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Learning From Despair 
 
 

Today I want to talk about suffering.  And over the next couple weeks I want to try to 
make some sense out of a couple specific kinds of suffering.  Specifically today, I want to 
talk about despair.   
 
I could never stand up here and pretend to explain to you the exact cause for all of the 
suffering and evil of the world.  Like this recent TsunamiÉI Õm not even going to try to 
give you the Gods-eye-view of that one.   
 
I remember taking my senior seminar in college on ÒThe Problem of EvilÓ and sitting 
around this small table with a bunch of philosophy majors trying to figure out how there 
can be anything like a good and loving creator in a world full of so much pain and evil.   
That was a waste of time.  I donÕt think the Lord was too impressed by our critiquing and 
judging his rulership of the universe.   
 
Anyway, so I could never explain to you exactly why such-n-such happened, or why 
great aunt Betty died at the prime of life, etc. And IÕm not going to try to.   
 
This isnÕt really what IÕm going to be talking about, but just so you know, I personally do 
not believe that all suffering and pain are GodÕs specific will in every specific situation.  
Some people maintain very strongly that, because God is able to prevent pain, suffering, 
evil, etc. his failure to do so demands that such things are His perfect will.  I donÕt believe 
that to be a necessary conclusion, though I know that some hyper-Calvinists would love 
to debate me on that point.  In my opinion, this kind of rigid determinism makes nonsense 
out of any concept of warfare or intercessory prayer.   
 
I believe that there certainly is an extent to which God uses human suffering as, as CS 
Lewis puts it Òa megaphone to rouse a deaf worldÓ.   But, I also know there to be is 
suffering and pain that is simply the result of GodÕs decision to allow this world to be 
inhabited and governed by free moral agentsÉbot h human and demonic.  And so, in a 
sense, God is always the primary cause of all things, being the creator of all.  But, much 
can happen within the sphere of His creation that runs counter to his desires and, as 
Genesis 6 points out so tragically, can even cause God grief and remorse.   
 
I find that very difficult to square with rigid determinism.  
 
But thatÕs actually not really my point this morning.   My point is really to try to make 
some sense of our some of our daily trials, struggles, and pains by looking at GodÕs 
ultimate purpose for us as outlined in the Scriptures.   



 
And the reason that I want to look at this today is not so that we can understand 
theologically why a good God would allow bad things.  I donÕt know how helpful such a 
theological understanding is when youÕre actually in pain. 
 
How many of you have noticed that, when youÕre grieving over the loss of a loved one, it 
doesnÕt usually help to have some well-meaning friend  come over to you and whisper 
some great, well-though-out theological explanation.  
 
The reason I want to look at it is simply so that, with some of our sufferings, we will not 
misinterpret or waste our sorrows.  If we know some of what God is trying to accomplish 
through our trials, then perhaps we can partner with Him in bringing about His desired 
end.   
 
To begin understanding this, we need to first understand what the Holy Spirit is always 
trying to do in our lives.  And I think without taking the time to prove this from the 
Scriptures, its safe to say that the Holy Spirit is trying to Òconform us to the image of 
ChristÓ Romans 8:29.  ThatÕs the goal.  Now I have said nothing of the means, but thatÕs 
the goal.   
 
So the Father is after a people being conformed to the image of Christ.  And if youÕve 
been with us at all this year, youÕve heard me say that has very little to do with the 
imitating of ChristÕs life, and almost everything to do with the impartation of ChristÕs 
life.   
 
But, this being GodÕs goal, the very first thing that the Holy Spirit must do is convince us 
of the Òother-nessÓ of Jesus Christ.  What do I mean by that?  I mean that we absolutely 
need to see that Christ is, by nature, something entirely different and contrary to what we 
are by nature.   
 
This may seem very obvious to someone at first glance, but the way I lived my life for 
many years proved to me that I didnÕt really believe this.  You see, until we truly come 
fact to face with the reality that the Father is looking for something from us that we could 
never produce, then we will always try to produce it, or imitate it, in the flesh.   
 
But Christ is something entirely different than man.  His nature, His life, His character, is 
not ÒimitatableÓ.   It cannot be copied by man. It can only be formed in man.   It cannot 
be reproduced.  It is a one-and-only of its Kind.   
 
