
Sermon 165: Suffering Survival Kit

OUTLINE

Rejoice in hope
Patient in tribulation
Constant in prayer

INTRODUCTION

‘But man is born to trouble as the sparks fly upward,’ these are the famous words of Job 
5:7.  Suffering is the inevitable portion of every child of Adam.  This suffering is a result of 
the fall, all of God’s creation was put under the curse but a promise was given of a Saviour 
who would make all things new.  In the OT when God wanted to point forward to that New 
Creation He would suspend some of the effects of the fall.  He did this for the nation of 
Israel, promising them blessings for their obedience.  They would be fertile, fruitful, 
prosperous, at peace, and healthy.  However, as NT believers we are living in a different era
where God is no longer manifesting His kingdom through types.  The Kingdom has come in 
the Incarnation, the death and resurrection of Christ.  He has ascended to the right hand of 
God and is ruling over all creation.  However, the full arrival of that new day is being 
delayed while God gathers a people from all nations.  And so our portion is one like Christ’s. 
As goes the King so goes the Kingdom, and so as Christ has the time of His humiliation and 
then His glorification, we follow the Master through humiliation being hated and treated as 
He was.  We suffer along with the rest of the world, we get cancer, lose our jobs when the 
economy fails, and share in the common lot of man; but with the added suffering of being 
Christians.  Knowing how to cope with suffering then is necessary.  

Our text this morning assumes this reality of suffering and gives us a little suffering survival 
kit, Romans 12:12, ‘Rejoice in hope, be patient in tribulation, be constant in prayer.’  Paul 
gives us three exhortations/commands, rejoice, be patient, and be constant in prayer.  The 
verse literally reads, ‘to the hope—rejoicing; to the tribulation—enduring; to the prayer—
persevering.  Paul points us to three things that only Christians can have.  Because of the 
certainty of our hope we are able to experience true joy while suffering in light of what will 
one day be ours.  We are able by the Holy Spirit to be patient and endure difficulties, even 
rejoicing and growing through them.  And it is only Christians who are in Christ, who in the 
name of Christ can come in the throne room of the Holy God to be heard in prayer.  These 
three things of hope, patience and prayer are gathered together in Romans 8:24-26 as well 
as our response to a creation that is groaning and a life full of pain.      

When it comes to suffering these three things mutually inform each other.  So that when we
endure we do not merely endure stoically but with joy.  When we rejoice, it is not for a 
mere moment but a persevering joy.  When we pray we do not merely do it dutifully as a 
slog but with joy, and so on.  Where you have the one the other two will be in close 
proximity.  

Rejoice in hope

Let’s look at that first exhortation, ‘Rejoice in hope.’  The joy of the Lord is our strength, joy 
is the fuel which carries us through difficulty, joy we understand then is vital.  The command
to be happy appears ludicrous or at best insensitive when given to the person who is 
suffering.  Yet this is exactly what Paul is doing here.  He recognises that we cannot 
manufacture joy, that joy is a response to something, so he calls us not to merely ‘put a 



smile on that dial; turn that frown upside-down’ but to rejoice in hope.  When a person is 
suffering they might try to seek their joy in a bottle, or in the diversion of TV, or some other
distraction.  Paul calls us to set our minds upon our hope for an unconquerable joy to 
sustain us in trials.  What does he mean?

This is not the first time Paul has spoken in this way, he says it more strongly in Romans 
5:2, ‘Through him we have also obtained access by faith into this grace in which we stand, 
and we rejoice in hope of the glory of God.’  In this verse we must note that Paul uses the 
word boast/exult not merely rejoice.  It is a word that speaks of a loud and confident 
shouting.  We must appreciate this note of certainty, it is critical to our ability to have true 
hope.  Secondly, notice that Paul speaks about the ‘hope of the glory of God.’  This is the 
glory of God that will be revealed in the great unveiling when God ends this age and makes 
all things new.  Paul then is pointing forward to the time when all sin will be gone, our 
hearts will be pure, there will be no death, no devil, and eternal fellowship with God and His
people.  To hope is to set your mind on this future that awaits us.   

 But there is more we need to say about hope.  In all of this we must appreciate the very 
different way Paul uses the word hope to the way we do.  In the recent elections we would 
hear that the candidates were ‘hopeful’.  But there was no guarantee of what they hoped 
for.  The word hope used in this context means ‘maybe’ not definitely.  Paul however is 
talking about a joy in the certainty of you being in eternity with God.  We have this sort of 
joy demonstrated in, Ps. 23:6, ‘Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me all the days of 
my life, and I shall dwell in the house of the LORD forever.’  It boils down to the issue of the
assurance of your salvation.  How do you know that you will most certainly go to heaven; 
that you are a citizen of the new creation; that you will not be judged on the last day?  If I 
know that heaven is secure, then I can have joy that is undefeatable, but if I don’t know, or 
think that it cannot be certain, then we cannot rejoice in a certain hope as Paul says we 
must.

