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Suffering in the Plan of God

Session Topic 
In God’s sovereign plan Christians will encounter some amount of 
suffering.

Community Builder (Choose One)
1. What was the most recent piece of bad news that really 

bothered you? Why did it make you so upset?

2. What is the most challenging aspect that you can recall 
from your own past experience of adversity? Why was it 
so difficult?
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Group Discovery Questions
1. What did Jesus predict in Matthew 5:10–12?

2. As used in John 15 and other places in the New Testament, 
what does the term world refer to?

3. What truth about today’s culture is reflected in what Paul 
observed in Acts 17?

4. What biblical concept is the key to having a clearer per-
spective on suffering?

5. What does Genesis 22 illustrate in regard to the reasons 
for trials and suffering?

6. How should we assess Paul’s reaction to his unidentified 
infirmity in 2 Corinthians 12:7–10?

7. What does Jesus warn against in Matthew 6:24? How is 
this especially applicable to contemporary society?

8. What does Hebrews 11:24–26 say about Moses’ example?

9. What incentive should Romans 8:18–25 give us in regard 
to our dealing with suffering?

10. What significance does Luke 14:26–27 have concern-
ing the purpose of suffering?

11. Reread Hebrews 5:7–10 and Philippians 2:8–9. What 
do these passages say about what Jesus learned from 
suffering?
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Focus on Prayer

•	 Ask God to help you resolve any doubts you may 
have concerning the reality of His sovereignty over 
all things.

•	Thank the Lord for His plans for your future well-
being (Rom. 8:18–25).

•	 Pray that the other members of your group will be 
strengthened when they face suffering.

Optional Activities
1. Read James 4:13–16 and discuss what it says about pre-

sumption and our personal plans. Which of your plans 
would be most affected by unexpected adversity? Look at 
your schedule for the next week and commit each item 
on it into His care.

2. It is easy to be frightened at the prospect of persecution. 
But 1 John 4:4 tells us that we have adequate resources to 
face the sinful world system. Have you ever experienced 
persecution for your faith? If so, how did you react? How 
could you have been better prepared?
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Assignment
1. Memorize 1 Peter 4:19.

2. Read chapter 2 of The Power of Suffering.
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Examples of Faith in the Fire

Session Topic 
Through superior role models we can learn much about how to deal 
well with suffering.

Community Builder (Choose One)
1. Who was the first role model you can remember? Did 

that person become a favorite example for you?

2. See if you can list at least five prominent people from the 
popular culture (music, entertainment, sports) whom 
you would consider as role models.
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Group Discovery Questions
1. What were two key features of Stephen’s ministry prior 

to his death?

2. Acts 6:15 says Stephen’s face was “like the face of an 
angel.” In what other ways could we describe and com-
pare his facial expression?

3. What does it mean to be filled with the Spirit (Eph. 
5:18)? 

4. How did Daniel and his three friends adapt to their cir-
cumstances in Babylon?

5. How did Shadrach, Meshach, and Abed-nego display 
their inner convictions before the intense pressure of 
Nebuchadnezzar? (Read Job 13:15; Ps. 119:11.)

6. What does Daniel 6:4–9 reveal about the actions of 
Daniel’s enemies?

7. What does Daniel 6:16 suggest about Daniel’s relation-
ship to King Darius?

8. If you knew that you were about to enter a period of 
suffering, how would you begin to prepare?



165

Focus on Prayer

•	 Set aside some time to pray for believers in other parts 
of the world who face opposition because of their 
stand for Christ.

•	 Reflect again on Stephen’s life. Thank God for the tes-
timony Stephen’s life and ministry had on the church. 

•	 Pray that God will give you the discipline to be more 
like Daniel and his friends in your Christian walk. 

Optional Activities
1. Read 1 Timothy 3 and list the qualifications it mentions 

for church leadership. What qualities are you strong in? 
In which ones do you need to improve?

2. Think of the many excuses our society offers for not 
putting God first. Which ones do you think have the 
strongest influence? During the next month keep track 
in writing of the times when you felt tempted not to put 
God first in a particular situation. Read Luke 14:16–24 
and meditate on its application for you.
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Assignment
1. Compare and contrast aspects in the life of Joseph (Gen. 

