
Sermon Discussion Information 
 
Sermon Series: James: Wisdom for an Urban Congregation 
 
Sermon Title: “Sometimes it Hurts” 
 
Sermon Text: James 5:7-20 
 
Sermon Focus Statement: I want my listener to re-think traditional perspectives on suffering by seeing 
themselves as God’s beloved called to be a part of a healing community. 
 
Unique Quotes from Sermon: 
 
One aspect of the human experience that is often burdened with faulty thinking is personal suffering. 
Faulty thinking about suffering can create a toxic interior experience for ourselves, erode our 
relationships with others, and of course derail connectedness to God. The mere existence of suffering in 
the world causes some to say, “I can’t believe in a God who claims to be loving and good and yet allows 
evil and suffering to exist in our world.” Others almost blindly believe God as completely loving until they 
are stricken by tragedy such things as a disease, abandonment, miscarriages, mis-fortune, and death of 
loved ones. In our shock and grief we are quick to say, “How could God do this to me?”…“God isn’t who I 
thought God was.”  
 
This is our seventh and final week in our teaching series on the New Testament book of James. James 
was the First Century leader of the Christian Church in Jerusalem during a very difficult time. Ninety 
percent of the general population was illiterate and poor.1 Life expectancies were short. Religious 
persecution was rampant. Economic oppression, slavery, and death were day-to-day realities. There is 
no question: James’ readers knew suffering. Intimately. The concluding thoughts of James’ letter spoke 
to the matter of suffering and sought to address faulty thinking and help reframe the Christ follower’s 
response to it.  
 
** 
In light of the teachings of Jesus who is our center point and a reset and reframe of the faulty thinking 
found yes, even in the Bible—we know that God does not try to “teach us a lesson” through our suffering. 
Jesus said that we would be blessed by God if we suffered for doing the right thing. He showed us how to 
learn through suffering. He taught that we can grow wiser through our suffering and even closer to God 
through our suffering. But, in every case Jesus taught that suffering is not a tool or weapon of God to “fix 
us” or “teach us a lesson.” 

 
Most of the texts of the Bible that point toward a punishing-God idea are in the Hebrew portion of the 
Christian Bible. Which is why I have come to appreciate modern Jewish thinkers like Rabbi Harold 
Kushner speaking to such matters because even though Jesus corrects faulty thinking about the 
“Punishing-God narrative” many Christians dwell on Hebrew texts and are unable to understand Jesus’ 
re-framing of the matter. So, it’s helpful to have a prominent Jewish thinker speak to the matter strictly in 
terms of Jewish thought and theology. To be fair, it’s likely that some modern Christians can’t sort this 
problem out because the “Punisher-God” narrative can also be found in a few of the New Testament 
writings by authors who were clearly wrestling with how to square the radically generous teachings of 
Jesus with their understandings of the nature of God taught them by their religion of origin. 

 
Rabbi Harold Kushner wrote this in his book “When Bad Things Happen to Good People”: 
 

The conventional explanation, that God sends us the burden because [God] knows that we are 
strong enough to handle it, has it all wrong. Fate, [or, events beyond our control] not God, sends 

																																																								
1 David Nystrom, NIV Application Commentary: James, Page 123. 



us the problem. When we try to deal with it, we find out that we are not strong. We are weak; we 
get tired, we get angry, overwhelmed. . . . But when we reach the limits of our own strength and 
courage, something unexpected happens. We find reinforcement coming from a source outside of 
ourselves. And in the knowledge that we are not alone, that God is on our side, we manage to go 
on. . . . 
 
Like Jacob in the Bible [Genesis 32], like every one of us at one time or another, you faced a 
scary situation, prayed for help, and found out that you were a lot stronger, and a lot better able to 
handle it, than you ever would have thought you were. In your desperation, you opened your 
heart in prayer, and what happened? You didn’t get a miracle to avert a tragedy. But you 
discovered people around you, and God beside you, and strength within you to help you survive 
the tragedy. I offer that as an example of a prayer being answered.2 

 
This quote has several linkages to James, the Jewish-Christian leader of the Church in first century 
Jerusalem. First, we are to recognize that while God may not be the cause of the suffering, God is always 
with us, in everything. And, God is for us in everything, especially when we suffer. And, second, that the 
work of perseverance and prayer, like the opening poetry by Danna Faulds, speaks to the essential 
elements of our journey through our pain and suffering—we are urged to not blame matters on God or 
those around us…we are told to resist taking a “command and control” approach…rather, we are 
encouraged to let it all in—the wild and the weak, fear, fantasies, failures and success.  
 
** 
A few months after my visit to Malawi I learned that Moses had died. I was overcome by sorrow. And, as I 
read the fifth chapter of James, and refreshed my biblical history about the account of Elijah, one of the 
greatest persons of the faith in the Bible, I was tempted to feel inadequate and unqualified to pray for 
other people, knowing that in most cases people will not be physically healed. But, then I reminded 
myself about the teachings of Jesus and the deeper intent of James. Jesus called us principally to love 
others through compassion, mercy, and justice. He told us to pray fervently and even for miracles, but he 
didn’t tell us that we would eradicate sickness, disease and suffering. He called us to prayer on behalf of 
others because it connects us to each other and opens the door to healing. And, in many cases it is the 
connectedness to one another and the interior healing of our souls that is the essential work.   

 
Hear this! All those who Jesus healed eventually died. More important than any physical healing is being 
awakened to the love of God. The point of James and Jesus was to accept the call to love each other in 
healing communities and as wounded healers who are willing to suffer alongside those who suffer to fulfill 
the greatest command of all: to love of God and neighbor.  
** 
We stop the larger narrative of violence through a hundred different peaceful means. And, it all begins by 
stopping violence against ourselves first. This is what Jesus referred to when he said we need to “carry 
our own cross.” The cross was a symbol of shame and scapegoating in the first century. Jesus 
surpassed that symbol figuratively and literally. We are invited to act similarly regarding our faulty thinking 
about suffering (because we are always beloved) and in creating more healthy understandings about the 
things and people that seek to shame and crucify us.  

 
One such healthy understanding, I would even say a “Jesus-resurrection-echoed miracle,” is that when 
we choose to stop a cycle of violence around us and are wounded or suffer like Jesus or the prophets 
from our ancient Scripture—for standing up for that which is good, right and just—something (like what I 
quoted from Rabbi Kushner) “something unexpected happens. We find reinforcement from a source 
outside ourselves.”3  
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To quote a song lyric written by a modern band called Cloud Cult: “We grew up believing good wins over 
bad so you gave away your heart, but the wolves attacked,,,but then… a bigger heart grew back….”4 
Said even one more way by Christian thinker Richard Rohr: “Love protects us from nothing, even as it 
unexplainable sustains us in all things.”5 
 
 
Three Discussion Questions: 
 
1. What is your experience with suffering in your life and the life of others? (Personal sharing into the 

topic) 
 
2. James challenged us to pray for each other and for healing. What are the things that keep us from 

praying for each other? (Exploring the text) 
 
3. How can we encourage each other more and offer healing in the face of suffering? (Direct 

application) 
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