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A few hours from now the two top football teams in the nation will try to cause each other significant 
suffering. Others will be suffering because no Seahawks are involved and others because the Patriots 
are. Most of us will be suffering later because we ate too much food while watching the game.  

And speaking of suffering, I found an article in which the NY Times reports that watching the 
Super Bowl can be hazardous to your health, especially if your team loses. It cites research 
from the journal Clinical Cardiology showing that people over age 65 experiencing a vicarious Super 
Bowl loss increases the risk of death from all causes on Super Bowl day.  [The good news is that if 
your team wins, the risk of death actually decreases on Super Bowl day.] So 50/50!  
 

As suffering has been our theme for the last four weeks you should be reasonably 
prepared. Our current series is called “Nobody Gets To Heaven Without A Fight.” 
Suffering is an invasive species that arrived with Death & Discord at Humanity’s Fall. 
We know, innately, it doesn’t belong in our lives and we resent and resist it. But 
suffering is an inevitable part of living in this fallen Kosmos. Nothing can stop it 
from being a part of your life short of the end of the age and Jesus’ return.  
 
However -though we brought it on ourselves- God amended it such that when it comes to us 
“suffering is seeded with redemption.” Even in it’s pain it holds the potential for restoration 
and renewal. Joseph says Gen 50:20 You intended to harm me, but God intended it all for good. 

And …James 1:2    Consider it all joy, my brethren, when you encounter various  trials,  3 knowing that  the 

testing of your  faith produces   endurance.  4 And let   endurance have its perfect  result, so that you may be   

perfect and complete, lacking in nothing.  

 
In the last two weeks we’ve looked at some examples of that hidden “redemption.” 

[SLIDE] Daniel and friends showed us Suffering breaks our illusion of control, and prepares us 

to accept help, and sets the stage for God’s surprising intervention. From Hebrews 12 we saw 

that suffering is the catalyst. It triggers a response from us. And as a Father, God 

works in his children to guide the response so we might learn discipline within our 

faith. Paul says he learned from God how to be content in all circumstances because of living through both plenty and 

hunger [Ph 4]. 

 
This week we’ll talk about what is likely the most obvious “good” God trains into us 
through the suffering we experience. Suffering properly processed should result in 
Empathy. [SLIDE]  Empathy is simply the capacity to feel another person’s feelings, 
thoughts, or attitudes vicariously.  
A little girl was late coming home for supper. Her mother had been very clear about the time she was 
to be home and so was the expected blend of concern and angry when the girl walked in the door. 
Mother asked why she was late? The girl told her mother: “I stopped to help Janie cause her 
bicycle got broken in a fall.”  “But you don’t know anything about fixing bicycles...” said the Mother.  
“I know that,” the girl said. “I just stopped to help her cry.” 

 
Jess Lair, the common sense forerunner of the self-help movement left us a pithy 
definition of empathy: Simply: Your pain in my heart.  
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In the context of God’s creation Empathy is the sanctified imagination God built into us 
that empowers us to: Rom. 12:15  Rejoice with those who rejoice, and weep with those who weep. And 
to…Gal. 6:2  Bear one another’s burdens,  Empathy is the ability to imagine the world 
through other’s eyes and see yourself in someone else’s shoes. And, I think this 

could go without saying but I’ll say it anyway: empathy is supercharged when we’ve had 
experiences of suffering similar to someone else’s. For instance: [SLIDE] 

For those who are old enough you will certainly remember our 34th president Gerald R. Ford. 
Ford stepped up from Vice President when President Nixon resigned. President Ford quickly 
gained a reputation for clumsiness. In full view of press and cameras he slipped and fell 
both coming off and getting on Airforce One. News Correspondent Bob Shieffer reports that 
“The joke was Vice President Rockefeller was just a banana peel from the presidency.” And on SNL Chevy 
Chase portrayed Ford as constantly tripping and falling.  Leading to the classic joke: Who 
would trip over the crack of dawn? Gerald R. Ford.  

 
As the story goes, sometime after his presidency, while visiting Northeastern State University 
in OK, former President Ford had breakfast with some student leaders. As one of the students 
stepped out of an elevator her heel caught on the carpet and she fell right into Ford. She 
apologized profusely but the ever-gracious Ford simply said: “Don’t worry, young lady. I 
understand perfectly.” 

 
Of course he understood. His natural empathy was supercharged by a history of 
embarrassing public falls. It is an incredibly encouraging thing when someone bigger 
than us, greater than us, empathizes with our pain or struggle.  
 
And the scripture tells us that God, the Maker of all things, so high above us we cannot 

comprehend his nature; so beyond our ability to process that we can’t even look at him because, as 

God told Moses, “…no man can see me and live;” [this God] knows us intimately and absolutely 
and empathizes with us.  
[SLIDE] Psa. 103:13 Just as a father has compassion on his children, So the LORD has compassion on those 

who  fear Him. 14 For He Himself knows our frame; He is mindful that we are but dust. [That’s Empathy!] 

