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Abstract: For contemporary man, the approach to suffering in 

the New Testament sense is the viable solution to the major 

spiritual crisis in which he finds himself. The Christian 

acceptance of suffering is the beginning of spiritual healing, of 

reconciliation with God, with one's fellow human beings and 

with oneself. 
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The usual meaning of suffering is physical or moral 

pain. Suffering is not desired but only sometimes accepted as 

inherent and a prelude to joy (see the woman's pain before 

childbirth).  

Suffering does not necessarily mean that we have 

turned away from God; it may mean that we are drawn 

closer to Him and are allowed to go through an experience 

that will remove the last barriers or obstacles between us and 

Him1. Through the bitter experience of the “thorn in the 

flesh” the Apostle Paul learned the most important of all 

spiritual lessons – that God's glory was sufficient for him, 

that God's power is made perfect in human weakness (II 

Corinteni 12, 7-10). Suffering is an instrument by which God 

can cleanse us from self-satisfaction and self-deception and 

 
1 Simeon Kraiopoulos, Taina suferinței (Bucureşti: Editura Bizantină, 2007), 12. 
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help us to cope with our weakness through his power, so that 

we can confess with St. Paul that “I can do all things through 

Christ who strengthens me” (Filipeni 4, 13). 

Whoever is determined to see no meaning in suffering 

will learn nothing from this experience. But whoever believes 

that God can use suffering to his advantage, to speak in and 

through it, will be open to seeing God's hand at work in this 

affliction2. For Christians, God works as much through 

failure as through success, through suffering as much as 

through joy.  

The question often rings in our ears or rattles our 

minds: what is the positive role of suffering in our lives? In a 

logical or philosophical sense, the fact of suffering is neutral. 

What really matters is its finality – both in terms of how we 

understand it and how we allow it to affect us. This is where 

Orthodox Spirituality helps us to see suffering in a positive 

light, as a means of spiritual growth, in Christ, and not as 

something meaningless. We can entrust our suffering to God, 

with the firm faith and hope that He will know how to value 

it and then ask Him to help us discover its meaning.  

In Christianity we must take our example from the 

behaviour of the saints – followers of Christ, who did not seek 

out sickness and suffering, but when they were afflicted by it, 

they did not immediately want to be freed from it, they did not 

rebel against it, they did not grumble, but through their 

patience worked out their own salvation. The Cross of Jesus 

Christ should be our model in suffering, reminding us how 

God could direct an episode which, by sinful human nature, 

 
2 Jean-Claude Larchet, Dumnezeu nu vrea suferința omului (Bucureşti: 

Editura Sophia, 2008), 24. 
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appeared to him as a tormenting, humiliating episode, and 

transform it into something good. Thus, we will not confine 

ourselves to merely enduring the pain, letting it wash over us, 

we will not pretend that this experience will not change us in 

any way, and we will not deprive God of the opportunity to 

“speak” to us through this experience, but we will discern 

something potentially beneficial, atoning and useful in it. 

Of the causes of suffering, we list only two: sickness of 

the body (I Kings 6, 3; Job 23, 17) and sickness of the soul 

called envy. Suffering caused by envy not only torments the 

sufferer but also has physical and spiritual repercussions on 

the envied. Jesus was crucified for envy. The Apostles 

suffered torment for envy. The Israelite religious leaders 

were furious at the growing popularity, first of the Saviour 

and then of the Lord's disciples. 

Fear of losing a certain social position led some to make 

decisions even against their own conscience (e.g. (1) Herod the 

Great (Idumean), kills many infants for fear of losing his throne, 

(2) Herod kills John the Baptist, (3) Pontius Pilate washes his 

hands of blackmail for not being faithful to Rome, etc.).  

In today's world, 2000 years after the Incarnation of the 

Son of God, humanity is chasing after the ephemeral 

pleasures of this life, assiduously seeking every means to 

forget the cross, the suffering. This way of living life can only 

lead, according to Holy Scripture, to the loss of eternal life. 

Humanity's flight after pleasures, which does not want to 

know suffering, deepens even more the spiritual void, 

because the hunger for God cannot be satisfied with material 

things but only with grace, with divine energy.  

The alternation of pleasure and pain (suffering) causes 

anxiety in man, who is tempted to seek only pleasure at all 
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costs. So perverted is man's nature that, in order to satisfy his 

sick natural pleasures, he is capable of using substitutes even 

at the cost of his own irreversible physical and spiritual 

degradation. 

