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Preface
Back in 1961 my wife was lying very seriously ill in a hospital in Kingston, Jamaica. As her husband I was allowed to visit her every day. But at 6 every Sunday morning I be​came her "minister of religion." Before we broke bread to​gether, I would attempt five minutes or so of exhortation and comfort from the Scriptures. But the world of physical suffer​ing she had passed into was foreign to me, and what I talked was meaningless platitude. Years later she told me about it. It was easy to believe her, and I cringed. She tells me these short chapters are different. I hope so. The ball-point of the pen some of them were written with was a stone in the left kidney.
The points of view suggested here are entirely per​sonal. Could there possibly be a standard, conventional at​titude to these problems? Almost every individual's suffering is unique, and his reaction to it unique.
It is hoped, then, that here and there this unambitious little book may be used to bring some comfort, enlighten​ment or stimulus of faith to those who suffer. Readers are asked to pardon any roughness of expression which they may discern. This is not an easy topic to write about.
Harry Whittaker August, 1978 Note:
In this new edition I am very happy to include more poems by Philip Jones. I admire his work very much.
H.A.W. 1990
Dedicated to the memory

of the late sister Ruth Albert-

in affectionate remembrance.
Chapter 1

Why Has This Hit Me?

A great part of the educative value of sickness springs from the fact that its onset is usually fairly sudden. There is a certain sense of shock at the sudden loss of the normal feel¬ing of well-being. At first the degree of prostration is usually such that there is neither inclination nor vigour of mind to answer the age-old questions: What is the purpose behind this? Why, all at once, should this big evil make such a mess of my active life? But, sooner or later, there is leisure and opportunity enough to lie brooding over these problems, asking: Why, why, why?

There are those who insist that the correct philosophy should flash the more intelligible light: Why not?

In a sense this is the right approach, for at least it has one of its basic assumptions splendidly correct—that our human nature, being the poor sin-cursed commodity that it is, has really no right to expect anything else but sickness and sore travail. With millions of fellow-sufferers in this groaning creation this is the tacit mute assumption: "Man is born unto trouble, as the sparks fly upward."

In boyhood days the thrill of a Guy Fawkes bonfire never set me thinking about the profound truth of those words from Job. But a few years ago the glorious blaze of a tremendous camp-fire up in the hills in California taught me a little of what the words mean. Just as it was the inevitable nature of a volcano of flame to roar up into the night sky, so also we may as well prepare ourselves to experience these
trials and tortures of ill-health, for this is our nature, this is Man.
But to stop here is to be phlegmatically content with a highly unsatisfactory philosophy of life, an attitude of mind which may be as good as there is for the poor unthinking unspiritual wight who is given to using the name of God only in blasphemy and, maybe, as an emergency exit of the soul in an exceptional time of trouble.
But the saint in Christ, who knows himself to be a loved member of a Divine Family, ought not to be content with husks. This blanket solution, which offers to many of the world's hundred million sick beds a certain meagre help in self-adjustment, is a poor palliative for one who knows himself a child of God.
"He shall gather the lambs with his arm, and carry them in his bosom, and shall gently lead those that are with young." "I am the Good Shepherd, and know my sheep, and am known of mine." Here then, is the Bible's curt Niet to the frame of mind which clutches at the familiar phrase about "time and chance," and says in effect: "That's me, as well as everybody else, so I may as well just put up with it."
This is not the place to indulge in elaborate exegesis on a much controverted passage. But here are half-a-dozen facts of some importance:*
(a) the context of the passage will not allow the mean​ing so often read into it;
(b) there are at least half a dozen places where that Hebrew root translated "chance" is applied to what God plans and determines;
(c) if this Ecclesiastes 9:11 has been correctly inter​preted, it teaches a doctrine of catastrophe in human life which cannot be paralleled anywhere else in the Bible, except
(d) in the thinking of ignorant uninstructed pagans (I Samuel 6:9; Isaiah 65:11 R.V. only);
(e) what is an "evil net" for the poor fish is anything but an evil net for the fisherman—this has hap-
This brief summary expanded on pages 51-53
pened by his craft and skill;
(0 everywhere else in the Book this view of "time and chance" is rejected, especially by Jesus: "Not a sparrow falls to the ground without your Father. ... ye are of more value than many sparrows. . . the very hairs of your head are all numbered."
This, then, is where the emphasis must go. Not on: "It happens to everybody else, and sooner or later it must hap​pen to me," thus permitting an end to all further thought on the subject and providing a delusive excuse for reaching out instead for the distraction of endless radio and television programmes.
The Bible requires you and me to believe that God is at work, bringing sickness and pain—either sudden and short​lived, or acute, or chronic—for a specific purpose. Obviously our Heavenly Father would like us to co-operate, instead of just sitting back in mystified resignation and letting Him get on with it as though He were a heavenly dentist.
So there must be some patient and humble thinking. An attempt must be made to look at this thing from every possible direction. But there is only one person who can do it. Outside help is almost useless, for no one else can come within a thousand miles of knowing a man's inner soul, only the man himself. "What man knoweth the things of a man, save the spirit of man which is in him?"
Chapter 2
The Sufferer's Devotions
Have you noticed the marked tendency of your reli​gious faculties to atrophy during the distress of illness? It is not that faith evaporates, but the discomfort or gnawing pain that besets you hour after long hour, and day after endless day, commands your unflagging attention. Always there is its clamant siren note in your brain. And thus the power to concentrate on other things which you would certainly be better thinking about is sadly weakened, so that, maybe, with self-excuse you shrug off further effort and seek distrac​tion from unrelenting pain or weakness with some far​fetched modern novel, a wordy radio programme, or vapid television show. "It's no good; when I'm like this, I can't give my mind to anything serious."
These are ominous symptoms, for, if there is one thing more certain than another, it is that God's purpose with us in illness is to provide a kind of religious "retreat" in which we have not only the leisure but also the Father's own beckoning to give time and thought to our own spiritual condition and our relationship with Him. Men of God will grasp at this opportunity to see themselves and their problems in a new light, and through this to taste maybe a new flavour of the grace of God.
This was David's reaction. Even whilst he watered his couch with his tears (not a twentieth-century phrase, that, but you know what it means!) he drew near to his Maker, and drew his Maker near to him: "Why art thou cast down, O my
soul? and why art thou disquieted within me? hope thou in God." Here was recognition that on his sick-bed his devo​tions were at best a poor hamstrung affair, because suffering simply would not allow him to give a wholly dedicated mind to the praise and thanksgiving of God. "Hope thou in God; for I shall yet praise him, who is the health of my counte​nance, and my God."
Job shewed himself to be "perfect and upright" (in the good Old Testament sense) because he never stopped talking about God. In all his calamity God was the big big fact— mysterious, inscrutable perhaps, but One without whom it would never be possible to make any sense at all of what had befallen him.
Yet how often it transpires that the suffering servant of the Lord finds that he has no mind for reading his Bible, no concentration—and maybe not all that much inclination!— for saying his prayers.
The first response to this common phenomenon is to recognize it as a red light. Others in fine health find life so desperately full and distracting that they fall to complaining: "God is not in all my thoughts, hardly in any." But here in your sickness—whether it be just a week off work or the illness that goes on and on—there is leisure and incentive to devotion. Then will you let the nausea of discomfort or the downward drag of unspeakable weakness and weariness wean you away from your surest aid, your most potent cheer?
//, then, your devotions—Bible reading and prayer— would normally have their place twice a day (at least that, surely; with Daniel and David it was thrice), is there not now both need and opportunity for more frequent recourse to the solace of Bible reading and the spiritual renewal which prayer can impart? For those who can bring themselves to such a wholesome routine there will be rewards in plenty.
There is need to avoid misunderstanding here. Cir​cumstances vary enormously. It is not being suggested that anything mentally strenuous be attempted. Sick folk are rarely able for such activity. But at least the mind can be directed several times a day into channels which, in health, it
not infrequently neglects. And how much oftener should this be attempted in those wakeful nights of distress which never come to an end! Excessive physical weakness and the inevitable wearing down of the spirit often need to be coun​teracted by deliberate will and intention.
This is where memorized Bible passages really come into their own. The sufferer who can slowly recite to himself the fortieth chapter of Isaiah is drawing water out of an in​exhaustible well of salvation. Psalm 103 is in a class to itself. The graciousness of its reassurances, the matchless character of its language, the soul-comfort of every phrase, make this psalm a Bible in itself. And how many more there are! It becomes a computerized list—Psalm 30, 39, 139, 134, 121, and so on. Blessed is the sufferer—and maybe even happy!—who has such resources of memory to fall back on. And there are so many others—John 14 and 17, Romans 8, Ephesians (almost anywhere here), Hebrews 11 and 12, the First Epistle of John.
But in a generation which has systematically neglected putting the memory to serious worthwhile work, this is cry​ing for the moon. So most of us confess, with a touch of shame, that we have to fall back on the Lord's Prayer and the Twenty-Third Psalm!
This is enough. In the long dark hours, merely to re​peat these familiar phrases, savoring the fulness of each separately, is to draw on a great reservoir of help and to be as near to God as is likely to happen in this limited life. One sufferer has even confessed to finding such a deliberate sus​tained contemplation of the Lord's Prayer the finest soporific a weary invalid can have! No shame in this at all. Is it possi​ble to imagine the Heavenly Father more pleased than when His soul-weary children fall asleep talking to Him?
