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Greater than our suffering * Psalm 22 
April 2, 2017 * Langford Community Church * Graham Gladstone 
 
I saw a tweet this week that made me chuckle – “‘the Game of Life’ did not adequately prepare me for 
adulthood.  I want a refund.” 
 
Did you ever play that game?  ‘You can be a winner at the game of Life.’ 
 
You travel around the board in a little car, get married, have children, get paid $200, 000 for curing the 
common cold, get paid $50,000 for inventing a new ice cream flavour.  That sort of thing.   
 
It’s been a long time since I played it so I looked online to see if there were any ‘hard times’ included in 
the Game of Life – I suspect that’s what that tweet was about – but I couldn’t find any.  There was no 
‘chemotherapy’ card; only ‘open health food store – make a hundred thousand dollars.’   
 
I know that many of you are going through hard times.  I know from our prayer times together and our 
private conversations that you are going through hard seasons and you are longing to make sense of it 
all, in light of our God who is good and perfect and loving.   
 
And that’s why it is a real privilege for me to be able to open God’s Word with you this morning and see 
ourselves in its pages.  Psalm 22 aches with the pain of real life and yet it is deeply rooted in real hope.  
It shows us how to approach God when the world around us is crumbling and it assures us that even in 
the darkness, there is hope.   
 
Psalm 22 shows us a very straightforward truth –  
 
Our sufferings may be great, but our God is greater. 
Our sufferings may be great, but our God is greater. 
 
In Psalm 22, God invites us to acknowledge how great our sufferings are – they are not weightless 
trivialities that we need to just put on a smile and get over – God understands that our sufferings cause 
real pain, they cause real heart ache, and He invites us to bring that pain honestly – with brutal honesty 
– to Him – because as great as they are – He is greater, and He is at work, sustaining and restoring.   
 
Now David would be the first one to acknowledge that that doesn’t come naturally and we see him in 
Psalm 22 wrestling to come to grips with this fact that God IS greater than his suffering.  The psalm 
breaks into three parts – and we’ll see that sometimes he gives greater emphasis to his suffering and 
sometimes he gives greater emphasis to God, but in the end, he realizes that though his sufferings are 
great, his God is greater. 
 
Let’s look at the psalm together.  Part 1 – verses 1-11. 
 
My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?  
Why are you so far from saving me, so far from the words of my groaning? 
 2 O my God, I cry out by day, but you do not answer, by night, and am not silent. (or, I find no rest).   
 
 3 Yet you are enthroned as the Holy One; you are the praise of Israel.  (If I may, the one who has always 
answered the groanings of Israel). 
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 4 In you our fathers put their trust;  
they trusted and you delivered them. 
 5 They cried to you and were saved;  
in you they trusted and were not disappointed. 
 
 6 But I [I get no such answers] I am a worm and not a man, scorned by men and despised by the people. 
 7 All who see me mock me; they hurl insults, shaking their heads: 
 
 8 "He trusts in the LORD; let the LORD rescue him.  
Let him deliver him, since he delights in him."   
[They’re laughing at me because I trust YOU and YOU are doing nothing!] 
 
 9 Yet you brought me out of the womb; you made me trust in you even at my mother's breast. 
 10 From birth I was cast upon you; from my mother's womb you have been my God.  
  [How could I turn my back on You, when You have carried me since birth]. 
 
 11 Do not be far from me, for trouble is near and there is no one to help. 
 (Psa 22:1-11 NIV).  
 
David’s sufferings are great, aren’t they?  And yet you can see in his words a struggle to understand 
them in light of God.  David’s thoughts are like a pendulum swinging back and forth –  
 
God – my sufferings are great!  Why have you forsaken me? 
But God – you are greater! – You have always answered my people’s prayers! 
But God, my sufferings are great!  People despise me, scorn me, step on me as if I was a worm and don’t 
give it a second thought! 
But God – you are greater!  You have cared for me since my birth – you have carried me with tenderness 
and loyalty!   
 