I could rehearse the argument of Romans 3-11 that Paul has laid out for us, but instead I 
would like to draw your attention to the Trinitarian foundation of our salvation and how that 
should give you the greatest certainty of your hope.  

Firstly, the Father.  It can easily happen that the Father can be misrepresented by a shallow 
preaching of the gospel.  The impression given is that you have a loving and willing Son 
having to bribe an angry and unwilling Father to forgive sinners by His death.  Those who 
have this conception of God will inevitably doubt God’s willingness to save them, and will 
think that He would cast them off after one sin.  But remember the most famous verse in 
the bible, John 3:16-17, ‘"For God so loved the world, that he gave his only Son, that 
whoever believes in him should not perish but have eternal life.  For God did not send his 
Son into the world to condemn the world, but in order that the world might be saved 
through him.’  Notice who is doing the loving and the sending, it is the Father.  The Father 
loves you and seeks to save you, He is willing to save.  Romans 8:32 heightens this thought 
for us, ‘He who did not spare his own Son but gave him up for us all, how will he not also 
with him graciously give us all things?’  We do not diminish God’s holiness or His disapproval
of sin, in fact this truth emphasizes it.  Our sin is so serious that God the Son must 
necessarily be sent as our Saviour.  But notice Paul’s point, God has given His best, His most
precious to save you.  In light of His holiness which is the greater deed, to give His Holy Son
to save an enemy or to bring a redeemed child to heaven?  Exactly, and since He has given 
Christ we can know that having given His best, there is nothing He is going to withhold as 
regards eternal life.  Nothing, ‘in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of 
God in Christ Jesus our Lord.’  We have been joined to love, by love, and that love will not 



let us go.  When it says nothing can snatch us out of His hand, it is not merely a statement 
of His power, but a statement about His desire and willingness to save.  

But you might want to say, ‘But if God hates sin, and I sin, then surely God can hate me and
cast me out of His hand.’  This is where we must consider the work of the Son and what He 
has accomplished.  As we think about our salvation we often get fixated on our sins and lose
sight of our Saviour.  We are filled and convinced with the damnableness of our sins but not
the sufficiency of our Saviour.  We must remember who has come to save us, it is God the 
Son, it was not a man or an angel, but God Himself.  Can God fail to do His will?  In the grip
of your guilt you might insist, ‘But my sins are worthy of an eternal hell!’  I reply, ‘Yes, they 
are.’  But Christ is the God sent sufficient Saviour who dies once for all of your sins, past, 
present and future.  All the judgement that all of your sins deserve was paid for.  When 
Jesus dies on the cross, He did not say, ‘I have done my part now you must do yours.’  He 
cried out in triumphant shouting, ‘It is finished!’  The value of that eternal person, the 
horrors of infinite torments that assailed Him, and the fact that He drained the dregs of 
God’s wrath towards our sins to the last ensure that there is now no condemnation for those
who are in Christ.  God is the one whose holy justice must be satisfied, and God Himself has
made the payment.  He has not short changed Himself, He is satisfied, and so Paul says, 
Romans 8:33-34, ‘Who shall bring any charge against God's elect? It is God who justifies.  
Who is to condemn? Christ Jesus is the one who died---more than that, who was raised---
who is at the right hand of God, who indeed is interceding for us.’  Can you really believe 
that your sins are fully paid for and that there is nothing that can now stand in accusation 
against you?  How can you not when it is Christ who has made the payment?

But there is more, salvation is a Trinitarian affair, God has given you a guarantee, a down 
payment that you might now that it is all certain, the Spirit that abides in our hearts, Eph. 
1:13-14, ‘In him you also, when you heard the word of truth, the gospel of your salvation, 
and believed in him, were sealed with the promised Holy Spirit, who is the guarantee of our 
inheritance until we acquire possession of it, to the praise of his glory.’  Not only is His 
presence an assurance, but His inner ministry of causing our hearts to cry, ‘Abba! Father!’  
have you ever wondered why Paul uses an Aramaic word in Greek to Latin speakers?  It was
Jesus who used the word ‘Abba’, and it is Jesus who teaches us to pray to God as our 
Father.  And it is now because we are in Christ and brothers to Him that we are children of 
God and can enter God’s presence just as He can, with the same expectation of being heard
because we pray in Christ’s name.  

