law who loves

you . . . is more to you than seven sons.” Then Naomi took the child . . .

the women of the neighborhood gave him a name . . . Obed . . . the father
of Jesse, the father of David. (Ruth 4:13-22)

' D. A. Carson, How Long, O Lord? (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books, 1990), 45.

32 J. Beekman, J. Callow, and M. Kopesec, The Semantic Structure of Written Communication
(Dallas, TX: Summer Institute of Summer Linguistics, 1981), 2.3.1.c.
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Naomi’s life was restored and fulfilled, and all Israel benefited through the birth
of Obed. “Obed became the grandfather of the great King David and, as the genealogy at
the beginning of Matthew (1:5, 6) notes, the distant ancestor of David’s greater Son.”>
The narrative demonstrates God’s providence, His care in the life of one family, and His

concern for the entire nation. Naomi’s story illustrates how God preserves His

relationship with humanity on a variety of levels.

Telic Vindication in Job

The conclusion of the story of Job alludes to telic vindication. Prior to Job’s
suffering, he had a good life: “There were born to him seven sons and three daughters. He
had seven thousand sheep, three thousand camels, five hundred yoke of oxen, five
hundred donkeys, and very many servants; so that this man was the greatest of all the
people of the east” (Job 1:2-3). Job was a healthy, wealthy man with a large family and a
position of influence in the community; however, his suffering destroyed all aspects of
his life. Job lost everything from his material possessions, to his family, and network of
support. Kreeft observes, “The test is only secondarily the loss of all Job’s earthly goods.
The test is fundamentally Job’s apparent loss of God.”**

The end of Job’s story implies that God brings about a better end to those who
suffer:

And the LORD restored the fortunes of Job when he had prayed for his
friends; and the LORD gave Job twice as much as he had before. . . . The

3 Bush, Ruth/Esther, 268.

3 peter Kreeft, Three Philosophies of Life (San Francisco: Ignatius, 1989), 78.
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LORD blessed the latter days of Job more than his beginning; and he had

fourteen thousand sheep, six thousand camels, a thousand yoke of oxen,

and a thousand donkeys. He also had seven sons and three daughters. . . .

After this Job lived one hundred and forty years, and saw his children, and

his children’s children, four generations. And Job died, old and full of

days. (Job 42:10-17)

God ultimately rewarded Job for his suffering. Huffman writes, “No trial reaches
the saint without bringing its corresponding blessing. The stronger the trial, the greater

the reward.” Job’s ultimate rewards support the idea of telic vindication.

Theocentric Consolation

Theocentric consolation occurs when good people suffer and experience the
presence of God in solidarity with them in the midst of their suffering. In Job’s
experience, he felt deserted by God, however, “the LORD answered Job” (Job 38:2). Job
responded:

I know that you can do all things, and that no purpose of yours can be

thwarted. “Who is this that hides counsel without knowledge?”” Therefore

I have uttered what I did not understand, things too wonderful for me,

which I did not know. “Hear, and I will speak; I will question you, and

you declare to me.” I had heard of you by the hearing of the ear, but now

my eye sees you; therefore I despise myself, and repent in dust and ashes.

(Job 42:2-6)
Job’s response to God indicates that the most painful experience in his suffering was his
need for God to talk with him and to know God’s presence.

Elijah also experienced the pain of a perceived absence of God after his victory

over the prophets of Baal (1 Kings 18) and the events that occurred after he fled to the

wildemness (1 Kings 19:1-4, 11, 12). While circumstances of Elijah and Job were

35 Huffman, Job: A World Example, 138.
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different, their feeling of God’s absence was similar. They each felt alone and deserted by
God, however, they responded differently. Elijah remained quiet, and God pursued him to
the wilderness. Job, on the other hand, cried out to God for answers to his predicament.
Byrne writes, “Job is left with only one thing, his lament. This unedited cry of a broken
heart, crushed by undeserved suffering . . . reaching full crescendo on our Lord’s lips at

3% Job endures a long pause before God responds to his cries. Kreeft writes, “He

Calvary.
(Job) stakes his whole life on righteousness, obedience, fidelity, piety—and what is his
reward? Loss. . . . worst of all is God’s abandonment, Job’s ‘my God, my God, why hast
thou forsaken me?*”>” Job actively sought the companionship of God or theocentric
consolation, the presence of God in solidarity with him.

Theocentric consolation is the presence of God in solidarity with the sufferer.
Several Old Testament examples of God’s presence include: Jonah’s professed belief in a

creator God, although he fled from God (Jon. 1:9) and the psalmist’s prayers to a God

who has forsaken him (Psa. 22:1).*®

God’s Presence
People in early Israel had and understanding that God’s presence supports all

forms of presence in the created order.*® The author of this paper believes this structural

> Ibid.
*7 Kreeft, Three Philosophies of Life, 77.

*¥ Terence E. Fretheim, The Suffering of God: An Old Testament Perspective, Overtures to
Biblical Theology (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1984), 60-61.

3 Ibid.
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presence allows specific forms of God’s presence to individual members of the
community of faith, because it places God within creation from the beginning. Within
this continuum of presence, God’s appearance is part of the natural order. While God is
believed to be continuously present, He will be especially present at certain times.
Fretheim refers to this form of presence as “intensification of presence,”*’ and it relates
to the specific needs and experiences of people in particular times and places. Ultimately,
while God is always present, specific human experience and needs affect the awareness
and intensity of His presence.*!

God desires an intense relationship of presence with His people, and His people
desire a relationship with Him. In providing vehicles for the divine presence, God acts for
the sake of the people, the sake of God’s name (Exod. 20:24; Lev. 21:6; 22:2), and His
glory (Lev. 10:3), and this allows God to be intimately and effectively present to
humanity. God demonstrates this effective presence through accompanying people in all
of their journeys, having a tabernacling presence, and in glory (1 Kings 8:11; Ezek. 9:3;

Exod. 24:15-17).%

God’s Absence
Divine absence is best understood within the context of varying intensifications of
presence. Although God is never structurally absent, a loss of intensification in presence,

as in Job’s case, can be considered a form of absence. The Old Testament language of

40 Ibid.
1 1bid., 61-62.

“2 1bid., 62-64.
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absence includes terms such as “hide,” “withdraw,” “forsake,” and these words imply
presence at a diminished level of intensification.*

A human experience such as sin affects the intensity of the divine presence. When
the people “have made their deeds evil,” God “will hide his face from them at that time”
(Micah 3:4; cf. Deut. 32:19, 20). Scripture also states, “Your iniquities have made a
separation between you and your God, and your sins have hid his face from you so that
he does not hear” (Isa. 59:2; cf. 54:6-8; 57:17). Job’s friends equated the presence of God
with Job’s prosperity and blessing; therefore, loss of prosperity and blessing meant loss
of God’s presence.

Second Chronicles 15:2 indicates that the loss of divine presence reflects humans
forsaking God or breaking their covenant or relationship with God. Ezekiel 8:6 states that
God was “driven” far from the sanctuary by Israel’s abominations. God’s presence is not
forced, humans can push God back along the continuum of presence so that His presence
becomes less intense, less felt, and less effective.