As high and holy as God is He understands our weakness and so has compassion.  
[SLIDE] Psa. 56:8 You keep track of all my sorrows. You have collected all my tears in your bottle. You have 

recorded each one in your book. 

God has seen your pain. God has seen it all and he knows it.   
[SLIDE] Psa. 139:1 O LORD, you have examined my heart and know everything about me.  

2   You know when I sit down or stand up. You know my thoughts even when I’m far away.  

3   You see me when I travel and when I rest at home. You know everything I do. 

 
Empathy [along with compassion and sympathy] has to do with feeling for another person 
who is suffering. It’s participating in the suffering of the other. Your pain in my heart. 

 
You probably saw that a couple weeks ago Mary Tyler Moore died. I spent a lot of hours watching 
the Dick Van Dyke show as a kid and one the classic MTM lines: Rob would say: what’s wrong 
honey? And she would sob out: “If you don’t know I’m not going to tell you.”  



 3 

She could say that to Rob cause he didn’t have a clue.  But you and I can’t EVER talk to God 
like that. Your heartbreak or suffering is perfectly felt and understood by GOD.   
With Him you have no secrets.  God feels your pain is in his heart.  
 
But God’s relentless love for us is such that it wasn’t enough to sit up in Eternity 
knowing us and loving us and trying to lead us closer to Him from afar. No! In order to 
redeem His beloved, fallen Creation He, all of himself, all the Fullness of God 
comes down among us as one of us. The same God who told Moses, “No one can see 

me and live”- engages in a rescue mission to save the Kosmos that requires that He, 
God, truly becomes one of us.   
 
So God is born like every one of you was born. He grew just like you did: learning 
how to focus his eyes, learning how to hold his head up, to squeeze with his fingers, 
and chew solid food, his little legs learning to walk. His hands had to learn the feel of 
wood and tools, and his mind had to learn the use of thought and the feel of ideas. He 
experienced the joys of family and the pain of loss and feelings of acceptance and 
being an outcaste.  And, according to Scripture, he specifically knew the enticement of 
sin, the greasy allure of it. And he knew the effort it took to say, “no.” He was fully God 
but he was also fully human. He and the Father are one and He is one of US.  
 
The Incarnation of God seems to me to be Empathy’s biggest object lesson.   
In Hebrews 4 we see the “absolute knowing” of God the Father linked with the 
“experiential knowing” of Jesus, the Son of God. The result of which is grace that lets 
us approach God’s throne with confidence in His love.  Listen: 
 

[SLIDE] 4:13 There is nothing that can be hid from God; everything in all creation is exposed and lies 

open before his eyes. And it is to him that we must all give an account of ourselves.  14 Let us, then, hold 

firmly to the faith we profess. For we have a great High Priest who has gone into the very presence of God—

Jesus, the Son of God.  15 Our High Priest is not one who cannot feel sympathy for our weaknesses. On the 

contrary, we have a High Priest who was tempted in every way that we are, but did not sin.  16 Let us have 

confidence, then, and approach God’s throne, where there is grace. 

In first century Judaism, once a year, the High Priest entered the Temple’s Holiest place- the 
place of God’s presence- to represent the people with sacrifices. Jesus, however, is a “great 
High Priest” and also the Son of God, who didn’t just go into some room in the temple. When 
he ascended he went into the very presence of God.   

 
The Son of God with empathy for our weakness and temptations, having lived it 
himself, enters into the presence of God the Father who knows we are “but dust” and 
has “examined our hearts” and “keeps track of all our sorrows.”  MY DEARS, FOR US 
THIS IS A WIN- WIN SITUATION.  
God fully understands our weakness AND Jesus the God-Man has experienced  
our weakness, our tests and temptations, our pains and struggles. He understands.  
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That means Jesus has an incredibly super-charged sense of empathy. He’s lived it so 
He knows what you’re going through. In the gospels it’s often referred to as his 
compassion. [SLIDE] For instance: Matt. 9:36 Seeing the  people, He felt compassion for them,  

because they were  distressed and  dispirited like sheep  without a shepherd. 
After John the Baptist’s death He’s looking for some private time. Matt says: 14:14 When 

He went ashore, He saw a large crowd, and felt compassion for them and  healed their sick. A chapter later 
he calls the disciples in and says: Matt. 15:32  … “ I feel compassion for the people, because they  

have remained with Me now three days and have nothing to eat; and I do not want to send them away hungry, 

for they might faint on the way.” [SLIDE] 
Matt. 20:34 Moved with compassion, Jesus touched their eyes; and immediately they regained their sight...  