37—50) with the character traits of the men discussed 
here in chapter 2. Write down your findings.

2. Read chapter 3 in The Power of Suffering.
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Paul: A Profile in Suffering

Session Topic 
Because of his own experiences, the apostle Paul is a superb example 
of godly perseverance through all kinds of adversity. 

Community Builder (Choose One)
1. Do you have stick-to-itiveness? That’s an old-fashioned 

slang term for perseverance. Do you tend to be easily 
discouraged when the going gets tough? Or are you more 
likely to look at the bright side and keep going? When do 
you most feel like quitting?
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2. Do you find it easy or difficult to talk about death with a 
family member? Explain your answer.

Group Discovery Questions
1. What common trait is found in Galatians 5:22; 

Philippians 4:4; and 1 Thessalonians 5:16?

2. What was Paul’s status as he wrote to the Philippians 
(Phil. 1:7; see also Acts 28:30–31)?

3. How is Acts 16:22–33 illustrative and representative of 
the theme of chapter 3?

4. What are detractors? How did they affect Paul’s ministry?

5. What distinct possibility does Paul allude to in Philippians 
1:19–21?

6. How much confidence did Paul have in God’s Word? 
Why?

7. What does Philippians 1:19 mean when it uses the word 
provision? How is it applicable to Paul and to us?

8. What promises of Jesus did Paul trust in?

9. What was Paul’s strategy in figuratively comparing him-
self to a clay pot?
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10. In 2 Corinthians 4:8–9, what four paradoxes in the 
midst of suffering did Paul list?

11. In what three ways was Paul able to realize endurance 
in suffering?

Focus on Prayer

•	 Are you dealing with a particular trial that is wear-
ing down your endurance? Or perhaps you know of 
someone else who is in the midst of a trial or suffering. 
Spend some time in prayer each day this week asking 
God to strengthen you or the other person during this 
difficulty (Gal. 6:9).

•	 Pray for the pastor of your church that he will have 
spiritual stamina in carrying out his ministry.

•	 Pray that you will have an attitude of joy next week, 
no matter what challenges you face.

Optional Activities
1. Read a book about contemporary Christian role mod-

els who endured martyrdom (Jim Elliot, Through Gates 
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of Splendor) or suffering and hardship (Joni Eareckson 
Tada, A Step Further).

2. Memorize 2 Timothy 3:16–17 as a reminder of the con-
fidence you can have in Scripture during any situation.

Assignment
1. Read John 15—16. Make a list of all the promises that 

Jesus made to His followers in these chapters. Make a 
separate list of the ones that apply most directly to trials 
and suffering.

2. Read chapter 4 of The Power of Suffering.
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The Silence of the Lamb of God

Session Topic 
Jesus Christ is the only role model Christians really need for how to 
deal with suffering.

Community Builder (Choose One)
1. Think of a situation when you spoke out (perhaps defen-

sively) when you should have kept quiet. How did you 
feel afterward? Is it always best to remain silent when 
criticized?
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2. Of the various images that non-Christians have of Jesus, 
which one seems most common to you? How do you 
respond when you hear it mentioned?

Group Discovery Questions
1. What comfort is there for us as we face hostility from the 

world? Look at John 15:18–21 and Matthew 10:21–25 
again. What are a couple of differences in detail that you 
see between the two passages?

2. What major misconception did Jesus’ disciples reveal 
concerning the cause of suffering (John 9)? In spite of 
this, do you think they would have been better counsel-
ors to Job than his friends were? Why or why not?

3. The word example in 1 Peter 2:21 suggests the idea of 
following a model. How closely do you need to copy 
a model or diagram when you’re building something? 
What happens if you disregard the model?

4. Do you agree with the statement “The first and most 
readily apparent place that sin shows itself is the human 
mouth”? Explain your answer.

5. What major character trait does Isaiah 53 reveal about 
the Suffering Servant? What other truths can be drawn 
from that chapter?
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6. What one sentence do you especially appreciate in this 
chapter? Why?

7. What does Acts 23:3–5 show us about Paul? Would your 
reaction be the same in a similar situation?

8. Think of the many things in everyday life that we entrust 
our well-being and safety to. Most of us are also very 
trusting of other people in business contexts. How can 
1 Peter 2:23 motivate us to entrust ourselves more fully 
to God?

