Frequently Asked Questions - J.S. Smith
FAQ #23 – Why do the righteous suffer?


Why do the righteous suffer and the wicked prosper?
The question is an exaggerated generalization, for many righteous people prosper while many wicked also suffer. Still, the question presumes that good people should live the life of the rich man while wicked people should live on Earth as Lazarus did. Yet, especially in their experiences, those prospects were exactly reversed. The rich man fared sumptuously each day as Lazarus begged at his gate. When death called for both, justice was sorted out and their roles were exchanged. Suddenly, we find Lazarus in the paradise of Abraham’s bosom while the rich man enters into torment (Luke 16:19-31).
The more you look at the question, the less relevant it seems, because both prosperity and poverty on Earth are so temporal and fleeting. God’s eternal justice in the last day promises that the truly righteous in Christ will be rewarded forever and those who did not know him or did not obey the gospel will face fiery retribution (Second Thessalonians 1:1-10). Peter, James and Paul all warn that righteous people will suffer persecution, threats and the same temptations and hardships common to all men (First Peter 3:13-17, James 1:2-3, Second Timothy 3:12).
In reality, the question itself betrays a lingering carnality in the curious, a discontentment with eternal promise and an inordinate emphasis upon this shallow life (Romans 8:5-11). The overwhelming weight of future glory eclipses every trifle in tragedy man faces today.
All this is not to belittle the suffering that righteous men endure. God, however, is not the author of misery (James 1:16-17). Satan, with the cooperation of Adam and his offspring have corrupted the Earth so that disease, pain and disappointment are incurable maladies. The righteous suffer for the same reason that the wicked suffer. Sin. And rejecting God because he does not treat us like puppets or transform Earth into Eden II is the surest way to assign oneself to an eternity of wondering why suffering is so pervasive. The answer to such wretchedness is in Christ and in time.

1. One three letter word will answer the question: why do the righteous suffer? Does this mean that all suffering is the direct result of personal transgression (James 5:1-6)?
Sin is the source of human suffering, but that does not mean that all suffering results directly from personal transgression. Still, all suffering can be traced back to Adam’s sin and subsequent expulsion from Eden and the progression of iniquity ever since.There are three (Acts 11:26, 26:28 and 1 Peter 4:11).


2. Consider Job 1-2. Who inflicts hardships and pain upon humanity (cf. James 1:13-15, Ephesians 6:16)? What is God’s role in human suffering (Second Corinthians 12:7-10, First Peter 1:6-7)?
It is Satan who tries and hinders mankind, not God. The Lord allows us him to try us that our faith may be strengthened and proven.


3. What does James say about the concept of a dark side to God that compels him to inflict misery on men for his own amusement (1:16-17)?
There is no variation or shadow of turning with God as there seems to be with the sun and moon; he is good.

4. Paul suffered much for his righteousness and once pleaded with God to remove one aspect of his anguish (Second Corinthians 12:7-10). How did God answer? What should this teach us about the suffering of the righteous?
God told him that he would not remove that thorn because the grace he had shown him was sufficient and his strength is completed in weakness. Suffering has something to teach us that we cannot learn from prosperity and comfort.


5. Job questioned why God permitted him to suffer so terribly. How does God respond to him and to us when we question why the righteous should suffer (Job 38:1-11)?
He points out the lack of perspective and insight that Job had.


6. The most difficult aspect of understanding why the righteous suffer is coming to grips with our incapacity to understand the mind of an eternal God. As a parent has much greater insight, foresight and experience than his child, so our heavenly father infinitely dwarfs us in comprehending the universe. We obsess on our little brief lives where God oversees the all the past, everyone’s present and the entirety of the future. Even when we don’t understand why, what should we accept about God (Isaiah 55:8-9)? 
We must accept that his ways and thoughts are higher than ours and that he knows and does what is ultimately best for us, even if that means pain and suffering for the moment.


7. Coming to grips with the sometimes-confusing works of an eternal God depends on approaching the temporal nature of life on Earth. How might the following passages help us put time, suffering and joy in better perspective?
     • James 4:13-17: Our lives are vapors compared to eternity.
     • 2 Corinthians 4:16-18: Affliction is temporary; glory is forever.
     • Luke 16:19-31: Righteous suffer no more; wicked prosper no more.
      • 2 Thessalonians 1:3-12: God will punish wicked and comfort us.