The will of man is, at its best, still another will, and not ChristÕs.  And left to its own 
devices, it is contrary to Christ.  The mind of man is, at its best, still another mind, and 
not ChristÕs.  And generally it is contrary to the ways of God.  The righteousness of man 
is, at its best, a counterfeit righteousness that Isaiah calls Òfilthy ragsÓ.  
 
We could go right on down the list with comparing man to the Òother-nessÓ of Christ.  



• We can see this very clearly shortly after the fall of Adam, when man began to 
reproduce and fill the earth and God looked down and grieved.  Gen 6:5  Then 
the LORD saw that the wickedness of man was great on the earth, and that 
every intent of the thoughts of his heart was only evil continually.  6 The 
LORD was sorry that He had made man on the earth, and He was grieved in 
His heart. 

• We need to understand that that was GodÕs perspective of all of humanity 
apart from His life.   IÕm sure if you lived in that day you could try to argue 
and say, well what about this or that, isnÕt that good?  But, compared to His 
Òother-nessÓÉH is Life, His righteousness, His goodness, He could truly say 
(not exaggerating)  Òevery intent of the thoughts of his heart was only evil 
continually.Ó 

 
T Austin-Sparks says it like this ÒWe cannot produce from this nature anything 
acceptable to God.  All that can ever come to God is in Christ alone, not in us.  It never 
will, in this life, be in us as ours.  It will always be the difference between Christ and 
ourselves.  Though He be resident within us, He and He only is the object of the Divine 
good pleasure and satisfaction, and the one basic lesson you and I have to learn in this 
life, under the Holy SpiritÕs tuition and revelation and discipline is that He is other than 
we areÉ. When you have come to your best, there is still a gulf between you and the 
beginnings of Christ that cannot be bridged. Ò 
 
And friends, its not safe to assume we have fully learned that lesson until we have ceased 
trying to offer God the fruit of our own labors.   Here is the danger in not comprehending 
this:  that we will confuse the goal of God to have an increase of Christ within us with an 
imitation of Christ in the flesh.   This is a tragic mistakeÉa nd itÕs the very one that Adam 
made in the garden of Eden.  Rather than partake of the life of God on the Tree of Life, 
he was lead to believe that he could be like God of himself.    
 
And so to keep us from making that mistake again and againÉ. and as a means of helping 
the Holy Spirit in teaching us this fundamental reality, God gave his people the Law of 
Moses.   Why was the Law given to the people?  Was it so that by keeping it they could 
maintain a righteousness that was acceptable to God.  Well what does the New Testament 
say about the Law.   

• It is a Òministry of condemnationÓ 2 Corinthians 3:9 
• It is a Òministry of deathÓ 2 Corinthians 3:7 
• ÒIt was given so that transgression would increaseÓ  Rom 5:20 
• Gal 3:10 ¦  For as many as are of the works of the Law are under a curse; for it is 

written, "CURSED IS EVERYONE WHO DOES NOT ABIDE BY ALL 
THINGS WRITTEN IN THE BOOK OF THE LAW, TO PERFORM THEM." 

• Gal 3:19 ¦  Why the Law then? It was added because of transgressions 
 
Friends, we need to understand this.  The Law was given so that man would see it and 
never hope that, from themselves, they would never ever be able to live up to it.  They 
would never believe the lie that Adam believed that they could be like God from 



themselves.  It was called a Òministry of condemnationÓ because it was given to condemn 
our attempts to be like Christ without the impartation of the life of Christ.   
 
My little brother was preaching at his Vineyard Church in Michigan and said something 
that struck me as really true.  He said he was driving along and came across one of those 
signs in the front of churches and it read ÒThe 10 commandments ~ GodÕs instruction 
manualÓ   Now thatÕs a clever saying, but is that what Jesus and the apostles say is the 
purpose of the Law.    
 
What if, you were driving down the street and you saw a sign that said Òthe 10 
commandments ~ given so that transgression would increaseÓ.   Or Òthe 10 
commandments ~ a ministry of death and condemnationÓ.   Some people might want to 
tear that down as heresy.  But these are direct quotes from the New Testament.  
 