God desires to be as effectively present as possible: “For the LORD has chosen
Zion; he has desired it for his habitation” (Psa. 132:13-14); “This is my resting place for
ever; here I dwell, for I have desired it” (1 Sam. 6:10-12). Though God wishes to be close
to humanity, His seeming elusiveness or inaccessibility may be because of and ultimately
for the sake of the people. God’s desire for accessibility and closeness relates to humans
through promises, and three of the intensifications of presence are associated with

promises:

3 1bid.,, 65.
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1. Accompanying: “I am with you and will keep you wherever you go” (Gen
28:15; cf. Josh 1:1-9)

2. Tabernacling: “And I will dwell among the people of Israel, and will be their
God” (Exod. 29:45)

3. Theophany: “In every place where I may cause my name to be remembered I
will come to you and bless you” (Exod. 20:24).*

These promises conflict with Job’s suffering. Job believed God had deserted him
based on a belief in limited retribution. Ultimately, Job experienced God’s intense
presence as God spoke (Job 38:1), and Job saw God (Job 42:5) and repented. Job’s
lament demonstrates that Job, unlike his friends, was in true relationship with God. God
is everything or nothing.*> God commands, “Love the LORD your God with all your

heart and with all your soul and with all your strength” (Deut. 6:5).

Summary
This chapter examined the Old Testament covenants between God and His
people, responses to suffering, and three main covenantal themes: limited retribution,
telic vindication, and theocentric consolation. This paper assumes God close relationship
with all of His creation and demonstrates this desire through covenants and His continual
dialogue with Old Testament individuals. While all people suffer, the three covenantal

themes address human suffering. This paper asserts that theocentric consolation best

4 Ibid., 68-69.

* Kreeft, Three Philosophies of Life, 89.
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fulfills a person’s need during the experience of suffering, illustrated by Job’s example,
who said that “seeing” God (Job 42:5) was his greatest comfort.

Chapter 2 explores the three covenantal themes in the New Testament. The New
Covenant through Jesus Christ is God’s greatest demonstration of His desire for close
relationship with His people. The New Covenant through Jesus Christ takes the theme of
theocentric consolation to a new level and makes it the preferred paradigm for pastors to

use in ministry to the suffering.



CHAPTER 2

THEMES AND RESPONSES TO SUFFERING IN THE NEW TESTAMENT

This chapter examines themes and responses to suffering in the New Testament.
Chapter 1 defines suffering as catastrophic events that precipitate a faith crisis; however,
the majority of suffering references in the New Testament refer to the persecution of the
church such as Peter’s experiences. Ladd writes:

The sufferings of which Peter speaks are not those of physical afflictions, natural

evils, or accidents, or the sort of ordinary tragedy that besets all human beings. It

is the sufferings people are called upon to endure because they are Christians. '

While Jesus Christ’s persecution is one of the central events in the New
Testament, this chapter focuses on other instances of suffering and explores the issues of
limited retribution, telic vindication, and theocentric consolation found in the Old
Testament. Chapter 2 also explores the covenant (berit) and its effect on responses in the
New Testament, introduces the New Covenant through Jesus Christ, and includes

analysis of some stories in the life of Jesus, Pauline passages, and the Scriptural passage

in James often used as the basis for biblical healing.

"'Ladd, A Theology of the New Testament, 644.

28



29
The Life and Ministry of Jesus Christ

The Gospel accounts include many examples of suffering and healing throughout
Jesus’ life and ministry. Allen Verhey writes:

Christianity has been interested in healing from its very beginnings. In memory of

Jesus, it could hardly have been otherwise. Jesus was, after all, a healer. His

healing miracles were tokens of the good future of God that He promised, the

future that he called “the kingdom of God.”?
Jesus’ ministry of healing in the Gospels has had a significant impact upon believers in
the United States. One can readily observe on television that the majority of religious
programming is given to those who promote promise of physical healing. While physical
ailment does not represent the sum total of suffering, many individuals face the
challenges of illness and injury. The following four stories concern Jesus’ response to

those suffering from physical ailments (Matt. 20:20-22; Mark 2:1-12; John 5:1-15; and

John 9:1-12).

The Hemorrhaging Woman
Matthew’s Gospel tells the story of a woman who “had been hemorrhaging for
twelve years, probably with menorrhea, a condition that rendered her both physically
weak and psychologically depressed because her malady made her perpetually unclean

according to the ceremonial laws of her people and had probably long since been the

? Allen Verhey, Reading the Bible in the Strange World of Medicine (Grand Rapids, MI: William
B. Eerdmans, 2003), 1.
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cause for divorce as ‘unfit for collaboration.”””> The woman suffered greatly, but had
immense faith:

A woman . . . subject to bleeding for twelve years came up behind him and

touched the edge of his cloak. She said to herself, “If I only touch his cloak, I will

be healed.” Jesus turned and saw her. “Take heart, daughter,” he said, “your faith

has healed you.” And the woman was healed from that moment. (Matt. 9:20-22)
The words, “If I may but touch His garment, I shall be made whole (KJV),” have brought
faith and hope to many in the church in the United States.* The woman demonstrated a
great will to defy the conventions of her culture and make her way through the crowd to
touch His garment in the hope of being healed. She did not need a word; she needed a
touch.® Her faith led to a miracle of healing.

The fact that the woman touched the hem of Jesus’ garment is a significant detail
to this story. The word used for tassel that the woman touched is kraspedon in Greek,®
translated from the Hebrew word #zizzit in the Septuagint and is referred to as the fringe
or woolen tassel hanging from the edge of his cloak.” When the bleeding woman touched

this tassel on Jesus’ garment, she was operating under the Hebraic tradition of respect for

God and His Word.®

3 John D. Garr, The Hem of His Garment: Touching the Power in God’s Word, Living Emblem
Series (Atlanta, GA: Restoration Foundation, 2000), 18.

4 1bid., 20, 100-101.
5 1bid., 18-19.

8 Fritz Reinecker and Cleon Rogers, Linguistic Key to the Greek New Testament (Grand Rapids,
MI: Zondervan, 1980), 27.

" Garr, The Hem of His Garment, 22.

8 Richard Chenevix Trench, Notes on the Miracles of Our Lord (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books,
1949), 115-116.
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In that day, it was not unusual to receive healing by touching a holy person’s
garment (cf. Matt. 14:36; Mark 6:56; Acts 19:12). The tallit, or the outer four-cornered
garment to which the tassel was appended, was used as a means to separate oneself
totally to facilitate communion with God.’ When men wrapped themselves in their alliz,
they excluded everything external so that their souls were consumed in thought about and
in reverence to God.'° Jesus said, “But when you pray, go into your room (closet), close
the door and pray to your Father, who sees what is done in secret” (Matt. 6:6). The Greek

»l

word for closet is fameion, which means “innermost, or secret room.”!! Wrapping oneself
in a tallit was a symbolic method of intense and intentional communion with God."*
When the hemorrhaging woman touched Jesus’ garment, she demonstrated an
awareness that this method may lead to healing. She recognized Jesus as a rabbi, and as a
man in close communion with God. It was common practice in Jesus’ day for individuals
to seek a rabbi or priest to intervene between themselves and God. "
Some Jewish Siddurim (prayer books) include meditations to be said after a

Jewish man puts on the zallit, when it fully covers the head and eyes.'* Psalm 36:7

suggests the significance of covering oneself with the zallit: “How precious is thy loving-

? Garr, The Hem of His Garment, 81-83.
1% 1bid., 81-82.