There are other resources also. A worthy brother, now asleep, in whom the Spirit of Christ showed almost natu​rally, was happy to tell in the last year or two of his life of his valuable experience after an important eye operation. An avid reader, he found himself condemned to complete dark​ness for a period which seemed endless. This was where the hymn-book came into its own. When memory of Bible pas-
sages faltered, he found it easy to recall the words of well-loved hymns which he had sung countless times over the years. Now it was possible to savour the words more slowly and carefully. What a wealth of meaning and help was here easily to hand. The familiar lines can be a spiritual power​house for many of us deprived of other sources of religious energy or vigour.
When the water was spent in the bottle, and Hagar lifted up her voice and wept, God opened her eyes and showed her a well of water.
Strength Out Of Weakness
What light shines so bright
as that which is seen
by those that emerge
from dark depths of the earth?
What sights so enjoyed, so clearly perceived, as those first beheld by eyes that were blind?
What freedom so cherished as that which is gained by those newly freed from slavery's chains?
What faith stands so sure as that which survives the testing of doubt and the shaking of fear?
What strength is so strong, so firm to the end, as granted by grace to weak faithful men?
P.G.J.
Chapter 3
What Have I Done To Deserve This?
The question is right and proper, even though it be somewhat crude in form. Yet it should be asked, always, but asked in the right spirit. If it is put in that tone of querulous self-vindication which implies at the start a conviction of one's own unsullied blamelessness, then indeed it is time to ask the question the other way round: What have I done not to deserve this?
It is, I believe, very widely true that when sickness or suffering come in, there is plenty of willingness to enquire: What self-discipline should I learn from this? or, Will the glory of God be enhanced by my faith and patience in this ordeal? or, Is this at long last my own personal opportunity to fill up that which is behind the sufferings of Christ?
But there is marked disinclination to pause and survey the past with eyes now open to what was probably glaringly obvious before: God may have brought this affliction as a punishment, to make me see that there are evils, unrecog​nized or given kindly indulgence, which should have been sent packing long ago. In that sense: "What have I done to deserve this?" is a question well worth asking, even though it cannot always be answered. But there is no a priori reason why this question should not call forth a very trenchant soul-cleansing answer. Men like Job and Hezekiah and the nameless blind man of John 9 probably all asked themselves this question time and again (certainly Job did), and could not come up with an answer because the question did not fit
their circumstances.
But often enough it is the right question! The man suffering from gin-drinker's liver knows very well, but does not wish to Acknowledge, the sin God is punishing him for. Scores queue up at hospital clinics in the hope that a wonder drug will save them from the back-lash of physical rotten​ness which their own lascivious lives have brought. Thousands indulgently and effortlessly accept the tyranny of a cigarette, and thus for years beforehand have the answer to the question which they may later have to ask in suffering.
These are only a few illustrations out of modern life. There are Bible examples too. Uzziah, blessed by God more than almost any king of Judah, was not content to be king. He must needs be priest also, appointing himself as the "priest after the order of Melchizedek" foretold in David's great Messianic Psalm—and in retribution he spent most of his reign in the squalid loneliness of a lazar-house. What a punishment for one who thought to enjoy as his by right the splendor and holiness of the courts of the Lord!
When David first essayed to bring the ark to Zion, he disregarded his own wide knowledge of the Law of God as to how this should be done, and blithely went about the project in a way of his own. Here is the real explanation of the anger of the Lord that day. But it did not strike only at David's servant. The king himself was stricken. Psalm 30 witnesses to the truth of this. And -here lies the explanation of the strange fact that it was a full three months before David—chastened, corrected, reconciled—renewed his ef​fort to give glory to God in Jerusalem.
Miriam's leprosy is another example. So also, possibly, though not certainly, is Jacob's lameness. And it may even be possible that Isaac's early blindness was God's reproach of his failure to discern which of his sons was the true Firstborn.
So by all means let the humiliating question be put: "What have I done to deserve this? For what am I being punished?" It is an inquiry to which, in many an instance, no definite answer is possible; it is, perhaps, an enquiry al​together inappropriate in some circumstances. But to at-
tempt an honest answer may mean the beginning of a per​sonal spiritual reformation.
One warning is very necessary. This is a question to ask only of one's self, and never regarding others. To attempt such scrutiny of any heart but one's own is a futile imperti​nence and a grievous sin.
Stones
When ills oppress
and attitudes frustrate
when burdens press
and cruel actions hurt,
and we would wish
to roll those stones away
and start afresh
to know a lighter day;
then we remember Christ,
who saw the joy ahead,
and took the cross
and set at naught the shame.
The stone was rolled away
when God saw fit.
Then on that wondrous day,
when life began anew,
rang forth the message,
sure and firm and true,
that Jesus sees and knows.
He died, he lives, for me, for you.
P.G.J.
Chapter 4
'No Chastening Seemeth To Be Joyous
If, then, there is purpose and the Providence of God behind the sickness which afflicts us, the next problem is to know what that purpose is. If it should become possible to see what our Father in heaven is "getting at," then how much easier to co-operate with Him, and how much more relaxed in spirit the sufferer should be, in consequence.
The readiest answer, the most familiar and perhaps the most comforting explanation, comes in the well-known words: "Whom the Lord loveth he chasteneth, and scourgeth every son whom he receiveth." This word "chas​ten" describes the beating of a child to curb his self-will and to instil simple unquestioning obedience. It is a very unfash​ionable word in ths sentimental generation. The Bible knows nothing of the sloppy doctrine foisted on us by the psychol​ogists that the sharp application of corporal punishment brutalizes both the child and its parent. The fact is that most parents who avoid the correction of their children by these means do so out of selfishness—inflicting pain on their own children is such an intensely unpleasant experience for them​selves that they cannot bring themselves to endure it.
Perhaps it would be well that this important idea be given its due place in our thinking regarding the Heavenly Father's treatment of us. If a conscientious human parent suffers personal misery in the spanking of his child, is God so impassible (to use the old theological expression) that His soul is not stirred by the suffering which He knows He must
bring upon His children?
In the story of Abraham's offering of Isaac, the moving words come twice: "so they went both of them together," the Father and the Son. No-one reading these words will wish to argue against an interpretation which sees the entire story as a prophecy concerning Jesus. So, when Jesus "set his face steadfastly to go up to Jerusalem," the Father was there also, going with him: "they went both of them together." At that time the Father faced a problem of suffering as much as His beloved Son did. Much less poignantly the same is true today in the suffering of every child of God. It is because the Lord loves that He chastens.
It is important, then, that self-analysis in time of suf​fering should have a definite objective. Here is a new factor in one's personal experience. Its special relevance to one's own development of character and to one's own spiritual needs must be sought and found and put in harness. The question is not now: "What have I done to deserve this?" (though later on an answer may have to be found to that), but rather: "How can I co-operate with God to make the best (in spiritual renewal) out of this affliction which besets me?"
Here, only the individual himself can provide an an​swer worth anything at all: Am I being stopped dead in my tracks from an ill-advised way of life? What crudity is there in my character which this affliction might specially bear on? Have I been too self-sufficient hitherto? Do I need to learn more dependence on God and on my fellows? Are patience and resignation so markedly lacking in me that I am being taught the hard way?
It is comparatively easy to provide the questions, but only one person can supply the answers—and even then perhaps only gropingly.
"If ye be without chastisement, whereof all are partak​ers, then are ye bastards, and not sons." These are comfort​ing words. Tribulation certifies that we are true members of God's family.
There was a time a good many years ago when this Bible passage worried me greatly, and I took the problem to a much loved and more experienced brother in Christ. "Look
here," I said, "everything in life is just about as fine for me as it well could be. I've been blessed with a good upbringing and a useful education. My wife is a true help meet, a great inspiration in the Lord's work. I have exceptional health, not a worry in the world about my job, and great comfort in my home. It certainly doesn't look as though there's much of chastisement in my life. Then does this mean that God thinks I'm not worth taking any trouble with?"
The reply was quiet and confident, and almost curt: "Not to worry! It will come." And of course it did, before the year was out, not in sickness this time, but in a whole variety of disciplinary experiences.
Yet there are blatant cases of crude, selfish, ungodly men who seem to go through life without a care in the world, without worry or trouble of any kind. There are bitter words in Psalm 73 and Job 21 about this. But such are bas​tards, and not sons. So whatever their present prosperity, ultimately it all crumbles to nothing.
Does it mean, then, that there is no escape from the discipline of hard circumstance? Paul's words seem to imply that there might be: "For if we would judge ourselves, we should not be judged." There may be a few rare souls whose minds are so much in tune with God's through His word that they are capable of applying to themselves the discipline which all must endure. And so God does not have to do it for them!
But for most of us Paul's alternative is the more ap​propriate: "But when we are judged, we are chastened of the Lord, that we should not be condemned with the world."
It is because the Lord loves that He chastens.
Chapter5
If We Suffer With Him
"It is through much tribulation that we must enter the Kingdom of God," Paul assured new converts in the churches of Galatia. It was a strange way, truly, of commend​ing their new faith to them. But what else was to be expected of a faith built entirely on and round the dogma, written from the foundation of the world, that "the Christ must suf​fer these things, and enter into his glory"?
Pain and suffering were brought into this world by man's attempt to assert his independence of his Maker. So, necessarily, at the very heart of our redemption from this sin is the selfless enduring of pain and suffering by Jesus Christ. And we in Christ are called to "fill up that which is lacking of the afflictions of Christ"—not that there was anything in​adequate or incomplete in that which the Lord endured throughout his ministry and in his climactic experience of physical excruciation; but there is always much that is lack​ing in our own imitation of Christ—in this respect especially, as in all other aspects of our life in him.
