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How to Use This Outline

The emphasis of this outline is on the exegetical material for the chosen passage. The emphasis of this sermon is on the following issues:
· Does the Gospel have an answer for the problem of human suffering?
· The way other religions deal with suffering
· God shares in human suffering
The outline will need to be customised and contextualised by each Corps Officer for the congregation to whom the sermon will be preached:
· Adding appropriate illustrations that will connect with the specific congregation

· Modifying language to be appropriate to the socio-cultural setting of the Corps
· Modifying sermon style if you prefer a topical rather than expository sermon style

· You may also wish to make the application more specific to your context.

Scripture
Isaiah 42:1-3 (TNIV)
“Here is my servant, whom I uphold,

my chosen one in whom I delight;

I will put my Spirit on him,

and he will bring justice to the nations.

2He will not shout or cry out,

or raise his voice in the streets.

3A bruised reed he will not break,

and a smoldering wick he will not snuff out.

In faithfulness he will bring forth justice;

Matthew 12:14-21 (TNIV)

14But the Pharisees went out and plotted how they might kill Jesus.

15Aware of this, Jesus withdrew from that place. A large crowd followed him, and he healed all who were ill. 16He warned them not to tell others about him. 17This was to fulfill what was spoken through the prophet Isaiah:

18“Here is my servant whom I have chosen,

the one I love, in whom I delight;

I will put my Spirit on him,

and he will proclaim justice to the nations.

19He will not quarrel or cry out;

no one will hear his voice in the streets.

20A bruised reed he will not break,

and a smoldering wick he will not snuff out,

till he leads justice to victory.

21In his name the nations will put their hope.”

Sermon Outline 
Introduction
There is a delightful word picture in these verses of scripture.
  The prophet had been gathering the thin reeds which grew plentifully in the Jordan valley. Tied in a neat bundle, they were now attached to his belt, as he sat at his writing table.  The end of the reeds had been sharpened and with his ink pot near his work, the prophet began to write.  When the reed point became too saturated, Isaiah discarded his pen, took another reed from the bundle at his side and the work continued.  Then suddenly the writer frowned … his new quill had been damaged.  Somehow it had been bruised and as he exerted pressure upon it, the reed buckled between his fingers leaving an ink spot on his work.  At that moment his oil lamp began to smoke.  The good prophet became irritated.  He threw the bruised reed to the floor and pinched out the flax wick of his flickering oil lamp!  In his impatient acts, he had a vision of the future: “When the Messiah comes, a bruised reed he will not break and a smouldering wick he will not snuff out …”

Isaiah saw broken reeds; Christ saw broken people; Matthew saw reeds and people and Christ knew they were strangely alike! The prophet changed his word picture: and the smouldering wick he will not snuff out. We see the smouldering wick and the thin wisp of smoke lazily curling up from its blackened tip. A brilliant flame once burned there.

Human suffering can cause “broken reeds” and “smoking wicks”.  Seven centuries separated the two scribes.  Isaiah looked to the future; Matthew looked back

… and their vision met in Christ.  A broken pen! A broken man!
How sweet the name of Jesus sounds,

In a believer’s ear;

It soothes his sorrows, heals his wounds,

And drives away his fear

Christ and Human Suffering

E Stanley Jones, renowned missionary to China and India, in the introduction to his book, Christ and Human Suffering
, wrote:  “In the midst of my work in that vast continent of suffering, China, I was forced to face the question of human suffering.  How could one escape it?  How can one escape facing human pain?  Does the Christian Gospel have a clear answer?  And one that would work?  If so, what is it?”

1. The confusion:  In recent times the world seems to be enduring a rare series of “earth shattering” events, with the destructive forces of nature delivering cyclones, torrential rain, floods, earthquakes and tornados.  Instant, dramatic news reporting of these events may seem to suggest that there must be some underlying cosmic force at work.  But the world has always been subject to the primeval forces of nature.  

Whilst natural disasters cause untold misery, there are always human tragedies caused by road trauma, critical illness and poverty – to say nothing of the tragedy and horror of political unrest and armed conflicts.  Is there a credible Christian answer for the hurting, the bewildered and the lost?  So many people are just muddling through – or not getting through at all.  They are struggling amid a sea of troubles.

2. False prophets:  A tourist visiting the Temple Street market in Hong Kong was accosted by a Chinese fortune teller.  He began by saying: “You seem happy, but it is only outward.  On the inside you are always thinking, thinking about getting something you cannot get.  So you are not happy.”  That tourist was not taken in by the fortune teller’s shrewd approach and declined the opportunity to watch a small bird released from its cage to peck out a fortune card, which surely would have promised health, wealth and eternal happiness!  But soon afterwards there were several eager clients waiting for that clever little bird to choose their own unique fortune, from a small pile of well-used cards.