"' Sakae Kubo, A4 Reader’s Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament (Berrien Springs, MI:
Andrews University Press, 1975), 6.

12 Garr, The Hem of His Garment, 82.
" Ibid., 21-24.

" Ibid., 63.
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kindness, O God! And under the shadow of thy wings do the children of men take shelter
(Ps. 36:7).” This passage implies that as an observant Jewish man covers himself with his
tallit, he has a physical and symbolic awareness that he is secure in God’s presence. As
one holds the corners of the tallit, the individual takes on the appearance of being
winged. This would have evoked the image of a mother hen gathering her chicks under
her wings to an ancient agrarian people.'’ God protects and comforts His people in a

similar manner.

The Paralyzed Man

In Mark, Jesus heals a paralyzed man:

A few days later, when Jesus again entered Capernaum . . . men came, bringing to

him a paralytic . . . they made an opening in the roof above Jesus . . . lowered the

mat the paralyzed man was lying on. When Jesus saw their faith, he said to the

paralytic, “Son, your sins are forgiven.” Now some teachers of the law . . . were

thinking to themselves, “Why does this fellow talk like that? He’s blaspheming!

Who can forgive sins but God alone?” Immediately Jesus . . . said to them . . .

“which is easier: to say to the paralytic, “Your sins are forgiven, or to say, Get up,

take your mat and walk?’”” (Mark 2:1-12)

The unusual manner by which Jesus healed the paralytic raises a key question in
light of Jewish belief that suffering comes as the result of sin. This belief is an example of
limited retribution and develops from a Hebrew interpretation of the Covenant given by

God to His people. William Barclay writes, “It was their (Sanhedrin) own firm belief that

sin and sickness were indissolubly linked together. A sick man was a man who had

15 Ibid., 63-66.
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sinned.”'® Jesus raises this very question when he asks the elders, “Which is easier: to say
to the paralytic, ‘Your sins are forgiven,’ or to say, ‘Get up, take your mat and walk?’”’
Scholars debate Jesus’ intended meaning in this story. One argument supports the
notion that Jesus’ words correspond to many of the covenantal promises God made to the
Jews in the Old Testament. Morton Kelsey writes, “Dueteronomic Judaism affirmed that
all sickness was the result of sin.”'” This interpretation suggests that the belief of limited
retribution was common and that the ancient Jews arrived at this belief through the
various covenants of the Old Testament. William Barclay, in reference to this question of
Jesus, writes:
It may seem an odd way to begin a cure . . . in Palestine, in the time of Jesus, it
was natural and inevitable. The Jews integrally connected sin and suffering. They
argued that if a man was suffering he must have sinned. That is in fact the
argument that Job’s friends produced. “Who,” demanded Eliphaz the Temanite,
“that was innocent ever perished?” (Job 4:7). The rabbis had a saying, “There is
no sick man healed of his sickness until all his sins have been forgiven him.”'®
Lamar Williamson argues, “It would be a mistake to extrapolate from this case the
general principle that all illness (or even all paralysis) is the result of sin, for sin is

nowhere mentioned in connection with any of the other dozen healings and exorcisms of

Mark.”"

'S William Barclay, The Gospel of Mark (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1975), 50.

'7 Morton T. Kelsey, Healing and Christianity in Ancient Thought and Modern Times (New York:
Harper and Row, 1973), 94.

18 Ibid., 47.

' Lamar Williamson Jr., Mark, ed. Paul J. Achtemeier, Interpretation: A Biblical Commentary for
Teaching and Preaching, ed. James L. Mays (Louisville, KY: John Knox, 1973), 63-64.
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The Paralytic at the Pool of Bethesda
In John, Jesus heals another paralytic at the pool of Bethesda:

Now there is in Jerusalem near the Sheep Gate a pool, which in Aramaic is called
Bethesda and which is surrounded by five colonnades. Here a great number of
disabled people used to lie—the blind, the lame, the paralyzed. One who was
there had been an invalid for thirty-eight years. When Jesus saw him lying there
and learned that he had been in this condition for a long time, he asked him, “Do
you want to get well?” “Sir,” the invalid replied, “I have no one to help me into
the pool when the water is stirred. While I am trying to get in, someone else goes
down ahead of me.” Then Jesus said to him, “Get up! Pick up your mat and
walk.” . . . The man who was healed had no idea who it was, for Jesus had slipped
away into the crowd that was there. Later, Jesus found him at the temple and said
to him, “See, you are well again. Stop sinning or something worse may happen to
you.” (John 5:2-8, 13-14)

Jesus’ words to the man at the pool relate the issue of sin with sickness. As in the
paralytic’s story in Mark, Jesus seems to verify the covenantal message of limited
retribution. A. T. Robertson compares Jesus’ words, “Stop sinning,” with the command
He gave to the woman caught in adultery: “Go now and leave your life of sin” (John
8:11). “Hamartane (sin) is a present active imperative with meketi (no more), a clear
implication that disease was due to personal sin as is so often the case. . . . All sickness is

not due to personal sin (9:3), but much is and nature is a hard paymaster.”20

The Blind Man
In John, Jesus encounters a blind man:

As he went along, he saw a man blind from birth. His disciples asked him,
“Rabbi, who sinned, this man or his parents, that he was born blind?” “Neither
this man nor his parents sinned,” said Jesus, “but this happened so that the work
of God might be displayed in his life. As long as it is day, we must do the work of

20 A. T. Robertson, The Fourth Gospel: The Epistle to the Hebrews, vol. 5 of Word Pictures in the
New Testament (Nashville, TN: Broadman, 1932), 82.
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him who sent me. . . . Having said this, he spit on the ground, made some mud
with the saliva, and put it on the man’s eyes. “Go,” he told him, “wash in the Pool
of Siloam” (Siloam means sent). So the man went and washed, and came home
seeing. His neighbors and those who had formerly seen him begging asked, “Isn’t
this the same man who used to sit and beg?”” Some claimed that he was. Others
said, “No, he only looks like him.” But he himself insisted, “I am the man.” “How
then were your eyes opened?” they demanded. He replied, “The man they call
Jesus made some mud and put it on my eyes. He told me to go to Siloam and
wash. So I went and washed, and then I could see.” “Where is this man?” they
asked him. “I don’t know,” he said. (John 9:1-12)

When the disciples ask: “Rabbi, who sinned, this man or his parents that he was
born blind?” they indicate a belief in limited retribution. The belief that the sins of the
parents could be “visited” on their children has precedence in the Old Testament.”'
Another example is Achan who took the forbidden Babylonian garment, some silver, and
gold from the battle to destroy Jericho, for which his whole family was put to death (Josh.
22:20).

Verhey refers to the theory of limited retribution in relation to Jesus: “Jesus was
the healer. Little wonder, then that Christians called Jesus ‘the great physician.” And
Christians regarded sickness and death as evils, as features of the disorder introduced by
human sin, the disorder that God in Jesus did and will put right.”?

