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      “God’s Purposes in Our Pain is a striking and unique book. Berding and Krell explore the ‘so that’ passages in 2 Corinthians that reveal many of God’s actual purposes in our suffering. This is a fruitful and enlightening study, and I am happy to recommend it.”

      Randy Alcorn, Founder and Director, Eternal Perspective Ministries; author, Heaven and If God Is Good

      “As someone who has walked through years of chronic pain and disability, I found God’s Purposes in Our Pain to be both refreshingly honest and hopeful. This book doesn’t minimize suffering but instead looks to Paul’s most personal epistle (2 Corinthians) to show how the sovereign God of the universe is working in infinitely more ways in and through our suffering than we can see in any moment. Berding and Krell remind us that suffering is never wasted and that God will use it to deepen our trust in him, display his glory, and help us comfort others in their pain. Whether you’re suffering now or will one day (and all of us will), may your heart be encouraged as you read these gospel-soaked words.”

      Dave Furman, Chancellor, Gulf Theological Seminary; author, Being There and Embracing God in Your Suffering

      “God’s Purposes in our Pain points suffering believers to the glorious truths and promises of the gospel as revealed in God’s good word. I commend this resource to you as you walk the path of suffering with great hope in our crucified, risen, reigning, and one-day-returning Savior.”

      Jon Nielson, Founding Pastor, Christ Presbyterian Church, Wheaton, Illinois

      “Why is God letting me suffer? This insightful book offers biblical, compassionate answers straight from Scripture to that age-old question. Though suffering remains a mystery beyond our full comprehension, God is always at work in and through our pain. If you’re wrestling with why pain has landed unbidden on your doorstep, this book is a must-read. The principles laid out here have shaped my life, and I pray they’ll encourage you as you seek to understand God’s purposes in your own pain.”

      Vaneetha Rendall Risner, author, Watching for the Morning

      “What a necessary and hope-inducing corrective: A biblical response to suffering does not merely seek the causes (e.g., the fallen creation, sinful creatures) but actively seeks the purposes—more trust, less pride, ministry to others, and displaying Jesus, to name a few. Berding and Krell shepherd us to look through the lenses of Scripture to see God and his good intentions working in and through our suffering and pain. I cannot recommend this book enough! And I say this not from an ivory tower of biblical theories but as my wife prepares for death in hospice care after four grueling years of ALS. She cannot move, speak, or even embrace our three children. The loss and lament are overwhelming. Yet as Berding and Krell show from Scripture, ‘Suffering always has a purpose.’ God’s goodness covers our grief like a blanket on a cold night, and in ways not yet fully known, God is forming us through my wife’s disease to trust him, rest in his provision, embrace our weakness, suffer with others, and yearn for the glories of the new creation.”

      Edward W. Klink III, Senior Pastor, Hope Evangelical Free Church, Roscoe, IL; author, The Local Church; John (Zondervan Exegetical Commentary on the New Testament); and The Beginning and End of All Things

      “Kenneth Berding and Keith Krell treat the age-old problem of suffering with both freshness and faithfulness. They examine Paul’s teachings on suffering in 2 Corinthians and demonstrate how God has many ways of using suffering for our good. God’s Purposes in Our Pain is thoughtfully organized, crisply written, biblically careful, and pastorally helpful.”

      Christopher W. Morgan, Dean and Professor of Theology, School of Christian Ministries, California Baptist University; Lead Pastor, Immanuel Baptist Church, Highland, California

      “God’s Purposes in Our Pain is a rare and deeply needed book—biblically grounded, pastorally sensitive, and unmistakably Spirit-filled. In a world aching with unanswered questions and silent suffering, Kenneth Berding and Keith Krell offer not trite solutions but ten powerful, Scripture-soaked truths drawn from Paul’s most personal letter. With wisdom born of personal trials and seasoned ministry, they guide readers gently but firmly toward hope—not by minimizing pain but by magnifying God’s purposes in it. This is not just a book to read; it’s a companion to walk with through the valleys. I commend it with gratitude and prayer that it will comfort many and strengthen more.”

      Mike Ansari, Founder and President, Heart4Iran

      “In God’s Purposes in Our Pain, Berding and Krell grapple with a most necessary question: Why does God allow Christians to experience pain and suffering? With exegetical fidelity and pastoral sensitivity, the authors take us on an important journey to better understand one of life’s perplexing mysteries. May we learn and find healing through these ten lessons on Paul’s theology of weakness and suffering—and participation and ultimate redemption in Christ, to the glory of God.”