There are, of course, countless other forms of tribula​tion in human experience besides that of pain and sickness, but few of them can match these commonest of human dis​ciplines in their power to refine character and nurture a more personal faith in Christ. This fact—the efficient schooling of the Christ character by those who have been called on to suffer—is often plainly discernible by friends and acquain​tances. Then how much more will it be observed and ap-
proved by the Lord in heaven who himself "learned through the things he suffered"!
"Who did sin, this man or his parents, that he should be born blind?" asked the disciples, groping towards their own solution of the problem of suffering. They could con​ceive that it might be God visiting the iniquities of father and mother upon the child, however much this mystified them. They could even believe that God's foreknowledge might foresee the man's own sinful life, and punish him, as it were, by anticipation, making him blind from birth.
Nor was there anything basically unhealthy or per​verted in their thinking this way. It is a good instinct which asks first, especially in the case of one's own suffering: Is it possible that this which I now endure is a well-deserved punishment? (though there are, of course, several other pos​sible explanations also).
Not so, however, with this blind man. It was not be​cause the man had sinned, nor for the sin of his parents, but "that the works of God should be made manifest in him."
This was an explanation needing an explanation. "I must work the works of God whilst it is day," Jesus went on to say. The powers in Jesus witnessing to a blind nation that he was the Son of God must be shown forth in these last few months of his ministry, so that none may doubt. But, more than that, the man was blind that the works of God might be made manifest in him, transforming him from a forlorn beg​gar into an irrepressible champion for Jesus before the might​iest in the land.
What happened to him can happen to many another. Even where physical disability is not taken away, the same transfiguring power in a man's character can shine through, and thus the works of God be made manifest in him.
Paul went through the same mill. "I will shew him how great things he must suffer for my name's sake." Again, what a way to encourage a new convert! And years passed before Paul saw the how and why of it all: "Most gladly therefore will I rather glory in my infirmities, that the power of Christ may rest upon me . . . When I am weak, then I am strong."
Yet behind it all, was an unshakable conviction that God does not try a man to breaking point: "God is faithful, who will not suffer you to be tempted above that yea are able, but will with the temptation make a way of escape, that ye may be able to endure it." The logic of this is that if a man cracks under the strain of tribulation—be it pain, disaster, domestic or business worry, or what—he has only himself to blame. "God is faithful." It is ourselves who may be the faithless ones. And even if we are, ours is a forgiving God. "Le bon Dieu, il pardonnera; c'est son metier." It's a thing He's good at!
I Am With You Always
One night I walked, not quite alone,
through Stanley Park
and sensed that He was there
to share with me, in quiet joy,
the wonders of God's earth:
to smell the rose
and touch the golden autumn leaves,
to see the moon
and silently survey the sea,
to feel the breeze,
a hint of cool in the clear warm air,
and know the peace that God bestows
on those that are His own.
One day I know I'll walk with Him
in more than faith alone.
P.G.J.
Chapter 6
'All Things Work Together For Good
It is a Bible text as well-known and well-loved as John 3:16. And, like those other good words, just as capable of being misconstrued. In the first place we need to have the text complete. This gracious assurance is for "them that love God, that are called according to His purpose"—and im​mediately its promise has lost more than half its scope. For, with appropriate diffidence in the presence of holy things, the unspoken reaction is: "Aye, there's the rub. Am I one of those who love God? Perhaps now and then. And, until the day when the called have been justified and also glorified, how can I know for sure that I am one of the called according to His purpose?"
For shame! Too long, as a community, we have been over-reluctant to assert our spiritual standing in Christ. A reaction, no doubt, away from the near-blasphemous postur​ing of some of our uninformed contemporaries. But for those who do know themselves to be members of God's Family, this writ must run.
The psalmist was not afraid of telling the world his love for the Lord: "I love the Lord because he hath heard my voice and my supplications." According as His past mercy and grace is appreciated, so we will love Him—by thanking Him for all He has wrought. Deliverance from spiritual ig​norance, having sins fully and freely forgiven, adoption into
the same family with apostles and prophets, being afforded limitless opportunity for greater grace and favour—if experi​ences such as these evoke only meagre appreciation in our souls, then and only then do we furnish aid and comfort to the doubts that beset.
Paul wrote as though there was here the most com​monplace of Christian experiences: "We know that all things work together for good ..." He bids us believe this along with the simplest of our first principles. Yet, how many long years had I been in Christ before it dawned on me that, believing this, it was time to cease my rebellious wrestling and girding against ill circumstances?
But just as it is possible to quote John 3:16 like a Bud​dhist monk at his prayer wheel, so one may be unfeeling in the quotation of these words of gold to the sufferer. This is not a text for a sick-visitor, but for the sick. Let him quote it to and for himself. He won't need help in remembering it. And if he loves the Lord, he will draw much water out of this well of salvation.
Sometimes it is possible to see the Hand of God's Pro​vidence at work in a way so starkly obvious that faith is hardly needed to believe the fact. But mostly it is the other way, the whole complex circumstance of life forbidding all possibility of clear-cut analysis of the experience. And it is better so, for walking by sight is easy. But it needs a man— and a saint at that—to walk with the same degree of confi​dence by faith.
Very often it is only the lapse of time that enables the eyes of faith to make sense of suffering. Paul, spiritual giant to dwarf us all, had to have his thorn in the flesh explained to him! It was "lest he be exalted above measure." If a man like Paul had to be told: "Paul, you need saving from yourself, and this is my way of doing it," we lesser mortals may be pardoned our occasional uncertainty. The Lord was surely going to great trouble, so to speak, with Paul at this time, that His servant might be saved from the ruinous effects of an unrecognized weakness. Then, even though there be no explicit word from heaven to explain our own case to us, is
there not in this example ground for comfort and thanksgiv​ing when the Lord takes pains with us?
"All that is blessed is for our good, And unblessed good is ill, And all is right that seems most wrong, If it be His good will."
Joy
Joy is the gleam that lightens the shadows,
that brings back the soul from the depths of despair;
Joy is the peace that softens the turmoil,
the smile that now graces the cheek stained by tears;
Joy brings the healing of Gilead's balm,
sustaining the pilgrim through difficult years;
Joy gives the courage, the strength that we need
to lessen the worry and quiet the fears;
Joy is the echo of bliss in the heavens,
it resounds in the hearts of those who will hear.
This joy, richly flowing from heaven above,
calls forth our thanksgiving and praises again
for that which God grants those who rest in His Love,
who trust in the mercy of His saving Name.
P.G.J.
Chapter 7
Self Pity
Whatever other disease of the sick bed you may have, here is a side-effect or complication which you could well do without. But even if your doctor diagnoses it, he will be a very brave adviser if he can bring himself to tell you point-blank what it is . Yet to my poor unspecialist thinking, any patient developing this secondary is bound to be seriously handicapped in the struggle for health.
The symptoms are two-fold: thinking miserably about yourself all day long; and, whenever you have visitors, talking about yourself and your sickness without regard to anyone or anything else.
The most clear-cut example in all the Bible is surely David lamenting the loss of Absalom. Here was a son with hardly any good qualities at all. True, his potentialities were enormous. He had surpassingly good looks, fine physique, and a certain strength of character, all of which endeared him to his father. But he was also selfish, ruthless, vain, and willing even to use an opportunity to do public despite to his own father.What a repulsive creature he was, spiritually— about as far removed from the idealism of his father as it would be possible to imagine.
Yet here was David drowned in his own tears for a worthless son, whilst the brave loyal support of men who had stood by him in direst adversity went for nothing: "O, my son Absalom, my son, my son Absalom! would God I had died for thee, O Absalom, my son, my son!"
And Joab, angry and disgusted, did the only whole​some thing that is written of him. With harsh unfeeling words he battered his way through to the inner core of David's better nature. It was like throwing ice-cold water in the face of a hysterical woman. But it did what was becoming desperately needful for the well-being of the nation and, even more, for the saving of David.
Happy indeed is the self-centered hypochondriac who has a good friend with the courage and blunt common-sense to fill Joab's role. Of course this part most commonly falls to husband or wife, or doctor.
None of these external aids may be necessary. "The spirit of man is the lamp of the Lord, searching all the inward parts." It was to this valuable proverb that Jesus alluded with his somewhat mysterious saying: "The lamp of thy body is thine eyes." He was referring to the remarkable faculty which a man has, and may worthily develop, of being able to analyze his own thoughts and emotions. Personal psycho​analysis can be more efficient than any such aid supplied by experts—that is, provided one's faculty of self-awareness is in good trim. "Therefore when thine eye is single (when you are capable of analyzing your own frame of mind with scrupulous honesty), thy whole body also is full of light . . . If thy whole body therefore be full of light, having no part dark, the whole shall be full of light, as when the bright shining of a candle doth give thee light."
This last statement is no trite truism, but the best pos​sible climax to a passage of profound wisdom. A man can best help himself in his sickness by taking a good honest look at himself and his attitude towards it.
Jesus does also say: "Take heed that the light which is in thee be not darkness." In this field of spiritual values, self-deception is the easiest thing in the world—and how disastrous!
Chapters
Patience
In chronic sickness, out of all the armoury of Christian virtues, there is none more necessary, none more sustaining, than patience. This is true, of course, for all those illnesses which involve a long drawn-out process of suffering and recovery. But most of all is this Christian patience needed in the thought and outlook of the permanent invalid. Many adapt themselves to their adverse circumstances surprisingly well, and it may be usually assumed that such have had resources to draw on—in earlier days they have schooled themselves to the kind of outlook which can withstand ad​versity.