Contempt causes suffering to the man of passion. The 

lack of the object of passion's nourishment disturbs man's 

ailing soul powers (see the case of the Egyptians in the 

wilderness of Sinai, who, despairing of their deprivation, 

expressed their desire to return from freedom to slavery). 

The antidote is the acceptance of suffering, of the cross 

(self-denial, he who wants to be saved must deny himself, 

take up his cross and follow Christ (quote). Acceptance and 

assumption of the cruel reality does not mean resignation to 

the unpleasant conditions of life but is the premise for the 

beginning of real spiritual healing of man. However, 

suffering is part of human life. Whether man accepts it or not, 

suffering is a constitutive part of human life. 

Sick human logic does not want to accept suffering, or 

the path of healing involves accepting suffering. This is 

revealed to us first and foremost by the divine Logos, Jesus 

Christ, who by word and deed has shown us and taught us 

how to approach the problem of suffering: not by running 

away from it but by facing it head on. The mystery of taking 

up the cross has hidden in it the fact that man has only to 

accept the tragic reality of his life and that the grace, the 

power to bear the cross comes from God. Man is not alone, 

but Christ works synergistically with great power in man's 

soul for the purification of his passions. 

Man's logic is often contrary to God's. In trouble or 

sorrow man grieves, grumbles against Him or even loses 

faith. When man learns His logic he will rejoice when he is in 
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trouble because he knows he is not alone but closer to God. 

There is a divine motivation, a divine care. The fleshly man 

cannot accept suffering, he sees no logic in it, no positive 

aspect. Often, God saves us from even greater evils through a 

lesser evil, while at the same time increasing our faith.  

In difficult sufferings, those carried by the Holy Spirit 

have no resentment towards their persecutors, whom He 

loves (e.g.: (1) Jesus, on the cross, utters with great love and 

compassion a short prayer for his own persecutors: Father 

forgive them for they know not what they do (Luke 23, 34); 

(2) the holy archdeacon Stephen has a revelation, sees the 

heavens opened and like the Saviour prays for his 

persecutors (Acts 7, 55-56)). 

In a primary sense it could be deduced from Holy 

Scripture that man is born for suffering (Job 5, 7; I 

Tesaloniceni 3, 3). Because of man's disobedience to God, all 

flesh suffers with unceasing sighs (Romans 8, 21-22). 

Suffering is the natural consequence of the fall into sin of 

the firstborn (Acts 3, 16-19) and can also be perceived in a 

punitive sense, with a personal character, as punishment for 

sin (Acts 13, 10-11). Suffering in itself does not confer 

cleansing from sin (Isaiah 5, 25). Man often thinks that the 

sufferings to which he is subjected are heavy (Revelation 7, 

14). In reality, man's suffering is much less than he deserves 

(Psalm 102, 10) because it is greatly diminished, sweetened 

by God's mercy (Isaiah 30, 18-21). Not infrequently God 

ordains that suffering should not mark the whole of man's 

life but should end with a consolation (Hebrew 12, 10; James 

5, 11). 

Divine pedagogy is varied and unique with each 

individual person. Just as each person is unique and 
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unrepeatable, so the measure of suffering is strictly personal. 

The same assessment of suffering cannot be applied from one 

person to another. While it may seem that the conditions are 

the same, God's assessment is the perfect one because it takes 

into account all that is necessary for the good of man and of 

all creation. It is not possible to establish a ratio between the 

gravity of a sin and the suffering that God allows as a 

blessing, so as to apply to the evaluation of the condition of 

each individual person3. The existential-temporal context of 

each individual person determines the uniqueness of the 

divine pronouncement towards each person. In order to 

highlight the complexity of the context in which a person's 

suffering is assessed, we will intuitively list just a few of the 

factors that characterise each individual case: the education 

received in the family and at school, the general historical 

context and the influence exerted by the people with whom 

the person has come into direct or indirect contact, the 

spiritual strength inherited from the ancestors and that 

acquired through personal effort, God's love and mercy, 

gender, age, geographical location and climate.  

Faithful followers of the life and teaching of the Lord 

Jesus Christ, the Holy Apostles went out into the world to 

preach the Word of eternal life, knowing that they would 

suffer much because of their own sins, those of their 

neighbours and the devil (II Corinthians 1, 7). The apostles 

rejoiced to suffer dishonour for the name of Jesus Christ (Acts 

5, 41), because grace was working with great power and the 

concluding sentence of the Beatitudes was clearly present in 

 
3 Liviu Petcu, Suferinţa şi creșterea spirituală (Iaşi: Editura Fundaţia 

academică Axis, 2010), 35.  
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each one's conscience: “Rejoice and be glad, for your great 

reward is in heaven, for so they persecuted the prophets who 

were before you” (Mattew 5, 12).  