      Matthew D. Kim, George W. Truett Endowed Chair in Preaching and Evangelism, Truett Seminary, Baylor University; author, Preaching to People in Pain

      “Pain! It’s something we all experience while living on a cursed planet among sinful people. Pain is everywhere! And it hurts—all the time. You’d think we would develop a plan to handle it. Well, this book is a field manual for profiting from pain. Listen carefully. ‘Even if the process feels painful in the moment, in the end we will come to know it as a lavish and extravagant mercy from a loving and merciful God.’ So concludes one section. This book is a map filled with scriptural navigation tips for traveling down a very rough road. Travel well, reader.”

      Stu and Linda Weber, authors; speakers

      “Most people ask ‘Why?’ during or after some experience of pain. What they often mean is ‘Who or what caused my pain?’ And God often emerges as primarily responsible. After all, God is God. God’s Purposes in Our Pain explores the same question but from a different angle. When Berding and Krell ask ‘Why?’ they mean ‘What is the purpose of suffering?’ It is the right question, of course, and for one simple reason: It points us forward, showing us how to live for God in our pain, rather than backward, blaming God for our pain. In short, it draws us into the story of redemption. Berding and Krell do a magnificent job of mining 2 Corinthians to provide a road map for finding purpose in the pain that God allows. The book is informative, to be sure—the authors are both scholars—but the book is also accessible, encouraging, and empowering, which reflects their pastoral callings too. Finally, the book is profoundly human. Berding and Krell tell stories of real people, including stories about themselves. This book informed me, filled me with hope, and inspired me to seek after God.”

      Gerald L. Sittser, Professor of Theology Emeritus, Whitworth University; author, A Grace Disguised and Water from a Deep Well

      “This book radiates profound authenticity, in part because of the genuine faith and enduring hope with which both authors and their families have walked through seasons of deep pain. Now we are blessed with a careful and practical exposition of one of my favorite New Testament books. The truths of 2 Corinthians sustained me through some of my darkest days in ministry. I am confident they will draw you closer to the Savior and strengthen your trust as you read this excellent exposition.”

      Daniel Henderson, President, Strategic Renewal; Global Director, the 6:4 Fellowship

      “Written by pastor-scholars, this book will be a satisfying meal for hungry souls—those who ask, ‘Why am I suffering? What good can come from my suffering? How can I not lose my hope and joy when the world caves in?’ Berding and Krell answer those cries of the soul with solid biblical teaching from 2 Corinthians, and when we have some answers to the question of ‘why,’ we can bear almost any ‘how.’ Eat and be nourished.”

      Jeffrey Arthurs, Chair, Pastoral Ministries Department, Dallas Theological Seminary

      “In the school of life, adversity is not an elective but a required course. How we respond to suffering will either make us bitter or better. God’s Purposes in Our Pain provides a practical and biblically based approach to cultivating an eternal perspective, choosing gratitude, growing through repentance, learning the power of humility, and receiving the grace of other-centered support.”

      Kenneth Boa, Founder, Reflections Ministries; author, Shaped by Suffering
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      Trudi, I dedicate this book to you. You have traveled the world with me and lovingly shared my losses, pains, and disappointments. Through it all, you have remained constant in your commitment and generous with your joy. I'm so thankful for you!

      Ken

      Lori, thank you for being my best friend and companion. You have walked with me through times of great suffering, excelling as a wife, mother, ministry partner, and woman of God. Your love, loyalty, and unwavering faith, especially in hardship, inspire me daily. I am deeply grateful for you.

      Keith
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      Introduction

      What Does Why Mean?

      This book isn’t a philosophical treatment on suffering. And it won’t answer every question you have about the topic. But it will give you a clear biblical answer to the problem of why Christians suffer. And we think a book like this is really needed.

      Why does God allow his children to suffer?

      Ken stumbled across a wonderful discovery while writing a book on Paul’s thorn in the flesh a few years ago. He noticed that in Paul’s second letter to the Corinthians, the apostle Paul repeatedly combines discussions about suffering with God’s purposes for suffering. Most often, Paul uses a particular Greek word to highlight God’s purposes, a word that Bible translators normally translate as “so that” or “in order that”—that is, Paul repeatedly and insistently announces in 2 Corinthians that God allows suffering “so that.” In this deep and emotional letter, where he writes about suffering more than any of his other letters, Paul frequently explains that God permits a particular suffering “so that.”