9. With the example of Hugh Latimer as an inspiration, can 
you think of a time when you were able to encourage a 
fellow believer in the midst of a trying situation? What 
was the outcome?

Focus on Prayer

•	 Give thanks for Christ’s willingness to suffer and die 
on your behalf.

•	 Ask God to give you a more Christlike attitude dur-
ing those times when you encounter unjust criticism 
or opposition.
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•	 Pray, asking the Lord through His Spirit to reveal to 
you areas of pride that would hinder your testimony 
in the midst of a personal trial.

Optional Activities
1. Read one of the gospel accounts of Jesus’ suffering and 

death. Note on paper the various ways He was the ideal 
example of how to react to suffering.

2. Study Job 1:1—2:11. Write a brief summary in your own 
words to show that this passage denies the notion that all 
suffering is caused by sin.

Assignment
1. Memorize Isaiah 53:7.

2. Read chapter 5 of The Power of Suffering.
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Preparing for Suffering

Session Topic 
Christian discipleship is the crucial element in being prepared to face 
suffering and trials.

Community Builder (Choose One)
1. How do you prepare for or look ahead to a typical week 

at work or school? What’s one practical step you regularly 
take to ensure your success?

2. On a scale from one to ten (one being almost nonexis-
tent, ten being as good as humanly possible), rate your 
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own spiritual preparedness. How does this correlate with 
your current level of discipleship?

Group Discovery Questions
1. Have you ever experienced a major natural disaster? 

What was it like? What would you do differently next 
time to be more prepared?

2. Think of someone, past or present, whom you have really 
liked as a teacher, coach, boss, etc. How could you apply 
the principles of Matthew 10:24 to that relationship?

3. Are you pursuing the goal of becoming more like Christ? 
Read and reflect on Philippians 3:14–17.

4. What common thread of truth runs through Proverbs 
29:25; John 14:27; and 2 Timothy 1:7–8?

5. What comfort does Isaiah 26:3–4 provide?

6. What does Jesus warn of in Matthew 10:34–37? Will it 
happen to everyone?

7. What positive result comes from grateful prayer (Phil. 
4:6–7)?

8. How would you define God’s providence? State the main 
difference between it and a miracle.
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9. What two basic elements are necessary for the Christian 
to be prepared for Satan’s attacks (1 Peter 5:8–9)?

Focus on Prayer

•	 Spend some time in prayer asking God’s Spirit to 
show you any areas in which your spiritual prepared-
ness is weak. Ask Him for the strength to make 
improvements.

•	 Pray for your group that each member will be more fear-
less in his or her walk with God in the coming month.

•	 If you are dealing with spiritual opposition from 
some member of your family, ask God for wisdom 
and strength in coping with it. If you are not in that 
situation, pray for another person who is facing such 
opposition. 

Optional Activities
1. Read The Pursuit of Holiness by Jerry Bridges. (If you 

have already read it, read Bridges’ sequel, The Practice of 
Godliness.)
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2. Watch a Christian television channel several times next 
week or visit a Christian website that has current events 
and feature-story articles. Listen for (or identify) and 
make notes on how many times someone mentions the 
reality of spiritual warfare. Was the discussion or com-
ment scriptural and balanced each time?

Assignment
1. Read Ephesians 6:10–18. Meditate each day next week 

on a different part of God’s armor. Write down your key 
insights and ways God wants you to apply them.

2. Read chapter 6 of The Power of Suffering.
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Dealing with Suffering

Session Topic 
We need to have the right attitude as we deal with suffering.

Community Builder (Choose One)
1. Name one aspect of your home or work situation that 

gives you the most struggle to maintain a good attitude. 
When and how did it last present a challenge?

2. How well do you handle surprises? What response first 
comes to mind when you’re faced with an unexpected 
change of schedule?
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Group Discovery Questions
1. In general, how well do you think the average believer 

does in applying what he or she learns from Scripture?

2. What does the “fiery ordeal” in 1 Peter 4:12 symbolize?

3. How could having joy in the midst of suffering or per-
secution lead to a pharisaical attitude? What kind of 
perspective on suffering would help prevent that?