Trench writes:

Perplexed at this more than ordinary calamity, they (the disciples) ask their
Master to explain to them its cause: Who did sin, this man or his parents that he
was born blind? But what they had in their minds when they suggested the former

alternative, namely that a man for his own sins should have been born blind, has
naturally enough been often demanded.*

! Exodus 34:7, “Yet he does not leave the guilty unpunished; he punishes the children and their
children for the sin of the fathers to the third and fourth generation.”

*? Verhey, Reading the Bible in the Strange World of Medicine, 6.

B Trench, Notes on the Miracles of Our Lord, 181-182.
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Henry Sigerist suggests that Semitic civilizations believe “that the sick man is by

no means an innocent victim but is rather one who through pain is making atonement for

his sins. Disease then becomes a punishment for sin. **** Owsei Temkin supports this

notion and writes, “God . . . conceived by the Jews around the time of Jesus . . . was the

source of all healing: ‘I kill, and I make alive; I smite, and I heal: neither is any that can

deliver out of my hand’ (Deuteronomy 32:39).

»2> While many scholars support the

notion that personal sin brings calamity, Trench blames the sin upon a larger condition:

While [the disciples] . . . discerned the intimate connection in which the world’s
sin and the world’s suffering stand to one another . . . did not realize how it must
have been the sin and suffering, not of this individual man, but of him as making
part of a great whole.”*®

Trench suggests that the human race’s overall sin causes human suffering, not personal

sin:

[Jesus does not deny that] sicknesses are oftentimes the punishment of sins (cf.
Deuteronomy 28:22; Leviticus 26:16; 1 Corinthians 11:30; James 5:15), or that
the sins of the parents are often visited on their children (cf. Exodus 20:5). All
that the Lord does is to check in his disciples that most harmful practice of diving
down into the secrets of other men’s lives, and like the friends of Job, ascribing to
them27great transgressions in explanation of their unusual sufferings (cf. Job 4:7;
8:6).

When Jesus responds to the disciples’ question, He suggests the man’s blindness

opened the way for the works of God to be made manifest. Jesus’ response aligns with

* Henry E. Sigerist, Civilization and Disease (1943; repr., Chicago: University of Chicago Press,

1970), 68.

* Owsei Temkin, Hippocrates in a World of Pagans and Christians (Baltimore, MD: Johns

Hopkins University Press, 1991), 86.

% Trench, Notes on the Miracles of Our Lord, 182.

27 1bid.
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the theory of telic vindication, which says that to every bit of suffering a greater good
will result. Temkin writes, “Besides being a punishment for sin, disease could also have

religious significance as the trial inflicted on a righteous person (e.g. Job 2:5-7) or the

chastisement of one whom God loved (Prov. 3:12).”%

While some may interpret the passage to mean that God brought blindness upon
this man, Jesus does not make that statement. Kushner comments:

My religious commitment to the supreme value of an individual life makes it hard
for me to accept an answer that is not scandalized by an innocent person’s pain
that condones human pain because it supposedly contributes to an overall work of
esthetic value. If a human artist or employer made children suffer so that
something immensely impressive or valuable could come to pass, we would put
him in prison. Why then should we excuse God for causing such undeserved pain,
no matter how wonderful the ultimate result may be?””*

Giinther Bornkamm speaks to this question of the disciples and to the church,
which often uses “texts” as formulas for beliefs. He writes:

It is he (Jesus) who does God’s works, and the works of the Father have basically
one meaning: to show and to glorify him as Revealer and Bringer of salvation. It
would therefore be a mistake to make out of the saying of Jesus a general truth, an
all-too-cheap pastoral “recipe,” which as a timeless theory always tastes like the
theology of Job’s friends.°

Kelsey writes of another dimension of limited retribution:
While it is easy to see how men arrive at the idea that sickness can be caused by

sin, this is no reason . . . to enter upon a one-way street in the matter. But men
hate to have incomplete knowledge, and their partial, incomplete statements often

* Temkin, Hippocrates in a World of Pagans and Christians, 87.
*® Kushner, When Bad Things Happen to Good Peopl, 24-28.

% Giinther Bornkamm, Die Heilung des Blindgeborenen (John 9), vol. 2 of Geschichte und
Glauben (Miinchen: Kaiser Verlag, 1971), 65-72.
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become transformed into final questioning conclusions. Jesus did not fall into this
error. He specifically rejected the theory that all that ails man is caused by sin.”'

The story of the blind man also implies belief in theocentric consolation. Jesus
states that this man was born blind that the works of God might be manifest (phanero o)
in him. Robertson comments on the historical context of the man’s condition: “Blindness
i1s common in the Orient and Jesus healed many cases (cf. Mark 8:23; 10:46) and
mentions this fact as one of the marks of the Messiah in the message to the Baptist.”*>
George R. Beasley-Murray writes:

The continuity of thought in the two chapters (8 and 9) is given in 9:5; the healing

of the blind man and its consequences form a concrete example and exposition of

8:12: Jesus is Light for the world, revealing God to man and exposing the

darkness of the heart that rejects the revelation.™
This interpretation seems to indicate that Jesus brings light to the darkness of suffering.
An exploration of the symbolic concepts of light and darkness offers a variety of
interpretations:

To the ancient Hebrew, surrounded by sun worshippers, light was a holy thing,

the natural symbol of deity. In the Old Testament God is pictured as creating light

(Genesis 1:3) and being clothed with light (Psalm 104:2), and the term is used in

conjunction with life to express that ultimate blessedness which God gives to men
(Psa. 36:9).>

*! Kelsey, Healing and Christianity, 94.
2 Robertson, The Fourth Gospel, 160.

o George R. Beasley-Murray, John, 2" ed., vol. 36 of Word Biblical Commentary (Waco, TX:
Word, 1987), 148.

* D. H. Tongue, Evangelical Dictionary of Theology (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books, 1987),
642.
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Wilkins writes:

[Darkness] evokes everything that is anti-God: The wicked (Proverbs 2:13),

judgment (Exodus 10:21), death (Psalm 88:12). . . . While light is not itself divine,

it is often used metaphorically for life (Psalm 56:13), salvation (Isaiah 9:2), the

commandments (Proverbs 6:23), and the divine presence of God (Exodus 10:23).

In the first creative act, “God saw that the light was good.” (Genesis 1:3)%

Within the context of the gospel, this account was given to John in prison as proof
that Jesus was the Messiah.

When John heard in prison, what Christ was doing, he sent his disciples to ask

him, “Are you the one who was to come, or should we expect someone else?”’

Jesus replied, “Go back and report to John what you hear and see: The blind

receive sight, the lame walk, those who have leprosy are cured, the deaf hear, the

dead are raised, and the good news is preached to the poor.” (Matt. 11:2-5)
Thomas Oden uses this story as an example for pastoral visitation, showing the healing
occurred accompanied by a significant life change on the part of the one healed. He
writes, “Through him (Jesus) it was later said that God himself had in person ‘visited and
redeemed his people’ (Luke 1:68).”°® This demonstrates God’s desire to be in
relationship with humanity, and be actively involved in all aspects of human life,

including suffering. The theory of theocentric consolation is expressed in the idea of God

being with us at all times.