      But as far as we know, nobody has gathered these purpose statements together to address why God allows us, his precious children, to undergo suffering of various kinds.

      In this book, we look deeply at ten of the clearest instances where Paul grammatically marks God’s purposes for suffering. This approach seeks to provide possible answers to the question of why Christians suffer by carefully grounding it in Scripture, specifically in God’s revelation in 2 Corinthians.

      So what does why mean?

      Ken speaks a foreign language that makes it a lot easier to answer this question. That language uses two question words in place of our one English word why. Each of the two words, though, is nuanced differently from the other. One looks backward: “From what cause?” The other looks forward: “To what end?”

      English can make this discussion confusing by combining both ideas into a single word. As a result, many of us unknowingly struggle even to know exactly what question we’re asking when we ask why God allows suffering.

      This book focuses on the second kind of why: “To what end?” What are God’s future-looking purposes in permitting his people to suffer? We’ve decided to focus on this kind of why because that’s what the Bible focuses on.

      In fact, when it comes to suffering—Christian and non-Christian—the Bible rarely explains the originating cause of a particular suffering. Except for laying out explanations for suffering in general (e.g., Adam and Eve broke the world when they sinned) or the frequent examples of suffering as a consequence of sin (e.g., Israel’s rebellion against God as recorded in the Prophets), the Bible rarely looks backward to explain the whys of suffering, particularly the suffering that Christians, his spiritual children, face. But the Bible does commonly highlight forward-looking reasons why God allows suffering. No book of the Bible does this more clearly than 2 Corinthians.

      Following Paul’s lead in 2 Corinthians, we do not focus on the sources of a particular suffering, which involve such factors as God’s sovereign permission, a real and evil devil, a world twisted by sin, and sinful choices that carry consequences. There are some good books that deal with these topics.1 Rather, we focus on what the ancients called the telos of suffering, its end or goal—that is, God’s forward-looking purposes for allowing suffering, in your life or someone’s close to you.

      Second Corinthians is sort of the book of Job of the New Testament. But unlike Job, 2 Corinthians offers actual answers to the question of why God permits his children to suffer. Although this deep and emotional letter of Paul includes purposes that God commonly intends in allowing Christians to suffer, these reasons are not comprehensive. Not even close. But if God’s holy word lays out some of God’s forward-looking purposes in suffering, then why do we start almost every explanation with, “I don’t know why God is allowing this,” and then act as if there is no more to be said? Perhaps a better response is “I don’t know whether these are the specific purposes God has for your suffering, but here is a list of common purposes God intends when he allows his people to suffer.” Time spent with such biblically stated purposes will help grow our confidence that God has good purposes for our personal suffering as well since his purposes are likely to include some or perhaps all the items on this list.

      Again, we will not dwell on suffering in general. This is a book written for Christians by Christians. Its message is anchored in a biblical book that was originally written by a Christian apostle for struggling Christians.

      Second Corinthians is the most autobiographical of all Paul’s letters. We learn more about Paul personally from this letter than from any of his other letters. This means that an extra bonus from reading 2 Corinthians is getting to know better the heart of the apostle to the Gentiles since Paul regularly uses his own sufferings to flesh out what he wants his readers to learn about suffering.

      Ten Reasons Out of a Thousand

      So why does God allow his children to suffer? What are God’s forward-looking purposes in allowing his children to struggle, grieve, and experience pain of various kinds?

      Christians usually search for one positive outcome connected to one particular instance of suffering to account for why God allowed it. Even after a period of suffering, it is not uncommon to hear Christians latch onto a single reason as an explanation, such as, “My child came back to the Lord” or “I was protected from making a big mistake.”

      But looking for a single explanation for a particular instance of suffering is misguided because God’s purposes are manifold and multifaceted. God is so great and his purposes so vast that for us to reduce the experience of a heart-wrenching event to a single explanation—even two or three—risks dishonoring God’s greatness.

      God has a thousand reasons for allowing us to suffer! We often use the number one thousand to describe this, even though we know that there could be many more reasons, because it is not only a large number but also a number we can sort of wrap our minds around.