Can you know that you are saved?  Wrong question, after all we have said and there is 
more, how can you doubt it?  

Patient in Tribulation

Now we are in a better position to look at the second command, ‘be patient in tribulation.’  
If there were no hope to be certain about, no guaranteed happy ending, there would be no 
joy, and no point to endure.  If there is no light at the end of the tunnel, then this life is all 
you have.  Think on how hopeless this is.  The joys in this life are the only heaven you will 
ever know if you are an atheist.  Think on how faulty our joys are.  Our loved ones don’t 
love us perfectly, nor do we love them as we ought.  Our pleasures get boring so that we 
have to keep going to new and stronger options.  Our health fails and we do not have an 
endless supply of money to finance what we would like to do.  You cannot guarantee you 
neighbour will be nice to you and not try and do you in.  If you are not a Christian you don’t
want to be patient towards tribulation you want to get angry.  Tribulation is taking away 



from your only opportunity to get something good for yourself.  You might be familiar with 
the poem by Dylan Thomas, 
‘Do not go gentle in that good night, 
Old age should burn and rave at close of day;
Rage, rage against the dying of the light.’
A futile last stand against death that no one but Christ can overcome.  How very differently 
a Christian can view their trials and even their death.  

Let me give you just three reasons why patience is the possible and natural attitude for the 
Christian when it comes to tribulations.  Firstly, we have already spoken of the hope that we
all have.  It is only 80 or so years of trouble, and then eternity in bliss.  And this 80 years is 
not without God’s presence and blessing.  2 Cor. 4:16-18, ‘So we do not lose heart. Though 
our outer self is wasting away, our inner self is being renewed day by day.  For this light 
momentary affliction is preparing for us an eternal weight of glory beyond all comparison, as
we look not to the things that are seen but to the things that are unseen. For the things that
are seen are transient, but the things that are unseen are eternal.’  Romans 8:18, ‘For I 
consider that the sufferings of this present time are not worth comparing with the glory that
is to be revealed to us.’  When our minds are fixed on the hope we have, this can be our 
attitude.  

Secondly, the trials are appointed by God and result in our good.  A Father who loves us as 
children appoints our path in order that His purposes of Christlikeness might be wrought in 
our lives.  We do not merely endure, but even rejoice in trials for this reason, Rom. 5:3-4, 
‘More than that, we rejoice in our sufferings, knowing that suffering produces endurance 
and endurance produces character, and character produces hope.’  James 1:2-4, ‘Count it all
joy, my brothers, when you meet trials of various kinds, for you know that the testing of 
your faith produces steadfastness.  And let steadfastness have its full effect, that you may 
be perfect and complete, lacking in nothing.’  We do not count our pain a loss as the atheist 
must and necessarily rage against it.  In God’s hands we have our pains transformed into 
surgery and we are changed from one degree of glory to another through them.  

Now we must stress that Paul is commanding us to be patient, and James says, ‘let 
steadfastness have its full effects.’  Suffering does not automatically result in growth; it can 
make one bitter and resentful.  The key is how we understand our difficulties and the 
faithfulness we commit to in them.  If we will pursue what is right when things are hard we 
develop that ‘muscle’ necessary to make righteousness in all situations a more pervasive 
part of ourselves.  

Thirdly, we know that our suffering is not for nothing.  When you hear reports on people 
suffering you will hear phrases like a ‘meaningless waste.’  This is not the case with our 
suffering.  Because God is sovereign over our lives He situates us in our suffering for the 
highest good of His glory.  Job is a good example of someone whose suffering glorified God.
The devil and the angels had a clear demonstration of the value of God to Job when he said,
‘though He slay me I will praise Him.’  Our life is one long groan and the Christian has the 
added groans of the conflict against the world, the flesh and the devil.  But it is by us being 
in this battle ground that we are able to take ground and see people saved.  Soldiers endure
the conditions of the battlefield for the cause of the fight and so they endure.  They buy 
mile after mile with blood and body parts driving the enemy out and liberating those who 
have been invaded.  Our life as Christians is no different to this.  We are all soldiers, we are 
in a war, and we are fighting for eternal stakes.  We are laying down our lives not so that 
people can merely have an earthly home, but that they might be freed from an eternal hell 



and have an eternal home with God.  We do not fixate on our rations, our sleeping quarters,
or the blisters in our boots.  We focus on the fight and endure, patient in tribulation.  