Suffering in Paul’s Writings
Paul’s writings provide many examples of suffering and a consequent hope for the

sufferer. J. Christiaan Beker writes:

> Michael J. Wilkins, Evangelical Dictionary of Biblical Theology (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker
Books, 1996), 486.
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The extent and plurality of Pauline material dominate the New Testament . . . the
letters of Paul not only give us easy access to his thought but also show us the
depth of his reflections on our topic. . . . Paul is especially interesting for our
predicament because...he draws distinctions between various kinds of suffering

. . . aclear distinction between creative or redemptive suffering and tragic or
meaningless suffering. This distinction is quite important . . . because all too often
these two forms of suffering are fused in Christian thought.”*’

Paul demonstrates the wrath of God and its effect upon humankind in Romans
1:18-32, which also serves as the antithesis to the theme of the Gospel in Romans 1:16,
17. He writes: “For I am not ashamed of the Gospel: it is the power of God for salvation
to everyone who has faith. . . . For in it the righteousness of God is revealed through faith
for faith; as it is written: “The righteous shall live by faith’ (Habakkuk 2:4).”*® Romans
1:18-32 can be divided into two sections: the nature of God’s wrath and its warrant and
the consequences of God’s wrath:

The wrath of God is being revealed from heaven against all the godlessness and

wickedness of men who suppress the truth by their wickedness, since what may

be known about God is plain to them, because God has made it plain to them. For
since the creation of the world God’s invisible qualities—his eternal power and
divine nature—have been clearly seen. Being understood from what has been
made, so that men are without excuse. For although they knew God, they neither

glorified him as God nor gave thanks to him. (Rom. 18-21)

Paul implies that “God’s wrath is not irrational or capricious like the

unpredictable anger of the gods of the Roman and Greek Olympus.”39 Paul pinpoints

% Thomas C. Oden, Pastoral Theology: Essentials of Ministry (San Francisco:
HarperSanFrancisco, 1983), 172-173.

%7 J. Christiaan Beker, Suffering and Hope: The Biblical Vision and the Human Predicament
(Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans, 1994), 76-77.

38 Ibid.

% 1bid., 78.
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idolatry as the source of human disorientation and confusion, bringing God’s wrath upon
those who substitute someone or thing in God’s place. Paul Tillich describes idolatry as
“the human desire to confuse the finite and the infinite or rather to donate to the finite
infinite status.”*® Humanity’s confidence in its ability without God’s help brings about
the consequences found in the second part of Paul’s passage:

Their thinking became futile and their foolish hearts were darkened . . . they
claimed to be wise . . . became fools and exchanged the glory of the immortal
God for images made to look like mortal man and birds and animals and reptiles.
Therefore God gave them over in the sinful desires of their hearts to sexual
impurity for the degrading of their bodies with one another. They exchanged the
truth of God for a lie. . . . Because of this, God gave them over to shameful lusts
... and received in themselves the due penalty for their perversion. . . . God gave
them over to a depraved mind, to do what ought not to be done . . . filled with
every kind of wickedness. . . . Although they know God’s righteous decree that
those who do such things deserve death, they not only continue to do these very
things but also approve of those who practice them. (Rom. 1:22-32)

God’s manner of punishment does not produce repentance, but His wrath permits people
to be what they desire to be in accordance with their idolatrous intent.*' God allows the
idolatry to run a full course, and increases the evil of His rebellious world rather than
ending it.** Trench and Hall assert that sin is involved with human suffering; however,
one’s suffering may not relate to one’s own sin.®?

Paul responds to tragic suffering in Romans 8. In verses 1-16, he introduces the

new domain of the Christian church with its new realities of the Spirit, life, and peace,

“ Tillich, Systematic Theology, 1:130.
41 Karl Barth, 4 Shorter Commentary on Romans (Richmond, VA: John Knox Press, 1959), 24-41.
2 Beker, Suffering and Hope, 80.

4 See Trench, Notes on the Miracles of Our Lord, 181-187; and Hall, God and Human Suffering,
75-76.
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which oppose the old order of sin and the flesh.** In these verses, Paul describes the hope
brought by the New Covenant through Jesus Christ. Jiirgen Moltmann writes, “Paul
rediscovers the promise to Abraham in the gospel of Christ and therefore recalls along
with the gospel of Christ the promise to Abraham as well.”* To Paul,

The continuity of the promise or covenant to Abraham exists only where it is

eschatologically validated. . . . Because his gospel proclaims the promise as
validated in the event of Christ, it starts the traditional promise of Abraham off on

a new history. The promise finds in the gospel its eschatological future, while the
law finds its end.*

Romans 8:18-30 is the climax to the previous chapters of Romans, and it
demonstrates a hope for humanity: “And we know that in all things God works for the
good of those who love him, who have been called according to his purpose” (Rom.
8:28). In 1 Corinthians 15, Paul shows that hope is possible through the death and
subsequent resurrection of Jesus Christ. Beker writes, “This triumph will seal the final
defeat of the mysterious and evil power of death in God’s world.”"’

Paul describes his own personal experience with suffering:

To keep me from becoming conceited because of these surpassingly great

revelations, there was given me a thorn in my flesh, a messenger of Satan, to

torment me. Three times I pleaded with the Lord to take it away from me. But he
said to me, “My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in

weakness.” Therefore I will boast all the more gladly about my weaknesses, so
that Christ’s power may rest on me.” (2 Cor. 12:7-9)

“ Beker, Suffering and Hope, 98-99.
* Jiirgen Moltmann, 7} heology of Hope (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1993), 152.
“ Ibid.

" Beker, Suffering and Hope, 103.
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In this passage, Paul was given this “thorn in the flesh” to keep him from becoming
conceited. Paul asked God three times to remove this painful “thorn.” This story parallels
the story of Job in that Satan is the messenger of torment. Beker speaks of this blame
given to Satan:

Paul draws here a causal connection between suffering and sin. This derivation of
suffering from sin has brought about immense damage in Christian history,
especially because it heaps the frightful suffering of guilt (limited retribution) on
top of mental and physical suffering. . . .The enduring popularity of this causal
relation between suffering and sin which Paul shares with the Old Testament and
with Christian history and Western culture in general calls for some comment. All
of us resent inexplicable mystery, especially when we feel helpless and numb in
the face of meaningless suffering . . . and . . . employs all our rational capacities to
find intelligible causes for the inexplicable. In this manner Judaism, Paul, and the
early Christian tradition, along with the fathers of the church, pushed the
explanation of suffering back to its mythical origin, to the figure of the serpent in
Paradise who caused the “fall” of Adam and Eve and all of creation. Our secular
culture employs a similar method: it believes that the search for the originating
agent of suffering explains or at least diminishes the suffering of the victims of
the originating event.*®

Ladd interprets these words differently:

He (Satan) is the tempter who seeks through affliction to turn believers

away from the gospel . . . who is ever seeking to overwhelm God’s people

(Ephesians 6:11, 12, 16) and who is able to bring his attacks in the form of

bodily afflictions to God’s choicest servants (2 Corinthians 12:7). Satan’s

main objective is to frustrate the redemptive purposes of God.*

Paul’s explanation for his “thorn” is an example of telic vindication and
theocentric consolation. In relation to telic vindication, Paul states that this thorn in the

flesh was given to him to keep him from being conceited at having experienced such

great revelations from God. Hughes writes,“[ The thorn] is another one of those questions,

“ 1bid., 100.