The world calls it "coming to terms with the thing." The Bible describes it as an expression of a godly outlook. The poor woman in the synagogue, "which had a spirit of infirmity eighteen years, and was bowed together, and could in no wise lift up herself" had stopped saying to herself: "Perhaps I'll be a bit better tomorrow." Here was a burden which she accepted, and evidently in a wholesome spirit, for Jesus called her "a daughter of Abraham."
In her the exhortation of Hebrews 12:1 was beautifully exemplified. "Let us run with patience the race that is set before us." This passage illustrates as well as anything could the essential quality of the patience the New Testament commends. In earlier days I was a cross-country runner, and learned then the inner meaning of this wonderful word. For in many a long-distance race there comes a time when the
runner feels that physical resources are at an end. The only thing that he wants is to quit the race and lie down and die. The way in which the human spirit can assert its authority over the tired protesting body is a very marvellous thing.
This doggedness, this hang-on-at-all-costs spirit, is what the Bible means in its exhortations to patience. This is no milk-and-watery virtue, no spineless masochism, but an expression of a tough purposeful mind. In the chronic suf​ferer it shows itself in a quiet well-formulated philosophy: This is the life God has designed for me, and He knows best. True, I am limited and handicapped compared with these fine healthy people who come "sick visiting." Yet isn't it true that God has left me with a score of blessings, none-repeat-none of which I deserve. Time to grumble, maybe, when these faculties and powers which I have are stripped away from me.
"Count your blessings, Name them one by one."
We teach the little children to sing these words in their pip​ing treble. But it is to the old and the suffering that their simple profound philosophy is best suited.
Let it be remembered, too, that at the head of that list of counted blessings there comes one which those unblessed with the knowledge of Christ and His Kingdom cannot have—the assurance of ultimate restoration and healing at the coming of the Lord. In these days, this specially needs to be underscored, for the signs of the nearness of that great Day are such that all who suffer should have a mind eagerly occupied with them. The coming of the Lord means release.
One of my correspondents, an aged saint in Christ who came through life with marvellously robust health only to run into terribly taxing sickness in his last years, used often to end his letter with the abbreviated phrase: "Yrs. in the patient waiting." This was his solace and comfort in the years when his still lively mind found itself cumbered and fettered by an ailing body. This was his answer to a situation which would otherwise have torn his soul apart—"the pa​tient waiting for Christ."
Chapter 9
Taking It For Granted
The back of my throat was red-raw, decorated with two repulsive looking patches of yellowish-green ulcers. Whatever foul infection it was, it had been coming up all day. Now, in the late evening, it was galloping. Already, swallow​ing was almost impossible. A telephoned appeal to the doc​tor, and the good-natured little man, old and well past retir​ing time, agreed to see me. There in his office, in the most ludicrous of negligee, he inspected, whistled in horror, and pumped a quick shot of penicillin into me. Next morning, almost normal. Two more shots, and those villanous "bugs" were routed.
And for two days I took it all as a matter of course. That was just what doctors and medical services and modern wonder drugs are for!
And then, with a pang of shame, I fell to wondering what the course of that weekend might have been, if there had been no doctor on call and no arsenal of antibiotics to work a miracle on me. Perhaps I would have recovered all right, but how long would it have taken? How many hours of pain and misery, and burning throat and inability to swallow a cool drink or a morsel of food? How many nights of long drawn-out unremitting torture? — The worst feature, always, of any bad illness. And when the struggle was over, how many weary days of weakness and debility?
So, ashamed, in my prayers I dwelt long and very ear​nestly on what God had wrought for me through men of
skill, and I tried to express appropriate thanksgiving.
This is important. The human heart has a genius for taking God's best gifts for granted. In time of sickness, whether there be recovery or chronic suffering, the back-log of gratitude to be laid at God's footstool is always enormous.
Pagan Naaman went a day's journey out of his way to come and say "Thank you" in his crude heathen style to the man of God, and in that very deed gained a greater blessing.
Jesus spoke the authoritative word of healing to ten miserable lepers, and the only one who gave glory to God was a Samaritan. The rest, gleeful and self-centered in their resurrection from a living death, thought of none but them​selves. They took the Man of Nazareth for granted, just as I did the doctor and his penicillin shots. But to the one whose innate decency and thoughtfulness brought him back to the feet of Jesus, there was another word of cleansing: "Go in peace, thy faith hath saved thee." This meant much more than even the wonderful physical renewal he had already experienced.
Without a thankful spirit, the best blessings of sickness may be lost to us. Some of the highest powers of the human mind are harnessed in the diagnosing and treatment of ill​ness. Nearly every recovery has a dedicated skill of some kind behind it. Shame on us if our basic thought is: "Well, isn't this what we pay for in our National Health service?" Ought we not rather to see these men as God's instruments for the care of His people. These blessings, like sun and rain, He brings on the evil and on the good, on the unholy as well as on the thankful. Let others take these ministrations for granted. We never!
And during long days of illness, how much thought and care goes into the preparing of dainties to coax the non​existent appetite? How much patience and self-control is called forth to put up with our self-pity and querulousness, whilst there is brought to our bedside a ceaseless stream of kindnesses. The nurse, with unforced smile and quiet en​couragement adds her cheering contribution to comfort and recovery. The soothing strains of well-loved music on record or radio supply their modicum of solace in the enduring of
gnawing pain. The harmless little tablet guarantees a good night of oblivion, free from the discomforts of disease. But if these variegated helps and comforts were not there, what a change there would be in the tone of our sick room!
All these things, an innumerable list, are each in their way "a ministering spirit sent forth to minister to them who shall be heirs of salvation." The mind of faith will see them in precisely this light. Others may take them all for granted, and grumble in the process. But it shall not be so among you.
There are times when recovery is so signal, rapid, and complete, as to be even awe-inspiring. Such an experience is a memory to treasure. There is a saying of Jesus which, in the common version, is almost or quite meaningless: "What things soever ye desire, when ye pray, believe that ye re​ceive them, and ye shall have them." How can a man pray for a thing and truly mean it, if at that moment he really believes that he already has it?
Try again: "All things whatsoever ye pray and ask for, believe that ye did receive (on former occasions, in earlier times of need), and ye shall have." In other words, when you know your prayer of faith has been answered, treasure this experience that it may be an unshakable foundation for faith in days to come. You will do this the readier if you have thanked God again and again for the mercies He has shown you.
But here is a thing I cannot understand. Jesus left thanksgiving out of the Lord's Prayer!
Chapter 10
Prayer In Time Of Sickness
With some this is no problem. Their reaction to their own suffering is either: "Lord, have pity! Take it away, please take it away"—this repeated out of a nausea of pain which grows near to the limits of the intolerable. Or, there is the other extreme of complete resignation: "Lord, I don't know what this is for, but You do. Then strengthen my spirit to bear it."
Both prayers are admirable. The ground of the first is knowledge of the character of Christ. How many times did it happen in that short ministry in Galilee that Jesus was driven by sheer compassion to exercise his wondrous powers of healing? To assume that that heart of compassion is now stony and indifferent, or to assume that those powers of healing have atrophied is, either way, a sorry slander against Christ. Except there be something specially fine about im​portunity, why should Jesus frame such vigorous parables about it? A widow in need, refusing to be put off by the curt indifference of an unscrupulous man in power; the persistent entreaty of a householder in a jam because of a sudden inva​sion of visitors?
Many a time this ceaseless besieging of the portals of heaven, by the friends of the sufferer, has brought its answer, so that men praise God tne more, and tell of His marvellous works.
But many a time the only answer is a sustained "No." Paul found it so with his thorn in the flesh. But, perhaps
because he was Paul, an explanation was vouchsafed to him: this experience was "lest he be exalted above measure." There was, then, another factor in the case which Paul had been unable to take account of, a thing altogether past the belief of his admirers and disciples, and hinted at in no other place in all the New Testament—that this great man was in danger of making shipwreck of his own life in Christ through sheer swelled head: "lest I be exalted above measure." This thorn in the flesh, then, was to help him maintain his spiritual equilibrium. To take it away would be the worst disservice the Lord could do him.
It would be strange indeed if the problem of our own sufferings does not often include some undiscerned, maybe undiscernible, factor of this sort.
Two parents came away from the hospital, sad past describing with the news that their fourteen-year old girl was doomed. They talked with friends of fine spiritual out​look, and concluded that they could and would have her restored to them. So in confidence they prayed there and then for the healing God could give. The entire ground for the prayer was: We want to see our child grow up to honour Christ with a life of faith and service.
Improvement began immediately. Doctors and nurses spoke in awe and amazement about the transformation tak​ing place. Two weeks, and the next problem was: Where to go for convalescence? Then she collapsed and died in the middle of the night.
What sort of conclusion could these shocked mystified parents come to? Their prayer of faith had been heard and answered apparently—and now this. It was as though the man let down through the roof and healed by Jesus had dropped dead before he reached the door of the synagogue.
There was only one conclusion left: "Did we not ask for her life so that it might be given fully to Christ? To have her grow up in our home healthy and rebellious would be long-lasting torture. And a merciful God, to whom the fu​ture is the present, saw these things and mercifully took her away."
But when those prayers of faith were offered,  how
could they possibly take such factors into account?
Does this mean, then, that the other kind of prayer, the prayer of resignation humbly waiting God's good time, is what God wants? And does it mean that anything more than this is sheer presumption?