The attitude of Buddha:  The gentle Buddha sat under a tree and in his deep meditations discovered the four sacred truths:  Suffering; the cause of suffering; the destruction of suffering and the way to the destruction of suffering.  From this fundamental basis he began to work his way out towards a solution.  The way was this:  The thing that keeps us going in the round of re-births is desire, for out of desire deeds spring.  Then follows the endless round of birth and re-birth.  This leads ultimately into that dream-like state of Nirvana.  In this state one has passed beyond all pain – all suffering – in fact everything.
Jesus said: I have come that they may have life, and have it to the full.  [John 10: 7-10]

The Hindu attitude towards suffering … is not unlike the Buddhist view.  The sufferings people endure, which they think come from the environment and from their fellow-men are not really from them – for they are from choices made in a previous birth.  All suffering therefore is just.  The sins and choices made in a previous life determine the conditions and consequences suffered in the present existence.  Some devout Hindus withdraw from life; they become indifferent to praise or blame, heat or cold, pleasure or pain.  This is a noble ideal – but it falls far short of the active Christian way of love.

The Muslim attitude towards suffering is perhaps simpler.  The Muslim is impressed with the sovereignty of God.  All that happens is His Will.  He has predetermined and predestined all that happens.  The good and evil that come upon us are alike His Will.  The attitude to the faithful is to submit to that will.  The Muslim view of suffering therefore is to accept it as the Will of God and submit to it.

The Jewish attitude toward suffering is that God would “look with favour upon His people” and “would save them out of all their troubles”.  In the musical, Fiddler on the Roof,  it is clear that God does not always look with favour upon his people.  The scene is a small Jewish village in Tsarist Russia in 1905.  The larger-than-life character, Tevye, [pronounced Tev-ya] talks and sings of his hope for a better life: “Dear God, you made many, many poor people.  I realize, of course, that it is no shame to be poor.  But it’s no great honour either! So, what would have been so terrible if I had a small fortune?”  And then in his deep baritone voice he sings: “If I were a rich man …”    Tevye is a milkman who has a personal relationship with God in whom he confides all.  He strives very hard to keep up his faith, his race and culture.  In the face of persecution, one day Tevye gazes heavenward and, looking up to God he says: “I know, I know.  We are your chosen people.  But, once in a while, can’t you choose someone else!” 
 It must be admitted that many earnest Christians lean toward the concept that God should look after His own!  Some sincerely believe that as God’s children we should be “covered beneath His wings” and thus protected from harm and danger.

3. The Christian way – at work in the Gospels: 
There is realism in the Gospel.  It refuses short cuts and dodging of issues.  It faces life fairly and squarely.  In this, nothing is clearer than its dealing with human suffering.  Jesus accepts the fact of human suffering.  He does not explain it.  Much less does he explain it away.   After Jesus had been with his disciples for nearly three years he spoke to them about vines and branches [John 15].  The pruning and trimming are painful – but then Jesus speaks with encouragement:  “You are already clean because of the word I have spoken to you.” [John 15:3]   He was cleansing their total conception of life.  He cleansed their idea of God.  He cleansed their idea of society and of race and colour: no longer were there any high and low; any white or black or brown – just one race of humanity.  He cleansed life.  It was no longer something to be escaped; it was good and they were to embrace it – and he said so much more.  He cleansed suffering. It was no longer a sign of being caught in the wheel of existence, as Buddha suggests.  It was no longer the result of our evil deeds in a previous birth, as our Hindu friends tell us.  It is no longer a sign of the displeasure of God, as many religions have taught.  It is more than that.  Suffering is the gift of God!  Only the Gospel dares say that.  It is only the Gospel that dares say that God too suffers – the Cross of Christ is the most powerful symbol of the triumph of Good over evil.  


Sir John Stainer’s great oratorio, The Crucifixion, takes a line from the book of Lamentations [1:12]:  “Is it nothing to you, all you that pass by?”  Then the following lines continue: I wept for the sorrows and pains of men.  I healed them and helped them and loved them.  But then, but then they shouted against me: ‘Crucify!  Crucify!’”

The five poem-prayers in Lamentations express the sufferings of God’s people during and after the fall of Jerusalem, the most devastating disaster in their history.  At the very centre of this dark time and almost at the exact centre of these five poems, is the verse: “The steadfast love of the Lord never ceases, his mercies never come to an end …” [Lamentations: 3:22-23]

God shares human suffering! 

The cross of Christ stands as the most enduring symbol of that suffering!
Isaiah saw broken reeds.  Jesus saw broken lives.



Isaiah saw a smoking, flickering lamp.  Jesus came to bring light and hope!
Isaiah and Matthew saw the same word picture, seven centuries apart and 

their focus centred on Jesus, healer, saviour, giver of life!
�   Bible Windows by Ivor Powell, Marshall, Morgan & Scott 1953


�  Christ & Human Suffering by E Stanley Jones, Hodder and Stoughton, 1933 
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