* Ladd, 4 Theology of the New Testament, 440.
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which on the evidence available, must remain unanswere Although one may not

come to a particular conclusion about the thorn, scholars can make some general

interpretations about Paul’s situation to understand the basis for God’s strength in Paul’s

weakness.
Ladd analyzes the use of sarx (flesh) by Paul to interpret this passage:

The most difficult and complicated aspect of the Pauline psychology is his
doctrine of sarx. The difficulty arises both because of the complexity of Paul’s
use of the word, and because of one usage that is characteristic of Paul but that is
rarely found elsewhere. . . . Sarx is frequently used to describe the tissues that
constitute the body and is thus contrasted with bones and blood. There are
different kinds of flesh, of human beings, of animals, of birds, of fish (1
Corinthians 15:39). Pain and suffering may be experienced in the flesh (2
Corinthians 12:7); circumcision was wrought in the flesh (Romans 2:28). . . .
Following the Old Testament usage, sarx is used to refer not merely to the
material of the body or to the body itself, but concretely to humanity that is
constituted of flesh. In this usage the word may refer particularly to a person’s
human relationships, one’s physical origin, and the natural ties that bind her or
him to other human beings.”'

Ladd’s description of the usage of sarx implies that Paul might not be self sufficient, but
rather dependent upon God, or in close relationship with Him. This provides a dual
theme: while the “thorn” was given to keep him from being conceited, the passage places
importance on the relationship between Paul and God, not the removal of the thorn. The
thorn is seen by Paul as a way to stay in good relationship with God.

The theory of theocentric consolation is the main focus of the “thorn” passage.

Ralph Martin explores Paul’s use of ‘iva (in order that):

0P E. Hughes, Paul’s Second Epistle to the Corinthians (Grand Rapids, MI: William B.
Eerdmans, 1962), 442.

> Ladd, 4 Theology of the New Testament, 509.



45

[1t] alerts us to three purpose clauses in close symmetry. First, there was a reason
for the giving of the thorn . . . that Paul should not become proud. Second, the
satanic messenger came in order to batter him. Third, this encounter was (again)
to prevent his conceit. The word for exalting oneself (becoming conceited,
uperairomai) is found only one other place in the New Testament (2
Thessalonians 2:4) where Paul describes the man of lawlessness as exalting
himself against God. If Paul felt inclined to . . . be independent of God as an act of
ubris, pride, the thorn was sent to prevent that from happening.”*>

Paul’s word choice describes one becoming “independent” from God or out of
relationship with God. This echoes Romans 1, when Paul describes people that have
sought to be independent of God and were “given over” and unable to make right
decisions. Though this is given as the reason, the ultimate goal appears to be that of

continuing a dependent relationship with God.

The Church’s Role in Suffering
The next passage for consideration is James 5:13-16. These words have been at
the same time, words of promise, hope, and disappointment to Christians:

Is any one of you in trouble? He should pray. Is anyone happy? Let him sing
songs of praise. Is any one of you sick? He should call the elders of the church to
pray over him and anoint him with oil in the name of the Lord. And the prayer
offered in faith will make the sick person well; the Lord will raise him up. If he
has sinned, he will be forgiven. Therefore confess your sins to each other and pray
for each other so that you may be healed. The prayer of a righteous man 1s
powerful and effective.

The key words that show this passage relates to the topic of this paper are the

words kakopathein and astheneo. The first word is translated “to suffer misfortune or to

52 Ralph P. Martin, 2 Corinthians, vol. 40 of World Biblical Commentary (Waco, TX: Word,
1986), 411.
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» in Reinecker and Rogers. The second is the word translated “to be weak

suffer trouble
or to be sick,”>* which many believe to refer to physical illness.>

To suffer misfortune’® bears the idea of a possible catastrophic event that might
lead to a challenge of one’s faith.”” The onslaught of physical illness can also challenge
one’s faith.>® James advises those in trouble is to pray (present imperative, which calls
for habitual action).” James tells the individual in trouble pray, but refers the sick to the
church for prayer. The prayer (Aorist Imperative) for the sick is “a specific act with a
note of urgency.”®® Prayer seems to be the key in both instances. Margaret Guenther
speaks of prayer as conversation.®’ She says:

A good conversation is like a dance. The partners are aware of each other, attuned

to each other, sensitive to nuances in tempo and rhythm. A good conversation

with a friend—in contrast to idle chitchat with an acquaintance—allows space for

pauses. There is no need to fill every minute, for there is comfort in the intimacy

of shared silence. A good conversation is generous: each partner brings the gift of
willing attentiveness. Listening is as important and as dynamic as speaking.

>3 Reinecker and Rogers, Linguistic Key to the Greek New Testament, T41.
> Ibid.

= Ralph P. Martin, James, vol. 48 of Word Biblical Commentary (Waco, TX: Word, 1988), 206;
Robertson, The Fourth Gospel, 64.

>0 Reinecker and Rogers, Linguistic Key to the Greek New Testament, T41.
°7 Burton Z. Cooper, Why, God? (Atlanta, GA: John Knox Press, 1988), 1-16.
*® Ibid.

% Cleon L. Rogers Jr. and Cleon L. Rogers 111, The New Linguistic and Exegetical Key to the
Greek New Testament (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1998), 564.

% 1bid.

6! Margaret Guenther, The Practice of Prayer, vol. 4 of The New Church’s Teaching Series
(Boston, MA: Cowley, 1998), 20.

62 1bid.
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What better method of dealing with the suffering than this type of praying? This
scripture in James leads to the premise of this paper: the theory of theocentric consolation
as the basis of ministering to the suffering. To pray is to come to God crying, “Abba”
(Mk. 14:36; Rom. 8:15; Gal. 4:6), which is to say, “Father.”® Richard J. Foster describes

i Barclay says of Jesus that when he went

the heart of God as an “open wound of love.
to Gethsemane, there were two things he wanted: Human fellowship and God’s
fellowship.®® He goes on to say that in time of trouble we want someone with us and
when Jesus cried, “Abba,” he was reaching out, not to a non-feeling God but God who
was Father.®

Other key elements in this passage, which are significant include: calling the
elders (presbuteros) of the church (ecclesia) to come and pray over the sick one, the
anointing of the sick with oil, and through confession of sins, the person would find
forgiveness. This latter part seems to add further credibility to the widespread belief at
the time that a sick person was not without sin.%” This combination of events, coupled
with a prayer of faith, promises healing.

What does it mean to call upon the elders of the church to pray for the sick

person? There is some division on what it means to call upon the elders of the church.

% Reinecker and Rogers, Linguistic Key to the Greek New Testament, 365-366.

% Richard J. Foster, Prayer: Finding the Heart’s True Home (San Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco,
1992), 1.

8 Barclay, The Gospel of Mark, 343.
5 Ibid., 343-344.

87 Kelsey, Healing and Christianity, 94-96.
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Robertson, a Greek scholar, views this group of elders not to be performing in a priestly
function but rather like modern medical missionaries who go “with the word of life and
the healing balm of modern science.”®® Martin, however, sees these elders (presbuteros)
acting as overseers and pastors, citing the examples of several Scriptures in Acts (11:30;
14:23; 15:2; 16:4; 20:17; 21:28), as well as in the Epistles (1 Tim. 5:17-19; Titus 1:5; 1
Peter 5:1; 2 John 1; cf. Phil. 1:1).%

It appears in context that Martin is probably right, referring back to the story of
the hemorrhaging woman earlier in this chapter:

When the hemorrhaging woman touches Jesus’ garment, she demonstrates

an awareness that this method may lead to healing. She recognizes Jesus

as a Rabbi, and as a man in close communion with God. It was common

practice in Jesus’ day for individuals to seek a Rabbi or priest to intervene

between themselves and God.”
She saw Jesus as a religious leader, capable of healing. Martin goes on to say,

It may very well be that the office of “elder” was taken over from the

synagogue (drawn from the “elders of Israel” in Exod. 3:16; 24:1, 9; Deut.