I expect that many of you can identify with David here – in the darkest of times, it’s quite natural for 
believers to feel this inner tension – this back and forth – between what we know to be true of God and 
what our present experiences are telling us.  And the fact that it is in the Bible really legitimizes it for us.  
Really, it reminds me of a verse from ‘On Christ the solid rock I stand’ – When darkness hides His lovely 
face, I rest on His unchanging grace. 
 
And that’s certainly where David lands, isn’t it?  Verse 11  
Do not be far from me, for trouble is near and there is no one to help.   
Read between the lines – and you get this – God, you alone are able to help me. 
David lands on this conviction that although his sufferings are great, His God is greater, and His God can 
be counted on to act. 
 
Now in part 2 of the psalm, David does less of a pendulum thing and he just kind of dumps the greatness 
of his sufferings at the top of the section.  Look at verse 12 and we’ll go to 21. 
 
12 Many bulls surround me; strong bulls of Bashan encircle me. 
13 Roaring lions - tearing their prey - open their mouths wide against me. 
14 I am poured out like water, and all my bones are out of joint.  
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My heart has turned to wax; it has melted away within me. 
15 My strength is dried up like a potsherd,  
and my tongue sticks to the roof of my mouth; you lay me in the dust of death. 
 
 16 Dogs have surrounded me;  
a band of evil men has encircled me,  
they have pierced my hands and my feet. 
 
 17 I can count all my bones; people stare and gloat over me. 
 18 They divide my garments among them and cast lots for my clothing. 
 
 19 But you, O LORD, be not far off; O my Strength, come quickly to help me. 
 20 Deliver my life from the sword, my precious life from the power of the dogs. 
 21 Rescue me from the mouth of the lions; save me from the horns of the wild oxen. (Psa 22:12-21 
NIV). 
 
David’s sufferings are great, aren’t they?  At least up until verse 19, there’s no pendulum back and forth 
between God and pain – if anything, the pendulum is between external threats and internal turmoil. 
 
Look at the movement in these verses – I’m under attack, not just by evil men, but bulls!  Lions! 
And as a consequence, I feel awful – my strength is wasting away.  My heart has turned to wax and 
melted away within me. 
And yet the attacks continues – Dogs surround me, evil-doers attack me. 
And the inner turmoil continues – I’ve wasted away – I can count all my bones.   
 
Great sufferings.  Absolutely.  But notice verse 19 is where the pendulum ultimately swings. 
These sufferings are great but there is one who is greater.  It’s God. 
 
19 But you, O LORD, be not far off; O my Strength, come quickly to help me. 
 20 Deliver my life from the sword, my precious life from the power of the dogs. 
 21 Rescue me from the mouth of the lions; save me from the horns of the wild oxen. 
 
He’s said ‘bulls, lions, dogs’ are against me; now he prays ‘you alone can save me from the dogs, lions, 
bulls’ God.  
 
He recognizes that as great as these sufferings are, there is someone greater who can deal with them 
and that’s why we get this threefold prayer – Deliver me, rescue me, save me. 
 
Incidentally, does that sound like someone who has been abandoned by God?   
David may feel subjectively as though he is all alone, but he sure prays from the conviction that God is 
for him. 
 
Now between verses 21 and 22, there’s a huge shift and scholars are divided over what has happened to 
cause the shift.  Some will say parts one and two happened and then David was delivered and then he 
wrote part three; others think that the trouble of parts one and two is ongoing and David has had some 
revelation, some assurance of God’s faithfulness to Him, because from here on out, the great sufferings 
are gone.  We only hear of the greatness of God.  In fact, David calls his brothers and sisters to praise 
God for His faithfulness!   
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For my part, I suspect that the great sufferings are ongoing, but that David has stopped the pendulum 
on what he knows to be objectively true.  God is greater.  Right, in part one, we saw him grasping at 
what he knew to be true – God had always been faithful to his ancestors, God had always been faithful 
to him – here David stops the pendulum to fix on what he knows to be true.  God is greater. 
 