Constant in prayer

And so we come to the third command which logically follows the other two.  How is it that 
we are to always rejoice in hope and persevere?  By being constant in prayer.  Have you 
found yourself failing to rejoice in your hope as you ought, or not persevering, let me ask 
you, are you constant in prayer?  Mark 14:38, ‘Watch and pray that you may not enter into 
temptation. The spirit indeed is willing, but the flesh is weak."’  Christ points us to prayer as 
the way to buoy up our spirits against trial and temptation.  

Persevering prayer has always presented a mystery to Christians.  If God knows what we 
are going to ask for, and He is willing to give, and we are not able to change His mind from 
unwilling to willing, why must the Christian pray more than once for anything?  The quick 
dirty is that prayer is more than simply getting answers; prayer has many purposes that 
constancy in prayer is properly called for.  Here are a few reasons why we must be constant
in prayer.

Firstly, we pray in order to have a relationship with God.  God is our Father, and we are His 
children.  Even in our homes children don’t only talk to their parents when they want 
something, there are games they play together, conversation over a meal, and other times 
when just relating and building relationships happens.  Constant prayer is needed because 
relationships are sustained through constant interaction.  As we are comforted with the 
knowledge of God as our Father we can rejoice in hope and endure.  

Secondly, and relating to our persevering when hurt, it is in prayer that the Spirit convicts 
us, reminds us, and instructs about things.  For example, let us think about two different 
people, one is a believer the other is not, and they are both victims of the same criminal.  
Both will have to live after that event and come to terms with it, they have suffered, but 
prayer will make the outcome different for the believer.  When you are a victim you struggle
with unforgiveness and anger.  But when you pray God convicts you of that fact that you 
are a criminal who deserves justice.  You picture yourself hurting that person in whatever 
way you can and imagine yourself gloating at their fall.  Then in prayer God reminds you 
that He took your shame and guilt and He paid for it Himself.  When a victim you look for 
someone to blame for what happened.  In prayer you are reminded that God is sovereign 
and has control over every situation and that He has in His fatherly wisdom appointed your 
path to go this way.  You fight with thoughts of blame towards God, but in prayer the Spirit 
reminds you that He is unchangeably holy.  You want to doubt God’s goodness but in prayer
the Spirit reminds you of His love proven on the cross.  You want to try and punish God by 
not believing in Him, but the Spirit convicts you in prayer of your infantile sinfulness and you
collapse defeated and supple in His hands.  You reflect on that petition to pray for those 
who persecute you, and you begin to do so.  It is in prayer that you see their pains, the 
extenuating and aggravating circumstances that influenced them.  Your heart begins to pity 
them, and you long to see them saved and then you find yourself beginning to understand 
what Jesus was doing when He prayed, ‘Father, forgive them, they know not what they do.’ 
Tribulation without prayer will you brittle, but suffering and prayer is like adding oil which 
keeps you soft and mouldable.  

Imagine the unbeliever having to try and process their hurt without prayer and the Spirit.  
They will get through it, but like a clay pot going through fire they will come out brittle on 
the other side.  The anger that they nourish and feed within them feeds a constant mind 



fogging poison that manifests in malice and bitterness.  All emotion needs fuel, Christian 
compassion is a sustainable fuel that is renewable in prayer; the anger of unforgiveness 
uses you up as fuel.  It needs constant stoking with new imaginations and fantasies.  
Instead of a patience, joy and even compassion, they are out for blood.  Prayer for the 
suffering is essential.  Under pressure our sinfulness exerts itself and we need the influence 
of the Spirit to keep us in check and redirect all that energy.

We need to pray constantly that we might come round to the way God thinks about what 
we are asking for.  When we pray for something we are not asking in a way that is worthy 
of God’s glory or the object and desperation and thought through delay bring us into a 
clearer understanding and a deeper feeling about what we are praying about.    

Finally we need to pray constantly because we are in a constant war; we need to pray as 
often as we are assaulted availing ourselves of God’s strength to stand as Paul calls us to 
do.  How often do you get attacked?  That is how often you should pray.  We have the 
flesh, the world and the devil to contend with and need the Spirit to make us willing for the 
flesh is weak.  I think we can see why constancy in prayer is not a weird legalistic burden 
put upon the hurting as a cruel joke, it is a necessity and their relief.  

Let us conclude.  In our car we have an emergency aid kit, as we do here at the church.  
Every Christian needs a suffering survival kit on hand, and in it are to be these three things, 
rejoicing in hope, patience in tribulation and constancy in prayer.                

  
          

     
  

      
  
  
            