5:23; 19:12; Ezra 10:14; Matt. 26:3: J. L. McKenzie, “The Elders,” 522-

540) and given Christian character. Other terms that appear to be

synonymous for elder are “overseer” (Acts 20:17, 28, RSV) and “bishop”

(Phil. 1:1; 1 Tim. 3). .. . If so, it is quite natural for sick members to

entreat the elders to come and minister to them.

This idea of ministers (religious leaders) coming at the request of the sick for help

and healing reflects the theory of theocentric consolation. The sick draw comfort from

8 A. T. Robertson, Studies in the Epistle of James (Nashville, TN: Broadman Press, 1959), 189-
190.

- Martin, James, 207.

7 Garr, Hem of His Garment, 21-24.
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those who represent a physical presence of God.”" Sickness is a lonely condition that
often results in rejection of the sick person by society. Sigerist says,

The attitude of society toward the sick man [sic] and its valuation of health and
disease have changed a great deal in the course of history. At all times disease
isolated its victims socially because their lives are different from those of healthy
people. The sick man is thrown out of gear with life, finds himself confined in his
movements, is helpless and compelled to rely on the assistance of others.”

A seminary student from General Theological Seminary in New York, Jefferson
R. Hulet, undertook an assignment “to engage the world from the perspective of someone
with a disability.””® He says this about his adventure,

I decided to make my commute home on the trains as one with a spinal injury, . . .
which makes movement, standing, and carrying difficult. My method was to
remain stooped approximately 45 degrees and to minimize the range of motion in
my neck so that [ needed to turn my whole body to look to one side. The train was
very crowded. . . . Eight passengers were standing in the aisle at the end of my car
and I took my place among them . . . in an area where all eight of the three by
three seats were occupied by two people; and noted that the center seat in each
row was conspicuously occupied by a briefcase, a coat, a sample case, a
newspaper, or purse. [ was facing the rear of the train so as to be able to monitor
the reactions and the behavior of the passengers nearby. In my stooped posture,
my only handhold was the back of the seat of a gentleman who took no notice of
my hand two inches from his head. . . . He slumbered contentedly. I kept scanning
the faces of the two dozen people immediately in front of me and noted there was
no eye contact with me or acknowledgement of my presence in any way. I began
noticing the avoidance behaviors of my fellow travelers. Mister Rolex focused
intently on the same quarter folded portion of the sports page for the entire half
hour. Missus Rolex burned a hole with her eyes in the . . . naugahide seatback in
front of her. . . . Mister Peanuts and Coke struggled to find places to which to
divert his eyes when he tipped his head back to gulp or to pour some peanuts into
his mouth, raising his face within inches of mine each time he did so. I could go
on . .. but the scene is clear . . . someone in obvious difficulty was in a crowded,

"' Oden, Pastoral Theology, 249-250.
L2 Sigerist, Civilization and Disease, 66.

7 Jefferson R. Hulet, “Was I Really Suffering?” The Journal of Pastoral Care and Counseling 61
(Spring-Summer 2007): 131.
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moving train, and those around him were conspicuously avoiding even the faintest

acknowledgement that he was present. The presence of difficulty and suffering

was affirmatively shunned.”
Stanley Hauerwas says of this loneliness: “The world of the ill cannot but become a
separate world both for the ill and/or those who care for them . . . and illness always
makes us a stranger to ourselves and others.””

The idea of the community to bring hope of healing, or at least comfort and
consolation to those who suffer’® from the church, especially those who represent “the
chosen ministers of God,””” is a good example of how theocentric consolation should be
practiced. “Calvin thought that sickness was a time of the ‘greatest need’ for pastoral
services.”’® In the early Christian community, medicine was the faith healing brought by
the pastors of the church.”

The word for church (ecclesia) describes “a gathering of the citizens of a given
community who had been called together to tend to city affairs.”®® Stanley Grenz says of
this people:

The early Christians . . . choice of ecclesia to designate who they were indicates
that the NT believers viewed the church as neither an edifice nor an organization.

" Ibid., 131-132.

75 Stanley Hauerwas, Suffering Presence: Theological Reflections on Medicine, the Mentally
Handicapped, and the Church (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 1986) 81.

7 Ibid., 249-251.

7 Oden, Pastoral Theology, 50-51.

™ Ibid., 253.

g gerist, Civilization and Disease, 140.

8 Stanley Grenz, Created for Community (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books, 1998), 208.
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They were a people—a people brought together by the Holy Spirit—a people
bound to each other through Christ—hence, a people-in-relationship.®’

Hauerwas says of the church community in regards to this response to the sick in

Thus medicine needs the church not to supply a foundation for its moral
commitments, but rather as a resource of the habits necessary to sustain the care
of those in pain over the long haul. For it is no easy matter to be with the ill,
especially when we cannot do much for them other than simply be present.82

The element of the oil in anointing is also significant to the church (James 5:14).

In the Scripture, oil refers to olive oil and at no time in Scripture does the word for oil

signify a petroleum product.*’ Olive oil had many and varied uses, including: religious

significance/use (Exod. 28:41; 1 Kings 19:16; 1 Sam. 10:1), to cleanse and purify the

skin (Jer. 2:22), a gesture of graciousness by a host (Luke 7:46), food preparation (Rev.

6:6), medicinal purposes (Luke 10:34), cosmetic use (2 Chron. 28:15), and for lighting

(Matt. 5:15).

The use of oil in James is primarily for medicinal purposes, echoing the use of oil

for healing by the disciples of Jesus in Mark 6:13, “They . . . anointed many sick people

with oil and healed them.” *> Robertson gives significant support to the theory of

theocentric consolation in this study on James:

¥ Ibid.

82 Hauerwas, Suffering Presence, 81.

8 G. Christian Weiss, Insights into Bible Times and Customs (Chicago: Moody Press, 1972), 49.
¥ 1bid., 49-52.

85 Robertson, Studies in the Epistle of James, 188-189.
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There is . . . no doubt as to the ancient opinion about, and use of, oil as medicine.

... Lincline to the view that we have not here a priestly function . . . but the
double duty of ministry of the word and of medicine (with prayer). The nearest
parallel in modern life is the medical missionary, who goes with the word of life
and the healing balm of modern science. He heals the sick with the physician’s
skill and the prayer of faith. Today we have a more advanced medical science,
which is, however, by no means final and infallible. We separate the functions of
the minister and the physician. We prefer the doctor to the oil, but we still need
God with the doctor. Often in the most severe illness the deciding factor is not
medicine, but hope, as any doctor will say. But coming back to the use of prayer,
James says, “And the prayer of faith shall save him that is sick, and the Lord shall
raise him up.” The credit is here given to prayer and the power of God. One is not
to infer that James gives no credit to medicine. The oil was good; God works
through medicine and without medicine. The best that we still know on the
subject is this: prayer and medicine, or God and the doctor.*®

Robertson is saying that there is need for God to be present in the community of patient
and healer. This represents theocentric consolation at its best.