The conscious assumption of suffering brings great 

spiritual benefits to man. Suffering can be man's chance to 

grow in faith (Hebrews 11, 17), to not forget God (Job 34, 31-

32) and to turn to Him (Deuteronomy 4, 30), to grow in 

humility (II C,orinthians 12, 7). Through suffering, God turns 

man away from what is evil (Job 33, 16-17), it can be a way of 

acknowledging sin (Leviticus 26, 39 și 41). Through suffering 

man can prove his steadfastness in his relationship with God 

(Mark 4, 17) as well as his sincerity (Job 1, 11-12). Through 

suffering man has the chance to purify his spiritual heart (Job 

23, 10). Through suffering, some people humble themselves, 

are relieved of pride and the savage bondage of all the 

passions, and begin to learn to do good deeds (Hebrews 12, 

10-11). The acceptance of suffering, as a precious gift from 

God, makes man wise, it is part of man's spiritual ascent, for 

it teaches him to be patient (Psalm 40, 1-2), seeing in every 

good and bad thing God's care. Through patience man is 

delivered from wrath and anger4. 

Although there are enough biblical passages that give 

the idea that God would send suffering upon man (I Kings 

2, 6-7), or that he strikes us with suffering so that we are 

not condemned with the world (I Corinthians 11, 30 şi 32) 

or to make us better (Deuteromus 8, 16), yet the cause of 

evil and suffering is not with God. The possible 

explanation of such an expression could be the specific 

 
4 George Remete, Suferința omului și iubirea lui Dumnezeu (Alba Iulia: 

Editura Reîntregirea, 2005), 34. 
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conception of the mentality of humanity, which does not 

know God as a being full of merciful love but as an 

authoritarian, distant and cold being. 

God, out of love for man, decides for each individual 

the extent of his suffering (I Corinthians 10, 13) and its 

duration (Phillipians 15, 13-14), but does not take pleasure in 

tormenting man (II Kings 24, 16). God “punishes” as a loving 

parent (Deuteronomus 8, 5), “strikes” the body to save the 

soul (Job 33, 18, 28, 30).  

For the believing man, the perception of suffering 

should be that of a necessary bitter medicine which God 

administers with great love for the healing of the soul in the 

perspective of acquiring the happiness of eternal life. The 

believer's attitude towards suffering should be one of trust in 

God's care, for the suffering of believers is not in vain 

(Galatians 3, 4). Trouble cannot separate us from the love of 

Christ (Romans 8, 35). The relief of suffering is fully achieved 

in Christ, with Christ (Mattew 4, 14; Mark 3, 10)5.  

Rebellion, grumbling in the face of suffering causes 

much spiritual damage to man, because more or less 

indirectly, God is asked to account for what has been suffered. 

In such a situation, man considers himself wronged by God 

and, moreover, considers God the author of evil. Sufferings 

and afflictions should not be accepted with resignation, 

because even such a state is not beneficial to the human soul, 

which would in fact reveal an inner discontent, a sadness that 

demands revenge. The attitude of the spiritually healthy soul 

in the face of suffering is that of the Eucharist, of thanksgiving 

 
5 Susan Sontag, Privind la suferința celuilalt (Bucureşti: Editura Humanitas, 

2011), 22. 
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for all that has happened, good or bad. Saint Paul teaches us 

this, to give thanks to God for everything.  

The real Christian vision of life is an optimistic one, 

full of hope, even where, humanly speaking, that is to say, 

without taking into account the existence of God, there 

would be no hope6. The authentic Christian who lives life 

with and in Christ is not dependent, enslaved by the 

material things of this passing world. For him to come out 

of this "tent" of the body is a desirable thing in order to 

reach the desired one, Jesus Christ. The authentic Christian 

living life with and in Christ suffers because he is not yet 

fully with Christ, suffers because many of his fellow men 

are in the darkness of ignorance, ignorance of God and in 

the bondage of the passions.  