Verse 22 –  
 
22 I will declare your name to my brothers;  
in the congregation I will praise you. 
 23 You who fear the LORD, praise him!  
All you descendants of Jacob, honor him!  
Revere him, all you descendants of Israel!  (I suspect that that threefold call to praise is a reflection of 
the threefold call for help?  God will deliver/rescue/save so let’s praise/honour/revere Him). 
 
 24 For he has not despised or disdained the suffering of the afflicted one;  
he has not hidden his face from him but has listened to his cry for help. 
 
 25 From you comes the theme of my praise in the great assembly; 
 before those who fear you will I fulfill my vows. 
 
 26 The poor will eat and be satisfied; 
 they who seek the LORD will praise him-- may your hearts live forever! 
 27 All the ends of the earth will remember and turn to the LORD,  
and all the families of the nations will bow down before him, 
 28 for dominion belongs to the LORD and he rules over the nations. 
 
 29 All the rich of the earth will feast and worship; 
 all who go down to the dust will kneel before him-- those who cannot keep themselves alive. 
 
 30 Posterity will serve him; future generations will be told about the Lord. 
 31 They will proclaim his righteousness to a people yet unborn-- for he has done it (Ps 22:22-31 NIV). 
 
It’s as if the things of this world have grown strangely dim – isn’t it? – and David is focused on the 
greatness of God.  And he really highlights two things, doesn’t he? 
 
First verse 24 – Despite great sufferings, God listens to cries for help. 
 
24 For he has not despised or disdained the suffering of the afflicted one;  
he has not hidden his face from him but has listened to his cry for help. 
 
David may feel as though he is all alone, abandoned by God – the door’s slammed shut and bolted and 
double bolted as CS Lewis once wrote – but the truth is, God has not hidden his face.  God has not 
slammed the door shut.  He is listening.  And He is working to answer that cry for help.   
 
That’s the first piece that David highlights and the second is this – Despite great sufferings, God has 
good things ahead. 
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The picture that David paints is of life in God’s good and perfect Kingdom – the poor eating and being 
satisfied; those who cannot keep themselves alive, living forever.  God is working for good and though 
as sufferings are great, they will not last as long as God will.  His ultimate plan is to pour out blessings on 
His people forever!   
 
And in the meantime, He is listening to our prayers and working for good, even in our greatest suffering. 
 
Our sufferings may indeed be great, but our God is greater.   
 
Now up to this point we’ve talked about this as David’s psalm and we’ve seen ourselves in it, but we 
really need to go one step further, don’t we?  This is someone else’s psalm.  Jesus lived the words of this 
psalm.   
 
Just listen to the Gospels -  
35 When they had crucified him, they divided up his clothes by casting lots.  This happened that the 
scripture might be fulfilled which said, "They divided my garments among them and cast lots for my 
clothing." So this is what the soldiers did. 
Those who passed by hurled insults at Him; the chief priests mocked Him:  
43 He trusts in God. Let God rescue him now if he wants him, for he said, 'I am the Son of God.' " 
 44 In the same way the robbers who were crucified with him also heaped insults on him. 
Later, knowing that all was now completed, and so that the Scripture would be fulfilled, Jesus said, "I am 
thirsty." (Joh 19:28 NIV). 
 45 From the sixth hour until the ninth hour darkness came over all the land. 
 46 About the ninth hour Jesus cried out in a loud voice, "Eloi, Eloi, lama sabachthani?"--which means, 
"My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?" 
 
Psalm 22 has been called the fifth Gospel account of the Crucifixion and for good reason –  
it so vividly portrays Jesus’ death on the Cross that 
1. it can’t help but refer to that and  
2. it means that Jesus’ death was not an accident.  Jesus’ death happened according to a plan.   
 
What’s more, Jesus’ death on the Cross actually illustrates the psalm’s big idea – our sufferings may be 
great, but our God is greater. 
 
Right?  There has never been suffering greater than the death of the Son of God on the Cross at the 
hands of sinful men.  Utter destruction.  Utter abandonment.  Undeserved abandonment.  The weight of 
the sin of the world weighing heavy upon Him as He lay down His life.   
 