Hardly so, or some of the finest saints of God are voted
1
out of fellowship. Consider this: "Have mercy upon me, O
,,
Lord; for I am withered away: O Lord, heal me: for my bones
ii
are vexed. My soul also is sore vexed (i.e. life hanging in
doubt): but thou, O Lord, how long? Return, O Lord, deliver
my soul: oh save me for thy mercies sake. For in death there is
no remembrance of thee, in the grave who shall give thee thanks?"
David, stricken and desperate, was asking for escape from death. And the entire ground for his prayer was that he wanted life so that it might be dedicated wholly to the praise and service of God. How many other sick folk can muster a motive as pure and unsullied as that? How many pray for recovery for that reason?
It was the same with godly Hezekiah. The word of the Lord to him was: "Set thine house in order, for thou shalt die, and not live." But the same consuming passion for the glory of God made it impossible for him to accept the divine fiat. So he turned his face to the wall and prayed: "The grave cannot praise thee, death cannot celebrate thee: they that go down to the pit cannot hope for the Truth. The living, the living, he shall praise thee as I do this day: the father to the children shall make known thy Truth." And with this as his motive he had the answer he sought.
So then, there are different answers to the problem of
\
prayer in time of sickness, and each must go to it according to
r              his outlook and his need and his faith and his motive.
J                         It may be taken as fairly certain that among the mul​
titudes who came to Jesus craving the blessing of healing—
and got it!—most were not inspired by the fine aspirations
which  motivated  the  prayers of sick  David  and  dying
Hezekiah. The big majority of them simply wanted to be
,              saved out of their misery.
;
And it may be taken as fairly certain that there were
i              lots, like those nine lepers, who received their healing with
intense delight and then gave no more thought to Jesus their benefactor.
Jesus must have known that this was happening all the time. But such was his unquenchable compassion for suffer​ing people, he simply had to heal them just the same.
But of course those he liked best were the ones who not only returned thanks but also gave praise and glory to his Father in heaven. In them the love of God was being per​fected.
Signs of Spring
Potential growth is there, O Lord, in bare and barren ground, the latent power to bring forth fruit, where long no flower is found.
The signs of hope we see, O Lord, in land locked long in wintry grasp, the vision of the imprisoned earth loosed from that crippling clasp.
Put forth Thy healing hand, O Lord, in warming sun, refreshing rain, to bid the dormant seed awake to grow as quickening grain.
Fulfill Thy parable, O Lord, that we may see, with sight unsealed, the fruit of patient waiting for Thy will to be revealed.
Amen. P.G.J.
Chapter 11
'Members One Of Another
I came away from half an hour at that bed-side asking myself who had been the sick-visitor. For if the point of such ministrations is to impart a sense of fellowship and comfort, then it was I who had had the chief benefit and blessing! The calm spirit of resignation and quiet cheerfulness, the stub​born refusal to dwell with self-pity on long-lasting suffer​ings, the eagerness to talk about our common Faith—all these made me feel so much better for the visit, that I must needs fall to wondering: Do all visitors of this poor stricken child of God feel as much uplifted by their short visit as I? Then what an unmeasured amount of good must radiate from this sick-bed to those who come hoping to bring com​fort but instead receive it!
To multitudes the problem of suffering may be just part of a vast incomprehensible problem of evil, but to those who believe that God is in control in His world, there is no problem of evil. If besides making peace, God also creates evil, then it is only to the man without faith in God that the thing is evil. "Not a sparrow falls to the ground without your Father." How can that which God Himself has done possibly be evil from this point of view?
Here before me was a demonstration of it in the vast amount of spiritual good spreading its soul-uplifting warmth from the bedside of one struck down for life. A lesser Gol​gotha!
Epaphroditus was just such a character. As the mes​senger and minister of the ecclesia at Philippi, he had been a
wonderful comfort to Paul, the Lord's prisoner in Rome. But then he was suddenly laid low, so that his very life was despaired of. Yet as he came through this crisis, this saint in Christ was "full of heaviness, because that ye had heard that he had been sick." His chief ground for worry was not the state of his own health but the fact that his brethren back home were worrying about him!
Paul's desperate concern for him was yet another fac​tor in this evil circumstance. But indeed this was no evil. Nor was it chance but rather the beneficent design of a heavenly Father understanding the needs of His children better than they could work things out for themselves. For, see what an incalculable amount of close Christian fellowship, sympathy and love was called into open expression by this sudden sickness of Epaphroditus. It may well be—for it does happen that way in ecclesias—that the unflagging devotion and ser​vice of Epaphroditus had come to be taken very much for granted in Philippi. Then, with the news that "he was sick, nigh unto death," how the little-expressed love and esteem for this dedicated man suddenly boiled up into an over​whelming sense of possible loss. And hundreds of miles away in Rome, there was Epaphroditus putting the brake on his own recovery by his gnawing anxiety that his brethren were fretting about himl Such were the bonds of the gospel! Then was his sickness anything but unmixed blessing? How it had served to strengthen and sweeten fellowship in Christ!
The experience of Epaphroditus has repeated itself many times over in the lives of the elect of God.
In other ways, too, there are large imponderable bless​ings. I came from another bedside, where a fine robust zeal​ous servant of the Lord had been reduced to physical ruin, so that no movement of hand or foot was possible, and speech was gone, save for an occasional incoherence. Yet there was in that room a spirit of content and even gladness in the Lord evident to all who entered. There, all talk about the Truth of Christ was very much a one-way traffic, yet how it was ap​preciated, as every answering glance and every slight gesture shewed. That poor stricken servant of Christ sent many a visitor away more blessed in his receiving than in his giving!
Chapter 12
Faith-Healing?
What is one to make of it? There is this familiar passage in James 5 with its explicit instruction to elders of the church. Why is it that we have no such practice today? Bedside prayers for the restoring of the sick, yes. But why no anoint​ing with oil in the name of the Lord, followed by the miraculous healing which James says will surely, and not peradventure, follow? There are Pentecostal groups and others who claim to follow just such a practice and to be endowed with the powers to produce just such results in the name of the Lord. Then are they bogus? Or are we sadly deficient in our neglect of a ministry of healing?
The answer is a surprisingly simple one. It depends on recognizing (what the modern scholars do their best to blind us to) that this Epistle of James is easily the earliest book of the New Testament. There is good evidence for this conclu​sion, but it must be taken for granted here.
"The church" was the ecclesia at Jerusalem. "The el​ders of the church" were the twelve apostles, this commis​sion to heal the sick, anointing them with oil in the name of the Lord, had been given to them personally by Jesus—Mark 6:13 is the only other Bible passage where this is mentioned. More than this, their commission also included authority for the forgiveness of sins. These things were coupled together by the Lord himself: "And he breathed on them, and saith unto them, Receive ye the Holy Spirit (with its power to
heal): whose soever sins ye remit, they are remitted unto them; and whose soever sins ye retain, they are retained." The Book of Acts has clear examples of the exercise of these powers by both Peter and Paul.
It is clear that these endowments of the early church were to be withdrawn (I Corinthians 13:8). It is also clear that they have been withdrawn. Do the Pentecostal enthusiasts ever dare claim the authority to forgive sins? Has any one of them ever instantaneously healed a broken leg? We have done well to keep ourselves unaffected by such erratic and and unbiblical movements.
But does this mean that there is nothing for us to grasp at in our sickness and travail? Is there no hope that the divine power so graciously lavish in its heavenly help when Jesus walked in Galilee may not be exercised today on behalf of those whose afflictions call forth the Lord's compassion? His powers are vastly greater now than they were then. Does the fact of his personal absence from our world make all that difference? There is the emphatic assurance in the Book of Revelation that he walks in the midst of the candlesticks.
Here, then, is ground for faith that the Lord has not lost interest in his suffering ones. How many times did he say: "Thy faith hath saved thee"? The same is surely true today. It needs no special power committed to the healing hands of some specially chosen servant of the Lord; but in​stead a firm conviction that Christ can and will respond to the sublime faith of his suffering servant with a healing which none can explain. Logically this is the position today.
But alas, in this life of faith in Christ we are all of us such poor stunted creatures that confidence in his ability and willingness to heal is almost non-existent. Shame on us that it should be so. For every one with faith to receive the heal​ing blessing of Christ there are a thousand whose minds are so obsessed with scientific dogma about cause and effect in the workings of the body that faith is still-born.
It is a lower level of faith, a decidedly inferior article, which believes that the healing Christ will work in us through the skill and patient service of doctors and nurses.
But this, too, is faith, and not to be despised. Let every sick person be unremitting in prayers that the doctor's diagnosis and treatment may be an unperceived endowment of heavenly wisdom, and that the cheering smile and deft ministration of the bedside nurse may be a veritable gift of grace. This too is faith-healing.
Freedom in Christ
There is no freedom without bondage, no liberty without constraint.
Those who seek release find fresh enslavement, who spurn restraint and lose their soul.
That path of self-indulgence brings illusory rewards that turn to ashes in the grating mouth.
Then I would seek that freedom from above which frees at length the soul from self.
P.GJ.
Chapter 13
The Sufferings Of Christ
How old was Jesus when it first came to him that he must end his days on a cross? Certainly that consciousness was there from the early days of his ministry: "Destroy this temple, and in three days I will raise it again"—he spake of the temple of his body.