4. Explain what Peter meant when he wrote about sharing 
in the sufferings of Christ.

5. How can dealing well with suffering be an incentive for 
us to welcome the return of Christ (1 Peter 4:13)?

6. Give at least three Old Testament illustrations of when 
God’s Spirit was shown to His people. How does the 
Spirit demonstrate His presence for us today?

7. Reread the excerpt about Thomas Cranmer’s death. What 
impresses you most about how he handled death?

8. What does the term troublesome meddler in 1 Peter 4:15 
primarily refer to? What else might it mean?

9. According to 1 Peter 4:7, 17, how are we to understand 
the times in which we live?

10. Consider the original meaning of the word entrust in 
1 Peter 4:19. What confidence does it give us in the 
trustworthiness of God, especially in suffering?



181

Focus on Prayer

•	 Pray that God will give you a proper, biblical attitude 
in everything.

•	 Take some time to praise and thank God for all 
His resources that help you deal with unexpected 
adversity.

•	 Pray that God will make you more discerning in the 
face of various trials and sufferings, not only in your 
own life but also in counseling others.

Optional Activities
1. Make a brief study of the pro-life movement. Look at 

some back issues of Christian magazines (Christianity 
Today, Moody Magazine, World) or past online articles 
that would have news reports or stories about various 
strategies used by different wings of the movement. 
Which strategy seems most biblical? Use Scripture to 
support your answers.

2. Send a note of encouragement to an individual or family 
you know who is enduring a difficult trial right now. If 
you don’t know of anyone who is currently in a difficulty, 
share with a Christian friend one thing you learned in 
this chapter.
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Assignment
1. Read Matthew 5:1–17. Reflect and meditate on all the 

ways this passage can be an encouragement in facing hos-
tility from the world. Memorize two or three of the most 
meaningful verses.

2. Read chapter 7 of The Power of Suffering.
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The Lessons from Suffering

Session Topic 
We should not only be aware of the reality of suffering but also be 
eager to embrace the lessons that come from it.

Community Builder (Choose One)
1. Recall a frustrating experience when you had to relearn, 

perhaps the hard way, a lesson you should have grasped 
from an earlier trial. What do you remember most viv-
idly about the second experience?

2. Do you think it’s more difficult for a wealthy Christian to 
face suffering? What extra obstacles might he or she face?
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Group Discovery Questions
1. What truth from chapter 1 does Horatius Bonar’s quote 

reemphasize?

2. How has the strength of your assurance of salvation 
grown?

3. How would you define the term greatly rejoice in 1 Peter 
1:6? Use your own words to clarify the idea.

4. Who and what guarantees our spiritual inheritance (Eph. 
1:11–14)?

5. What example is used in 1 Peter 1:7 to illustrate how 
valuable a proven faith is?

6. Why is patience not the most important lesson to learn 
from suffering? What is a more far-reaching principle we 
need to understand?

7. How much did James and John understand about the 
future kingdom of God (Matt. 20—23)? What truth did 
Jesus need to clarify for them?

8. Can you recall an instance in which God’s comfort was 
especially meaningful to you? Were you afterward able to 
comfort someone else in a similar fashion?

9. Can you identify with William Cowper? Why or why 
not?
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Focus on Prayer

•	Thank God that He has a purpose and plan for any 
suffering you will have to deal with.

•	 Ask the Lord for an opportunity within the next 
month to minister comfort to someone who is in, or 
has recently endured, a time of suffering.

•	 Pray that you and everyone else in your group would 
seek to have wisdom and humility as you all endure 
various trials. 

Optional Activities
1. William Cowper’s hymn “God Moves in a Mysterious 

Way” is not in many modern hymnals. Write out each 
verse on an index card, and memorize one verse each 
week for the next five weeks.

2. Read and study Proverbs 1—3. Based on these chapters, 
compose a brief definition of wisdom, record your find-
ings concerning the advantages of wisdom, and write 
down some of the main characteristics of a wise person.
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Assignment
1. Memorize Romans 8:35–39 or James 1:2–6.

2. Complete one of the Optional Activities, which you may 
not have had time to do, from earlier in this discussion 
guide.
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