Great suffering.  But God is greater. 
 
Jesus’ suffering was not the end of the story.  It looked as if God had abandoned Him, but the empty 
tomb on Sunday said otherwise.  Jesus rose again, the first of all who go down to dust who will rise 
again.  Jesus’ suffering made possible the blessings of the Kingdom of God that David describes at the 
end of the psalm – eternal life and peace and justice.  God is greater than our suffering.   
 
Let me draw out of that two implications: 
 
First, since Jesus went through this ordeal, we will never be abandoned by God.  Do you see?   
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Why was Jesus on that Cross?  Why was Jesus abandoned by God?   
Because that’s what our sin deserved.   
We had abandoned God – the giver of life and all good things – and  
so we deserved in turn to be abandoned,  
but God, in His never ending grace decided to pay the price for our rebellion Himself.  He rejected His 
Son so we could be accepted. 
So while we were still sinners, God’s enemies, Christ died for us.  
 Jesus was abandoned so that we will never be forsaken.  
 I mean he says that directly in Hebrews 13:5 – I will never fail you or forsake you.   
Though you may face moments where you feel alone, if you have trusted Jesus’ death on the Cross, then 
you will never be abandoned by God.   
 
Second, since Jesus has gone through this ordeal, He hears our prayer from experience, with a special 
empathy and compassion when we pray out of suffering – one Psalm commentator writes “Because 
God, in Jesus, has engaged in that desolation, he can offer comfort to those of us who walk now where 
the psalmist walked” (Craigie & Tate, 203).   
 
This means is that we can pray with the same honesty and rawness that this psalm does.  We can take 
our confusion and our pain and our hurt to God, in whatever words we can muster, and He understands.  
He’s been there.  He knows how we pray when we are at the end of our rope and He hears those 
prayers and He is answering them according to what He knows to be good.  Take your prayers and your 
pain to God, He knows what it’s like.   
 
Our sufferings may indeed be great, but we can take them to the Lord with honesty and confidence, 
because we know that He is greater. 
 
In preparing for this morning, I pulled a book off my shelf by Todd Billings.   
 
Todd Billings is a theology professor at a seminary in Michigan. 
Todd Billings is about my age, has two kids about my kids’ age. 
Todd Billings has multiple myloma, an incurable cancer.   
 
When I started reading, it blew me away.  He opens his book with essentially the same idea as this 
psalm.  I’ll quote him at length to conclude: 
 
“Get well soon!  Jesus loves you!  God is bigger than cancer!”  My tears started to flow as I read these 
words.  They were from a fifteen-year-old girl with Down Syndrome in my congregation.  Less than a 
week earlier, the doctor spoke the diagnosis to me … an incurable cancer, a fatal disease.  I had been in 
a fog ever since.  How was I to face each day when my future … had suddenly narrowed?  My ‘world’ 
seemed to be caving in on itself with fog in each direction I turned, so that no light could shine in.   
 
While I had received many cards… this one was different.  “God is bigger than cancer.’  Yes.  She did not 
say ‘God will cure you of this cancer’ or ‘God will suffer with you.’  God is bigger than cancer.  The fog is 
thick, but God is bigger.  The girl in my church wasn’t denying the fog or the loss but testifying to a God 
who was greater, the God made known in Jesus Christ, who shows us that ‘the light shines in the 
darkness and the darkness did not overcome it. 
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My cancer story is complicated and mysterious but not nearly as compelling as the mystery of God’s love 
made known through Jesus Christ…  Like the note from the fifteen-year-old girl in my church, it breaks 
through the fog of ‘terminal’ and ‘incurable’ by pointing us to the bedrock of what matters: that I 
belong, in life and in death, to Jesus Christ.  *From Todd Billings “Rejoicing in Lament” 
 
I know that many of you are suffering great pain – take that confidently to the Lord because He is 
listening and He is working for good.  In Jesus, whose death and resurrection give us life, we see that 
God is greater than our suffering.   
 
  