Another real significance of o1l is its religious significance, especially its
reference to the office and work of the Holy Spirit and the anointing of people to specific
high offices (e.g. priests: Exod. 28:41; 29:7; prophets: 1 Kings 19:16; and kings:1 Sam.
10:1; 16:12, 13; 1 Kings 1:39).” An important example is the Messiah or Christ, which
means the “anointed one.” The Holy Spirit anointed Jesus for his earthly, redemptive
ministry.88

The Holy Spirit, though present from the beginning (e.g. Gen. 6:3; Exod. 31:1-5;
Judg. 3:10; 6:34; Ps. 104:29, 30; Isa. 32:15; Job 27:3; 34:14, 15), was responsible for the

Lord’s conception (Luke 1:35), the endowment of the Lord for his ministry through

% Ibid., 189-191.
87 G. Christian Weiss, Insights into Bible Times and Customs (Chicago: Moody, 1972), 52.

8 Ibid.
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baptism (John 1:33), and the power behind his resurrection (Rom. 8:11; cf. 1:4).89 Jesus
promised in his earthly ministry to his disciples that one day they would be given the full
measure of the Holy Spirit to empower them for their mission and guide them into all
truth, which came about at Pentecost (Acts 2).”

Pentecost was a milestone in the history of God in relationship with his pf:ople.91
The Spirit now had a new role of empowering the Christian community, indwelling the
church on the Lord’s behalf.”® This presence of the Holy Spirit, indicated by the
anointing of oil, represents God being with the sick, or theocentric consolation.

James 6:16 starts with “Therefore,” indicating a conclusory statement, and it is
followed by: “confess your sins to each other and pray for each other so that you may be
healed.” The purpose of prayer is healing, however, if one has sinned if he confesses he
or she will be forgiven. To the black and white thinking of the Jewish people in the New
Testament this could be a sign that sin was the cause (limited retribution) of the sickness
or could be that a lesson was to be learned (telic vindication) from the experience.
Though the word for adversity in James 6:13 is different from the word used for sickness
(asthenei),” it is easy to see that some could have thought adversity was also a result of

sin.

% Grenz, Created for Community, 156-158.
*Ibid., 158.

’! Ibid.

” Ibid., 158-159.

% Paul used this same Greek word in describing the weak elements: moral, mental and physical in
Galatians 4:8-9.
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Throughout the New Testament all three theories of suffering have been manifest.
A close examination of each example reveals God’s desire to be present with those who
suffer as companion, sustainer, and healer. The theory of theocentric consolation, once
again, comes to the forefront as the preferable foundational paradigm for pastors and

chaplains who minister to those who suffer.



CHAPTER 3

THEMES AND RESPONSES TO SUFFERING IN CHURCH HISTORY

The third chapter explores themes and responses to suffering throughout church
history, from the first century until the present day. The responses of early church fathers
and mothers toward suffering will be examined as well as the particular teachings of
Martin Luther, John Calvin, John Wesley, and Henri Nouwen. The first two chapters
show evidence of the theories of limited retribution, telic vindication, and theocentric
consolation in the Old and New Testaments, and the same theories are found throughout
church history. The author of this paper believes theocentric consolation provides
pastoral caregivers the most appropriate foundation by which they can minister to those
who suffer.

Many of the early church fathers and mothers suffered in various ways. Their
lives give testimony that in the midst of terrible suffering one can survive the ordeal and
come through it victoriously. In this paper, victorious means surviving an ordeal with
faith intact. The early church fathers and mothers of the Christian will be seen to have
influenced the theology of suffering in the United States.

Secondly, this chapter focuses on some of the major voices of Calvinism,

Reformed, Wesleyan, and Catholic theologies, which together constitute the

35



56

majority of church theologies in the United States.' Discussion of the theologies of John
Calvin, Martin Luther, John Wesley, and Henri Nouwen will demonstrate how each
promotes or denies the validity of each of the theories of limited retribution, telic
vindication, and theocentric consolation.

Thirdly, an examination of hymns and gospel songs, some written during the
author’s own personal crisis, will show the influence of the proposed theories of
suffering. The hymns of the church represent its beliefs and often give insight on how one
may be victorious amid suffering. These hymns and Gospel songs lend credence to
theocentric consolation as the greatest comfort to one who is suffering.

Lastly, this chapter will examine the voices of Billy Graham, Luis Palau, Joel
Osteen, Kenneth Copeland, and others and their influence on Christian culture in the
United States. From biblical times to the present, the church has espoused, taught, and
ministered under the influence of the theories of limited retribution, telic vindication, and
theocentric consolation. Theocentric consolation is found as the best foundation for

Christian pastors to use in the United States to comfort those who are suffering.

Early Church Parents
The reading of the early saints’ lives in the first three centuries after the
resurrection and ascension of Jesus Christ reveals the major concern of suffering: not

only as the definition used in this paper as the “catastrophic events that precipitate a faith

! Adherents.com, “Largest Branches of Christianity in the U.S. (Self-identification, Pew Research
Council),” in Largest Religious Groups in the United States of America, Adherents.com, http://
www.adherents.com/rel USA .html#Pew_branches (accessed December 19, 2007).
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crisis,” but the real threat of martyrdom.? Jews persecuted Christians in the New
Testament; encouraged by their fervor for Judaism, they viewed Christianity as a
heretical sect of Judaism. The Jews feared that the heresy would bring the wrath of God
upon them as in the Old Testament.? This is an example of limited retribution, that God
will punish those who fail to follow the Law of Moses.

Those who faced martyrdom often welcomed it, as seen in the story of Ignatius,
who was condemned to death for his faith in about A.D. 107.* Although the persecution
of Ignatius does not fit the criteria for this paper, the story is relevant to understanding
how the early church parents thought about suffering. Ignatius, during the time of his
capture learned that the Christians in Rome were making plans to free him from death.’
Ignatius was ready to seal his witness with his blood and did not wish for anyone to
rescue him. His goal was to imitate the passion of Christ in ultimate sacrifice and thereby
become a witness.’ He was convinced that he was doing it for the sake of the church
community.’ Ignatius said to the church:

I fear your kindness, which may harm me. You may be able to achieve what you

plan . .. if you pay no heed to my request it will be very difficult for me to attain
unto God. . . . If you remain silent about me, I shall become a word of God, but if

? Justo L. Gonzalez, The Story of Christianity, vol. 1 (San Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco, 1984),
31-41.

? Ibid., 32.

* Ibid., 41.

3 Ibid., 42-43.
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you allow yourselves to be swayed by the love in which you hold my flesh, I shall
again be no more than a human voice.*

The message of Hebrews 11 speaks of those, like Ignatius, who sought a “better
resurrection” and some of them said, “The world was not worthy” (Heb. 11:35-38).
The first general persecution of Christians came during the reign of Nero in A.D.
64.° This persecution fueled a fierce persecution of Christianity in Rome as Christians
were accused of everything that went wrong in the land<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>