The life of every person has periods of suffering. There 

is no man who has not known suffering. All people suffer, 

whether they are believers or not. From the point of view of 

man's understanding of the value and meaning of suffering, 

the following classification could be made:  

1) people who neglect their connection with God and 

life is limited to the purely biological aspect. For them, 

suffering is caused by the connection with ephemeral values 

and can be the occasion for much rebellion against God;  

2) people who have committed themselves to the path 

of faith, to a close relationship with God. For them, suffering 

has a purifying meaning from sins and a reason to increase in 

faith in God;  

3) people who have purified themselves from sins and 

have acquired many virtues. Few people belong to this 

 
6 Nae Ionescu, Suferința rasei albe (Ploieşti: Editura Litera Ortodoxă, 2010), 44. 
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category, and in general they are little understood by the vast 

majority of their fellow men, even by those who consider 

themselves believers. For this category of people, suffering is 

much more intense than for the first two categories and is 

caused by the fact that the rest of the people do not know and 

do not really live according to God's will. In fact, the first two 

categories of people could not even bear the suffering 

endured by the third category, the perfect.  

Since ancient times the subject of suffering has been a 

special concern for man. In Holy Scripture, the classic 

example of endurance in suffering is embodied in the person 

of Job (Job 5:10). Unlike the holy and righteous Job, through 

the sufferings of Jesus Christ - the perfect image of patience 

in suffering - mankind has gained the possibility of salvation.  

The believer is warned by God that he will suffer 

(Psalm 33, 18) but he also has the promise from God that he 

will be delivered from suffering (Job 5, 19).  

For the proclamation of God's word, of the Gospel, 

believers know that it is possible to experience suffering 

(Mattew 10, 22), which becomes a cause for joy (Job 5, 17). For 

believers suffering is fleeting (Psalm 30, 5) and light in 

comparison with the glory of the eternal kingdom of the 

Father (Mattew 5, 12). Believers and confessors of Jesus 

Christ should not be surprised if they suffer persecution at 

the hands of unbelievers, for history repeats itself, and so did 

the holy prophets (Matttew 10, 22), but rejoice and be glad, 

for their great reward is in heaven (Mattew 5, 12). By 

enduring sufferings with strong faith in God's mercy and 

help, believers contribute to the spread of the Gospel (Acts 8, 

3-4). Believers are partakers of the sufferings of Jesus Christ 

so that they may be partakers of his glory (Romans 8, 17). 
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Tribulations, sufferings can become a good opportunity to 

know the power of God (Psalm 33, 19) and the fatherly love 

that God has for man (Deuteronomus 8, 5). The finality of 

some sufferings can be the glorification of God (e.g. (1) the 

case of the man blind from birth (John 9,1-3), (2) the death 

and resurrection of Lazarus, brother of Martha and Mary 

(John 11, 1-45), (3) the missionary work of the holy Apostle 

Paul (Acts 20, 19-24).  

Suffering removes “the illusions of security and 

immortality which seem to prevail outside the Christian 

faith. It peels away the spoils of security that can act as such 

a powerful barrier to the Gospel. By weakening the body, 

suffering facilitates the action of the soul, perhaps 

consumed by the memory of lost purity.”7. It is also worth 

reflecting on how suffering can often be a pathway to 

Christian faith for those who have not been reborn through 

the “divine bath” of Baptism. Often the funeral of a friend 

proves to be a turning point in a person's spiritual journey, 

when suddenly the pieces of a complex jigsaw puzzle begin 

to find their place in his or her life and prompt or facilitate 

deep existential and metaphysical meditations. It is 

especially the faithful who should be those who grow 

spiritually through the experience of suffering, 

understanding how it can be passed on to God and valued. 

Suffering can lead to a perfection or perfection of faith. 

We just need to open ourselves up to God, to explore what 

He might pass on to us through the painful experience we are 

going through. Let us learn to think positively, creatively and 

piously about what we experience, and let our hope in God 

 
7 Alister E. McGrath, Suffering (London: Hodder and Stoughton, 1992), 80. 
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the Preacher not be shaken by anything. Suffering is not an 

absolute evil, an evil that isolates, separates and alienates, but 

on the contrary, it can engender inter-human bonds and 

communion with our fellow human beings. 

The actualization of the genuine non-Earthly meaning 

of suffering is an urgent necessity for contemporary 

Christianity, which has largely fallen into the trap of the 

desire for a life of luxury, pleasure and entertainment. 

Obviously, with such an attitude the Christian world does 

not easily accept the cross, perhaps speaks too easily about it 

but for others not for itself.  

 

 