But much earlier than that. Think of him at the age of twelve in his Father's house and among his Father's men, putting the traditional Passover question, as every firstborn must do: "What mean ye by this service?" It must be through the shedding of the blood of a Lamb of God that His people find deliverance from their bondage. A sensitive boy, only twelve, was already appropriating to himself the stark reality of what Israel has so many times re-enacted in a fig​ure.
As his ministry drew to its close, and his face, studied by the men who knew him best, was steadfastly set to go to Jerusalem, the testing climax of this last portentous journey was on his lips more and more. But as yet there was little response of understanding or sympathy: "The Son of man must suffer many things and be rejected of the elders, and of the chief priests, and scribes, and be killed, and after three days rise again." Peter's well-meant unhelpful response was: "Be it far from thee, Lord."
Again, "he was teaching his disciples, and said unto them, the Son of man is delivered into the hands of men, and they shall kill him; and after that he is killed, he shall rise the
third day." Surely the disciples would begin to realize that he meant what he said. But no! "They understood not that say​ing, and were afraid to ask him."
Yet again: "Behold, we go up to Jerusalem; and the Son of man shall be delivered unto the chief priests, and unto the scribes, and they shall condemn him to death, and shall de​liver him to the Gentiles: and they shall mock him: and they shall spit upon him, and shall kill him: and the third day he shall rise again."
The response of James and John was: "Lord, give us the best places in your kingdom."
Thus the men closest to him were marvellously blind and unhelpful. How understandable, then, that Jesus should wonder: "Is it worth it? Is there anything to be gained by my enduring all these things? The nation has turned against me. Even my best disciples show no kind of understanding or sympathy." So in Gethsemane he prayed: "O my Father, if it be possible, let this cup pass from me: nevertheless not my will, but thine, be done." And as he prayed and pleaded, his disciples left off their watch of prayer with him, and slid comfortably into slumber.
To follow Jesus through the horrors of that night and the next day is almost too much for many who inherit the blessings of his sufferings. There are those who shut down their imagination as they read. There are even those who make deliberate omission from the Bible reading. These are not policies to be followed. However taxing to the imagina​tive and highly-strung a close adherance to the narrative might be, we each one have a duty to enter into the suffer​ings of Christ if we would share also the glory that shall follow. Many an Israelite might recoil from the crudity of daubing blood on the sideposts and lintel of the door, but it must be done—or a much more terrible price be paid.
Then let the mind dwell a while on the sensitive Christ enduring through that night the hard unfeeling hostile inter​rogation and vituperation of soulless men, the vicious un​warranted buffetting which came at him from all sides, the coarse derision, and the filthy spitting which befouled him. Here was no dignified serene Son of God, riding with stoical
calm the tide of their obcenities. He bore our sins. The Lord, even then, was laying on him the burden of our iniquities. Here, openly shown ("placarded up" is Paul's description of it, in one place), was the picture of our human sin and its outcome—a pathetic, piteous, almost repulsive spectacle of wretchedness and physical weakness near to breaking point.
They say that one of the few really authentic ar-cheological finds in Jerusalem relating to Jesus is a stone pillar in an underground chamber beneath what was once the Castle of Antonia—Pilate's headquarters. There are signs that it was used as a whipping post. The Roman flagel-lum was a devilish contrivance, with several leather thongs into which were bound pieces of sharp stone to lacerate the back at each stroke. It was for such a Jesus, battered and bloody, and reeling into semi-consciousness, that hard​bitten Pilate sought pity: "Behold the man!"
Hectored and bullied by impatient legionaries Jesus was scarcely able to drag out to Golgotha that which was to be his final fiendish torture—he, whose muscular arms had many a time handled with ease more massive bulks of timber!
You who have aspirin and codeine always to hand for the smallest discomfort or headache, give a thought to the Son of God refusing all narcotic, because another cup, full of bitterness, was appointed him. You who face not even the smallest physical operation without local anaesthetic, con​sider what it could mean in terms of searing pain to endure massive eight-inch nails driven into hands and feet. You whose fever dehydration is readily assauaged with the iced fruit-juice at your elbow, ponder the meaning of long hours of racking pain and parching thirst so fierce as to dry up the power of speech.
The Scriptures tell nothing of throbbing headache, pounding like a road-drill hour after hour, of the gnawing wretchedness of unrelieved aching joints, of the unutterable weariness of a tired, tired man desperate for sleep. But they do tell of the finer-drawn suffering of one who found the unspeakable shame of it shrouding all his other sorrows: "I hid not my face from shame and spitting. . . . For thy sake I have borne reproach: shame hath covered my face. . . . Thou
hast known my reproach, and my shame, and my dishonour. ... To the Jews a stumbling block, to the Greeks foolishness. . Cursed is every one that hangeth on a tree. . . . For the joy set before him he endured the cross, despising the shame."
And at the last, the horror of great darkness!
Even that black and evil day had its moments of com​fort and light. Was there no solace from the presence of faithful, tearful women only a few feet away? from the confi​dent "Remember me" of a repentant malefactor, brought back on the shoulders of the Good Shepherd? from the awed confession of a changed centurion and his men? from the courageous declaration of faith by chicken-hearted counsel​lors burning their boats of respectability and social standing? and from the inner conviction that through all of this he was "My Beloved Son in whom I am pleased"?
Our own small Golgothas are small indeed. No ten foot cross is ours. We scarce can measure ours in inches. But that is the difference between his stature and ours. Lifted up, he draws all unto him.
Rejected
"We have no king but Self they cry,
who worship flesh and blood and human thought.
Unheeding of the King of kings, they turn
from Him who is the source of light and life.
Obsessed with swelling pride, they rush
through life's tempestuous vale straight to the grave.
Such tragic waste. They know not what they do nor what they lose.
Chapter 14
Job's Problem
No book of Holy Scripture has so much to say about the problem of human affliction as does the Book of Job. Yet who would blithely say that it makes easy stimulating read​ing for the soul-weary sufferer?
The language is difficult, the variation in translations bewildering, and the argument is anything but easy to trace.
Why? Why? Why? was the problem that incessantly beset this stricken servant of God.
His first answer to the onset of travail was perhaps his best: "What? shall we receive good at the hand of God, and shall we not receive evil (also at his hand)?" (2:10). In answer​ing his wife's complaint, he rightly used a plural pronoun, for he and she were one in this problem—they suffered to​gether; and so it is in every good marriage when calamity strikes.
But here at first Job was content to say: God knows best. All power rests with Him. Let Him do with us as seems best in His sight, whether we understand or we don't.
But alas, poor Job was not allowed to rest there in his trusting uncomprehending resignation. His "friends" come to "bemoan him and to comfort him"—and at first they did, as in silent fellowship they shared his misery.
But they were not content with that. Their readiness to help took an ill turn when their limited minds began, one after the other, to propound self-confident explanations of their fine friend's woeful state. Expressed with much diver​sity of elegant eloquence, they all boiled it down to this: 'Job,
since God is not arbitrary in His dealings with men, you now endure this because you deserve it. True, you have always had a reputation for righteousness, but secretly you must be a different kind of man. Now it catches up with you. This is retribution. You must have deserved it.'
Their repeated harping on this theme was too much for the poor fellow. He knew that he was not the Jekyll and Hyde that their thin logic would make him out to be. But as discussion proceeded he felt goaded to self-vindication, even to the extent of reproaching not only their paltry friendship and purblind insight but even the God whom, earlier, he had glorified with his sublime resignation.
As arguments were tossed backwards and forwards, Job's 'Why? Why? Why?' became more insistent:
"Oh that I knew where I might find him!—I would order my cause before him, and fill my mouth with arguments—Behold, I go forward, but he is not there; and backward, but I cannot perceive him." Job knew that he was not as depraved as his counsellors had insinuated: "My foot hath held his steps; his way have I kept, and not declined. Neither have I gone back from the commandment of his lips; I have esteemed the words of his mouth more than my necessary food" (23:8-12).
So, even though now he found himself baffled, all must ultimately work out right: "He knoweth the way that I take: when he hath tried me, I shall come forth as gold."
There is a horrifying picture of the devastating by​products of his disease (it was leprosy, probably): "My breath is strange to my wife—Young children despised me—All my inward friends abhorred me: and they whom I loved are turned against me. My bone cleaveth to my skin and to my flesh, and I am escaped with the skin of my teeth (empty gums—his teeth had fallen out). Have pity upon me, have pity upon me, O ye my friends: for the hand of God hath touched me" (19:17-21).
Nevertheless, his faith stood firm that ultimately all must turn out right. However the extremely difficult Hebrew text of Job's familiar "redeemer" passage is read, it expresses a great conviction of ultimate redemption from all the adver-
sity which now encompassed him. The words certainly en​shrine a monumental faith in resurrection: "And I know that my redeemer lives, and at the last he shall rise up upon the dust, and after my awaking they shall cause this to go round that from my flesh (made sweet and clean and fresh after all this disease) I shall see the vision of God, whom I shall see for myself (or, for me; i.e. on my side), and mine eyes shall behold, and not as a stranger, though (now) my internal organs are finished" (19:25-27).
Job, wretched in his suffering, and puzzled by experi​ences which to him made no sense at all, nevertheless held on to his faith in the ultimate Tightness of every act of God.
And so it must be for every child of God when adver​sity strikes. Where he cannot understand, there let faith be the life-line.
A dog understands his master—sometimes. He knows the command: "Sit!" He wags his tail with eager anticipation when the dog-food cupboard is opened. Or, when his mas​ter reaches for his hat and moves towards the door there is a lively bark of gladness because it is time for the usual evening walk. But when that same kind understanding master sud​denly drags him by the tail from under the wheel of a bus or takes him to the vet for unpleasant treatment, how can the clouded brain of that faithful creature make much sense of such situations? Why does my master cause me such pain? Does he really love me?