      Just think about the extent of all God’s possible purposes:

      
        	for you in the present

        	for you in the future

        	for the people around you—your family, your friends, your unbelieving neighbors

        	for your church

        	for your unborn children or grandchildren

        	for something that God wants to shift in world history

        	for the battle that is being waged in the heavenly realm between angels and demons that you cannot see

        	for something related to God’s preparations for the new heavens and new earth

        	for God’s glory in myriad ways that you cannot see

      

      All these—and so many more!—are possible, even likely, purposes for any suffering you or someone close to you might face. God may show you only one—or maybe two or three—if he decides to show you any at all. And if he does, in most cases, it will come after the fact rather than while you are suffering.

      It would be hard to exaggerate how helpful it has been to us to remember that God has a thousand purposes for permitting suffering. This keeps us from grasping for simplistic explanations that don’t honor the vastness of our glorious Lord.

      But it’s one thing to say that we don’t know God’s purposes comprehensively; it’s quite another to say that we don’t know anything about the kinds of things that God does through our suffering. On the contrary, there are general purposes for which God allows his children to suffer. God has revealed some of these to us in his word and, most particularly, in Paul’s second letter to the Corinthians. We don’t have to know that a given purpose is directly tied to a given experience of suffering to receive spiritual help from these general purposes. These are the types of things that God commonly purposes when he allows his children to suffer.

      In this book, we draw out ten explicitly stated reasons why God allows his people, his precious children, to suffer—all drawn from 2 Corinthians. Because of the kinds of purposes stated in this letter and the pattern that emerges in their sequence, we believe that these should be viewed as common purposes for why God might allow his children to suffer.2 If we can lean into these purposes—knowing that God is probably purposing some of these as he permits our current sufferings—we will gain strength and confidence to trust God even during our darkest days.

      As we start our journey into this important and profound topic, let us pray for you:

      Gracious heavenly Father, we pray for your precious children who are reading right now. We know that they are probably facing personal suffering—or are close to someone who is—or else they wouldn’t have picked up this book. We hurt with the thought that our brothers and sisters in Christ are suffering. We grieve with them and long for your abundant grace to be obvious to them as they experience such pain or loss. We believe that the words that follow could profoundly help them, so we ask you, in the name of Jesus, to do a deep work of grace as they read. Reform their hearts, renew their perspectives, refresh their souls, and reinvigorate their faith. In the name of Jesus we pray, Amen.

    

    
      
        1  See D. A. Carson, How Long, O Lord? Reflections on Suffering and Evil (Baker, 1990); John Piper and Justin Taylor, eds., Suffering and the Sovereignty of God (Crossway, 2006); Randy Alcorn, If God Is Good: Faith in the Midst of Suffering and Evil (Multnomah, 2014); Timothy Keller, Walking with God Through Pain and Suffering (Penguin, 2015); Kenneth Boa and Jenny M. Abel, Shaped by Suffering: How Temporary Hardships Prepare Us for Our Eternal Home (InterVarsity Press, 2020); Tim Challies, Seasons of Sorrow: The Pain of Loss and the Comfort of God (Zondervan Reflective, 2022).

      

      
        2  James O’Brien offers some reasons why we should not limit these purposes to Paul and his apostolic band. See comments in “Lessons on Suffering from 2 Corinthians,” Melanesian Journal of Theology 13, no. 2 (1997): 74–75. Matt O’Reilly (largely) agrees, using social identity theory to argue that Paul’s description of his suffering helps him to be viewed as “one of us”—that is, one of the group—while still permitting Paul some aspects of uniqueness in his sufferings as the Corinthians’ spiritual leader. “Paul, Apostle of Pain: ‘One of Us-Ness’ and the Question of Suffering in 2 Corinthians,” Journal of Early Christian History 12, no. 1 (2022): 81–91. See also Sean F. Winter, “Suffering, Salvation, and Solidarity in 2 Corinthians 1:3–11,” in Suffering in Paul: Perspectives and Implications, ed. Siu Fung Wu (Pickwick, 2019), 74–75. Dwight Poggemiller agrees: “Even though God seems hidden at times in respect to the reasons for specific times of trial and suffering which come into our lives, His general purpose for these trials can clearly be seen. Paul clearly reveals several of these guiding purposes for suffering in the life of the believer in 2 Corinthians.” Dwight Poggemiller, “God’s Purpose for Suffering in the Lives of His Saints: Theology in Light of Paul’s Teaching in 2 Corinthians,” paper presented at the annual Evangelical Theological Society meeting, Lanham, MD, April 3, 1992, 20–21.
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