Mark 1:41 Moved with compassion, Jesus stretched out His hand and touched him, … 

 

In Luke 7 Jesus meets a funeral- a widow has lost her son. 13 When  the Lord saw her, 

He felt compassion for her, and said to her, “ Do not weep.” 14 And He came up and touched the coffin; and 

the bearers came to a halt. And He said, “Young man, I say to you, arise!” 15 The  dead man sat up and began 

to speak. And Jesus gave him back to his mother. 

 
Listen: Suffering is certain. If you are not experiencing it now then you will. And The 
Father, Son and Holy Spirit- God, Three in one, know and feel and understand the pain 
you are going through. And that is very good news. But that’s not all.  
 
The God who empathizes with you expects that you will translate that into 
empathy for others. [SLIDE]   1John 3:16 We know love by this, that He laid down His life for us; 

and  we ought to lay down our lives for the  brethren.   
Eph. 4:32  Be kind to one another, tender-hearted, forgiving each other,  just as God in Christ also has forgiven  

you.  John 15:12   “This is My commandment, that you love one another, just as I have loved you. 

God expects that as His representatives in the world, we will empathize with 
those we know are facing suffering That’s why it says: Rom. 12:15  Rejoice with those who 

rejoice, and weep with those who weep. And to…Gal. 6:2  Bear one another’s burdens… Matt. 7:12   “In 

everything, therefore,  treat people the same way you want  them to treat you,  Or this: [SLIDE]  Heb. 13:3 

Remember those who are in prison, as though you were in prison with them. Remember those who are 

suffering, as though you were suffering as they are. TEV  God calls you to empathy. 
  
And here’s a great thing: Empathy doesn’t require a degree or great wisdom.  
Empathy doesn’t require that you “fix” the situation or distract from the suffering. 
Empathy only requires that you be present, that you look inside and remember  
the hard, dark, places of your own suffering and be caring. You see the suffering 
that comes to you when it’s properly processed should soften you, gentle you and 
empower your innate gift of empathy.  
 
Cause here’s a cool thing: God has built your brain to be able to do this.  

In experiments with the brain neuroscientists found that when someone throws a ball, certain 
parts of the brain are activated. Then they found that when someone watches another person 
throw a ball those same areas of the brain “light up.” This is the function of “mirror 
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neurons.” Mirror Neurons are the reason we cringe when someone cuts themselves or 
respond to laugh tracks on sitcoms. When we watch an athlete –football player or ballet 
dancer- the same brain areas active in the athlete are triggered in our own brains.  

A Psychology Today article describing this phenomenon said [SLIDE]: “…without mirror 
neurons, it would be impossible to have empathy and thus a conscience. The mirror neurons did not 

get there because of adult training but because Mother Nature put them there.”  We are fearfully 
and wonderfully made. God has built us to be able to feel each other’s pain, to know 
His love, and because of it to love others well, to weep with those who are hurting.  
And our natural empathy is only enhanced by our own suffering. 
 
It’s kind of a no-brainer isn’t it? [SLIDE]: Whatever, trials difficulties, hardships, 
sufferings you’ve been through- whether it was financial problems, romantic loss, a health issue 

or a miss-behaving kid- those things you faced –with humility, acceptance, and discipline 
as you held to God- prepared you to enter into the lives of others experiencing the 
same hardships - NOT as a high and mighty expert with all the right answers [do this, don’t 

do that] but as a fellow sufferer ready to travel along with them.  
 
Paul told the Phillippians: 1:29 For it has been granted to you on behalf of Christ not only to believe on 

him, but also to suffer for him,  The language there sounds as if the suffering is to be taken 
as an honor given by Christ. I suspect that’s how Paul meant it. Remember Phil 3 he 
said he wanted to “know Christ … and the fellowship of sharing in His sufferings,…” 
And he wrote to the Romans saying: Rom. 15:1   Now we who are strong ought to bear the 

weaknesses of  those without strength and not just please ourselves. 

 
Bearing the weaknesses of those without strength is what Empathy is all about- 
their pain in our hearts.  And if it has been “granted on behalf of Christ” that we pass 
through suffering or trouble, you can be sure God will use your experience to empower 
your Empathy to bring comfort to those facing similar trouble.  
 
God and Christ empathize utterly and absolutely with you. And the Holy Spirit of God 
calls you and has built you and empowered you to engage your empathy with the 
suffering and troubled ones around you.   

I will close with a quote from 2nd Corinthians- in which Paul talks a lot about his 
sufferings. His opening is todays closing: [SLIDE]:  1:3 Praise be to the God and Father of our 

Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of compassion and the God of all comfort, 4 who comforts us in all our troubles, 

so that we can comfort those in any trouble with the comfort we ourselves have received from God. 
May our suffering empower our empathy to the service and glory and praise of God. 
Amen 