As a dog is to a man, so is a man to God!
Then, Job, how can you hope to understand? You can't make much sense of the marvels of Nature, all the intricate wonders that God has made and maintains in being. Then what of the mysteries of His vastly more abstruse acts? Can a dog follow his master into the complications of the different​ial calculus or laser beams? "Lo, these are but the outskirts of his ways: and (in them) how small a whisper do we hear of him? but the thunder of his power who can understand?" (26:14).
At last Job knew that for the present he couldn't hope to understand. He must be content to put his hand into the hand of God and fare forth through the darkness.
Chapter 15
Learning From Job
A study of poor Job's variegated reactions to the afflic​tions which came on him is a difficult, complex business, not to be attempted here. But there is one aspect of his story which, if properly understood here, can lift the problems of our most severe suffering to a plane far more exalted than our finite mortal understanding of life would ever have reached out to without the Book of Job. But it all depends on the interpretation put on the details of those first two chap​ters. Are you reading with an open mind? The conclusion reached here may be mistaken. But if it isn't, then what an answer to the problem of suffering!
The identification of Job's Satan has always been some​thing of a headache. He was obviously one of "the sons of God"—and immediately we think of the Lord's consecrated people meeting together. But in the only other allusion in Job to "sons of God" they are quite unmistakably angels: "Where wast thou when I laid the foundations of the earth . . . when the morning stars sang together, and all the sons of God shouted for joy?" It follows from this that the most natural interpretation is to regard "Satan" as one of these angels of God's power.
Immediately, difficulties clamour for attention: "But he is a malevolent being, and his name is Satan!" The name is easily explained. He is Satan because he is Job's adversary. No problem! And a careful re-reading of the relevant pas​sages reveals that there is no detail written about him which
requires him to be a wicked angel. (It is understood, of course, that there are no wicked angels. The Bible has no room for such a hopelessly illogical doctrine).
It is important, however, to recognize that this Satan was an angel with certain limitations to his knowledge. This is an idea which some grasp only with difficulty, that, al​though the angels are immortal beings, their powers and understanding are not infinite.*
Here, then, it is suggested, was one of the ministers of God returning to the council of heaven with the conclusion: From my observation of human nature, no man—not even Job—serves God disinterestedly, but only for what he gets out of it!
When you come to think about it, this is not far from absolute truth. Human goodness, even in its highest expres​sion, is mostly tainted with human selfishness. "I refuse to believe that human nature is capable of completely disin​terested service of God or of one's fellows," declared a fine old friend, now asleep, as he expressed his emphatic mistrust of the whole race of mankind. "Every man at his best state is altogether vanity," wrote David. And the angel of the Lord said the same: "Doth Job serve God for nought?"
But maybe there are exceptions, and maybe Job was one. So there is committed to this angel the power to be Job's Satan in everything except the taking of his life. Here im​mediately is the simple solution to a problem in Job which otherwise sticks out like a sore thumb.
The only alternative reading—an identification of "Sa​tan" with one of Job's fellow worshippers—requires the as​sumption of the unparalleled, immoral, and therefore utterly incredible picture of God committing to one human being (and he none too admirable a character) the power to bring the vilest adversities and afflictions on one of his fellows whom he envies.
On the other hand, the interpretation submitted here
* A few Biblical examples: Matthew 24:36; I Peter 1:12; Genesis 32:24-26; 18:21; 22:11,12; Daniel 10:13; Exodus 31:17 (23:12); Job 4:18; 15:15. This list is incomplete. explains immediately why it is that throughout the Book of job the afflictions of this saint of God are invariably attrib​uted to the Almighty. This harmonizes with Bible teaching everywhere else, that what God does through His angels is spoken of as His work. Thus the whole picture is consistent.
But see now the remarkable conclusion which follows. If this understanding of Job's Satan is correct, then the sea of troubles in which Job found himself engulfed was not only for his own ultimate spiritual good and for his friends who had even more to learn than he had. It was also for the benefit and enlightenment of an angel of heaven! "Which things angels desire to look into ... to the intent that now unto principalities and powers in heavenly places might be made known through the church the manifold wisdom of God." Then was the case of Job altogether unique in this respect? Or may it be concluded that today also as saints of God endure with quiet patience and unwavering faith their own agonies of pain or long drawn-out suffering and disabil​ity, they are in some way contributing to the glory of the Father as angels "with sad and wondering eyes" behold the steadfast loyalty of God's afflicted ones? Who knows what our human suffering may not be achieving in God's good pleasure, yet all unknown to ourselves?
Chapter 16
Calamity
Written in a time of disaster and loss
Again—it is by no means the first time—the grim hazards of a motorized society have included in their ghastly toll the terrible torturing death of a much-loved member of our family in Christ. One moment, the wheels of life are revving with their usual busy hum. The next, the bitter shat​tering news puts its icy grip round the heart, and all coherent thought is paralyzed by the numbing misery it brings. Lord, did it have to be? and must it needs happen this way? Ques​tions pile up unanswered, and the mind wanders stupefied in a maze that seems to offer no way out.
Every day, comparable situations face scores of other people, and without the Hope of Israel they have almost no hope of making any sense of their sudden shattering colli​sion with the iron harshness of catastrophe. And these tragedies are miniscule compared with the massive cata​clysms when an earthquake shakes Chile or a cyclonic tidal wave sweeps over the islands of the Ganges delta. Yet all these, with the unceasing toll of the roads, day and night, we take in our stride—until the disaster comes right home. Then all at once a mighty hammer-blow of fate smashes happi​ness, fellowship, zest and service into nothingness. And, wretched and groping, those who belong stand mournful and tight in chest at the graveside of one for whom life was at its best.
There is, thank God, the warm comfort of conviction regarding the resurrection: "I know that he shall rise again in
the resurrection at the last day." Martha did not say: "I hope." She said: "I know." And yet she and Mary wept. And so too did Jesus. The side of a new grave is no place for a stiff upper lip.
Yet still the agonizing questions keep coming back: Why so calamitous an end—without notice, without peace of mind? Instead, a blinding flash of overpowering danger and frantic fear, and then nothing. Why? And why so soon, when life was so full of present usefulness as well as dedi​cated purpose?
There is one question which must never be asked. In the midst of his own hardship and tribulation, a man has a right to ask: "What have I done to deserve this?" Sometimes, but only sometimes, there is a ready answer to this whole​some inquiry. But never, never must it be asked: "What did he do to deserve it?" This question is illicit, for did not the Lord Jesus command: "Judge not, that ye be not judged"?
And there is one answer to this wretched enigma of suffering which, if considered at all, must be firmly rejected, even though it is the answer supplied by a passage of Holy Scripture: "Time and chance happeneth to them all" (Ecclesiastes9:ll).
What appears to be the face value of these words must be faithfully set aside, for four very good reasons:
1. There is ho other Bible passage to be found which has this teaching—and no dogma of life and death must ever be founded on an isolated, and maybe misunderstood, passage.
2. This is an entirely pagan philosophy. The worldling of today tries to come to terms with a bad situation with a shrug of the shoulders: "When your number comes up, you've had it!" Older people will remember that in World War II the version was: "If your name's on it, you'll get it!" This is sheer paganism. And, sure enough, the only two places in the Bible where this outlook is to be found, that is its origin. When the Philistines, plagued and perplexed, wondered about sending the ark back to Israel, they decided that if the kine drawing the cart did not go straight to the nearest Israel​ite dwelling, "we shall know that it was a chance that hap-
pened to us" (and they did not use the word in Ecclesiastes). In Isaiah 65:11 apostate Israel are castigated for their faith​lessness and superstition: "Ye are they that forsake the Lord . . . that prepare a table (that is, an altar) unto Good Luck, and that furnish a drink offering to Destiny." So to resign one​self, or one's fellows, to "time and chance" is hardly a men​tality that glorifies Almighty God.
3. We have taken too long—we people of the Book, we the Bible students—to find out that this word "chance" does not imply something haphazard. It does not rule out the idea of divine control, it actually insists on it! Consider these exam​ples where the same Hebrew word is used:
a. "And Jacob went on his way, and the angels of God
met him" (Genesis 32:1)—by chance? b. "The Lord hath laid on him the iniquity of us all"
(Isaiah 53:6)—by chance?
c. "Let us sacrifice unto the Lord our God . . . lest he fall upon us with pestilence" (Exodus 5:3)—by chance?
d. "Thou shalt meet a company of prophets"—this being foretold by a prophet of the Lord (I Samuel 10:5). e. "And Doeg the Edomite fell upon the priests, and
slew them" (I Samuel 22:18)—accidently? f.   "Thou (God) meetest him that rejoiceth, and work-eth righteousness" (Isaiah 64:5)—without meaning to?
There are many more like these. Clearly we have been misled by a quirk of mistranslation by King James's men.
4. The whole tenor of the teaching of Jesus is that every​thing, even the smallest things, are in God's hand. Indeed to His omniscient omnipotence there are no smallest things. "Are not two sparrows sold for a farthing? and one of them shall not fall on the ground without your Father" (Matthew 10:29). But mark this—Jesus did not say the sparrow would not fall to the ground. But when it does—because of a hard frost, or the stooping of a sparrowhawk, or the determina​tion of one of Christ's servants to get to his speaking ap-
pointment at 70 m.p.h.—when it does fall, this happens by God's control and direction. That poor creature knows not how. We know not how, even though ten thousand times more intelligent. But the life of that little bird is wholly at the beck and call of Almighty God. "Fear not therefore, ye are of more value than many sparrows"—just how many? Here, then, is assurance that, just as surely as we owe due thanksgiving to the watchful angel of the Lord for a hair​breadth escape from titanic disaster, so also faith will frankly and humbly acknowledge that the angel of His presence is just as alert, just as sure (and not sleeping at his post) when calamitous adversity brings sudden damage, desolation and woe.
Jesus went even further in his emphasis: "The very hairs of your head are numbered" (Matthew 10:30). He was not joking. The force of his assurance becomes the more powerful when contrast is made with Numbers chapter 1, where the census of Israel is given. There, tribe by tribe, the numbers are listed—but only of the men of war. Even their numbers are rounded off to the nearest hundred or fifty. And these were the covenant people of God! Then what sort of relative value and what sort of providence do these words indicate: "The very hairs of your head are all numbered"?
One plain conclusion follows from all this. It was an attitude of mind first taught me by an old sister in Christ whom I knew in the tropics. She was aged, poor, unedu​cated. Her dark brown face was a mass of wrinkles, but she was wise even beyond her many years. How she ground the lesson into me as I girded against constant discouragement or hard circumstances: "God knows best."
Had she said merely the first two words it would have set things in perspective. But the quiet emphasis on that last word (God bless her!) taught faith, humility and resignation.
When the typhoon of disaster blasts its fierce way into one's life, and then roars off leaving havoc and prostration of body and soul, there is no better salvage operation than this: "God knows—and He knows best."
Something very like this—though how differently
enunciated!—appears as one of the outstanding lessons of the Book of Job. In theory, Job had this answer quite early on in that tangle of discourse and argument.
Take, for example, that great discourse about the search for wisdom. He describes there (in chapter 28) the miner burrowing underground, the vulture with telescopic eye gliding effortessly overhead, the pearl-diver deep in the warm coral-bound waters, the merchant in the market, eager for all that is rare and precious—all these fail in their search for the wisdom that will make sense of Job's desolating calamity. Last of all, "Destruction and Death say, We have heard a rumour thereof with our ears"—and the word used here is Abaddon, the name in Revelation for the angel of death. Even he has only a remote inkling regarding this problem.
In another place there is this same sense of inability to grasp the ways of God: "By his spirit he hath garnished the heavens: his hand hath formed the constellation of Draco, the crooked serpent" (Job 26:13). As men extend their scien​tific exploration of the sky they learn more and more how small they are and how little they know. But then comes the shattering comment: "Lo, these are but the outskirts of his ways: and how small a whisper do we hear of him? but the thunder of his power (such as now scourges us personally) who can understand?"
It was this which ultimately brought Job to his knees. The Almighty spoke to him out of the whirlwind of the Shekinah Glory: "Job, what do you know about the how and the why of creation? what insight do you have into the mys​teries of the light, the snow, the storm? did the marvellous design and in-ruiilt instincts of all these wonderful creatures—lion, wildgoat, ostrich, hippopotamus, crocodile—come about by i/our contrivance? Job, what do you know? Do you know ani/tljin^?" The plain implication is, of course, that the much more complex and enigmatic phenomena of God, as illustrated in Job's wreck and ruin, and in our present dire calamity, are past all present com​prehension. I et a man accumulate never so many academic honours Lmd achievements, here is a problem where he
gropes with the bewilderment of a child fresh from the womb.
So with all his questioning and sore travail Job never rose higher than his original instinctive reaction to this bleak problem of suffering: "The Lord gave, and the Lord hath taken away; blessed be the name of the Lord." Job's first wisdom was his highest. "God knows—and God knows best."
Perhaps it is possible to express this idea in a different way.
As a dog is to a man, so is a man to God. A dog understands his master's speech and behaviour in a few sim​ple things. A move towards the cupboard where the dog biscuits are kept is immediately interpreted correctly. Reach​ing for hat and stick means that it is time for the usual walk. But why should that kind affectionate master allow his dog to suffer the painful treatment which the vet is now adminis​tering? Here is a problem of suffering in the dog-world to which the wretched well-loved friend has no answer. Today, as a dog is to a man, so is a man to God. Then how can we hope to fathom the meaning of this bitter experience?
But tomorrow—yes, please God, tomorrow—we share the divine nature and, with that, a better insight into these now inscrutable ways of heaven.
Winter Closes In
Wafting softly to the ground, silently the snowflakes rest; gently they embrace the earth and soothe its savaged breast, enveloping with tranquil touch the barren scene, so bleak before, when leaves were torn from boughs and flowers died.
The biting winds are quiet now, the air is cool and calm; the sun still shines above the clouds that drop from heaven their balm.
The raging blizzard yet may come or freezing, stinging sleet; and Spring's re-birth is far away; but now the land can sleep.
Wafting softly to the ground, silently the snowflakes rest; gently they embrace the earth and soothe it's savaged breast.
P.G.J.
Stay, Summer, Stay!
Will yet another winter come before we greet our King, another time of chilling cold before that glorious spring?
In summer's warmth we sing Thy praises, Lord, and marvel at the glories of Thy Hand. Thy sunshine from above heals hurting hearts while working wonders with the waiting land.
The seasons move around each year to teach the lessons yet again of inter-twining life and death, of love and loss, of joy and pain.
Can we not stay with summer, Lord, and halt the year's advance? Send now Thy Sun of Righteousness for healing all the lands.
How often must we learn the lesson, Lord, witnessed well in faithful lives of old: "They cannot know the healing touch of spring that have not felt the winter's icy cold."?
P.G.J.
Dusk
Step softly in that shadowy vale where fear may foster anger or despair; in doubting dread all hope could fail, while furious fire the soul will sear. In trembling tone let every care cry out to Him who's ever near, who'll pray with us our pleading prayer and weep with us in every tear.
Our sufferings He himself has shared
that Death's own sting may yet be bared
as powerless
and Sin itself lie dead.
Pierced by the Spirit's sword
the adversary's side has bled,
the enemy is slain.
Now ne'er again will Darkness reign
in awe-inspiring might
but every valley floor be bright,
each anguished soul serene.
Then honour not with dread a king de-throned, nor heed his harsh demands that we respect his power; freed from Sin's bitter bands we are his slaves no more.
A loving master now we serve,
who every burden shares;
in all our apprehension we
can know He deeply cares.
Then gently rest
in Him who soothes the savaged breast,
for, fearing God, all other fears dispel
and, trusting still, our anxious worries quell.
A gracious sovereign, ours,
who reigns in lustrous light.
He'll bear us in his arms of love
and open to our wondering sight
that glorious vision from above
when, loosed at last from passing pain,
we'll count all earthly loss true gain
and ever live, by grace,
to sing, in glad refrain,
our ever-thankful, joyful praise
to his exalted name.
P.G.J.
'I Will Remember. ..
It had rained through the night and the skies were still dark; the clouds dimmed the light as I looked o'er the park; the land looked forlorn till the sun's early rays shone to beckon the morn and to welcome the day; the dawn's healing light cast a softening glow on the clouds in the heights and the sad scene below; in the sky to the west arched a rainbow's span, with it's message of rest: "God remembers His plan."
P.G.J.
Knit Together
They spare his seamless coat, these cruel hands that slay, they keep it whole, they tear it not, who for his garments play.
His woven robe we wear, whose righteousness we own; one fellowship in Him we share, who for our sin atones.
We break one loaf of bread, one sacred body form; we live in Him our only head, and unto Him conform.
Yet we who bear his name can yet incur, through strife, an even darker, sadder shame than these who take his life.
EC.].
"Peace, Be Still"
Sad, this surging sea of self,
it's anguish of assertion,
the restless striving of the soul
to find it's own expression,
the struggles of the past re-fought,
yet set at nought,
the puzzle of the future probed,
and yet ignored,
the pounding present pushing on nor pondered long, it's satisfactions scarcely grasped before they pass.
Life's lonesome day that neither stays nor goes away.
Slipping swiftly by,
the years recede before our eyes;
as for the fool,
this ebbing tide,
so for the wise.
Grant us, O Lord,
such eyes as see
the vista of eternity,
that through perplexing passing days,
the ageless wonder of thy ways
may soothe the soul
and still this stirring, storming sea.
Illumined by thy purer light,
may we perceive
with clearer sight
those things unseen
except through Christ,
and, standing still,
in Him,
behold the greater wisdom
of thy wondrous will.
P.GJ.
Star of Hope
It's darker now. A sombre silence stills the air, pervasive sorrow-that the day is lost; the warmth is gone, the night is crisply cool; no noise disturbs the sadly sleeping scene.
There, in the deepening sky,
the lights emerge,
to lift the corner
of the darkened pall,
illumining the way
until the dawn.
Sure sign of hope,
this harbinger of joy,
true token of re-birth
and fresh awakening.
We thank thee, Lord,
that through the darkest night
Thy Sun still shines,
and yet will rise
with healing in His wings.
P.G.J.
Things Seen... and Unseen
The petals fall;
the season moves along.
The music stops
as dies away the echo of the song.
The moments pass;
they linger but a while,
as life presents
it's transitory smile.
So fade the joys:
so also dry the tears,
for sorrow too
and hurts and fears
are passing guests
through these few years.
Help us, O Lord,
to grasp the truths that last,
before our fleeting lives
blend into the past,
that we may see
in happiness and pain
some fragments of eternity
and life eternal gain.
P.G.J.
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