But lets be clear here.  The Law isnÕt evil.  It is, on the contrary, Òholy, righteous, and 
goodÓ.  Romans 7.  But it becomes a curse, a ministry of condemnation, a ministry of 
death for all who, in the flesh, strive to reproduce ChristÕs nature by keeping it.   
 

• Gal 3:10 ¦  For as many as are of the works of the Law are under a curse; for it is 
written, "CURSED IS EVERYONE WHO DOES NOT ABIDE BY ALL 
THINGS WRITTEN IN THE BOOK OF THE LAW, TO PERFORM THEM." 

 
And that is, in my opinion, why just about the very first thing we see when reading the 
New Testament is the Sermon on the Mount where Jesus actually makes the Law even 
harder to obey.  He raises the bar several notches, just in case there were some who had 
deceived themselves into thinking they were living up to it (and we know there were 
many from reading of the Pharisees and Sadducees) 
 
He says ÒyouÕve heard that a man who lies with his neighborÕs wife has committed 
adultery, but I tell you that if you even look at her with desire it is the sameÓ 
 
He says ÒyouÕve heard it said that killing a man is murder, but I tell you that hating a man 
is murder in your heartÓ   
 
And those who were listen must have dropped their jaws and said ÒLord, if this be true, 
then who then can be saved?!Ó  Of course, we know they did say that.  And JesusÕ 
response was Òwith man (that KIND) youÕre right, its impossible. BINGO.  But with 
God, something can be done about thisÓ. ( And he wasnÕt just saying that something can 
be done to forgive you of your failures.  Something can be done to cause you to live this 
way. )  
 
ÒSo get this into your hearts, disciples, what the Father is desiring and requiring is 
something completely Òother-thanÓ what you are or are able to reproduce or imitate.  Let 
this sink into your ears, my listeners, that the way you are required to live is absolutely 
impossible in the flesh.  You cannot imitate my life, you must be born again into it and 
have it formed in you.   



 
And so the Law, and the Sermon on the Mount, and the teachings of Jesus are divinely 
intended to leave us in despair.   This is getting us back to one of my main points.   The 
Spirit of God is trying to bring us to despair.  To a place where we will despair of every 
attempt to be like Christ apart from Christ.  Where we will despair of producing anything 
from our lives acceptable to God apart from Christ.  Where we will despair of every last 
attempt to imitate Christ and so, instead, look to bring an increase of Christ within us.   
 
Again, let me quote T Austin-Sparks ÒHave you not learned the lesson of despair yet?  Is 
it necessary for the Holy Spirit to make you despair again?  Why not have one good 
despair and get it all over?  Why despair every few days?  Only because you are still 
hunting around for something, somewhere, some rag of goodness in yourself that 
you can present to God that will please Him, satisfy Him, and answer to His 
requirements.   You will never find it.  Settle it today.   
 
Friends,  I wonder how much of our pain and inward trials are our failing to learn this 
fundamental lesson.  ThatÕs what I want to ponder today.  I wonder how much of our self 
condemnation, self-hatred, insecurity, fear of failure, etc. are because we are still 
Òhunting aroundÓ for something, ANYTHING, that we can show for ourselves, for our 
lives, for our ministries, for what we can produce, for what we can do with our gifting, 
for what we can build for God apart from an increase of Christ in us.   Are we still trying 
to bring to the Lord the offering of Cain (the fruit of his labors, the fruit of the earth) 
when all He wants is life of the slain Lamb (which Abel brought to Him)? 
 
You see, until we despair of living in the flesh for God, He will keep sending us back to 
despair to learn its all-important lesson.  To learn the lesson of the Law.   Do you see 
that that is out of love?  Do you see that it is the kindest and most tender thing that a 
loving Father could do.  Do you see that, until we learn that lesson, it is impossible for us 
to experience the rest that He has prepared for us.   
  

• In dealing with your children, havenÕt some of you, as parents, allowed in your 
love and wisdom, what you could have prevented by your power?   HavenÕt you, 
out of love, held yourself back from intervening because there was a lesson so 
dear, so important, you knew they couldnÕt advance without learning it.   

 
Your heavenly Father knows where there is peace, joy, life, contentmentÉH e knows its 
in Christ.   And so out of a desire for the increase of Christ, and out of a longing for you 
to find freedom and peace He prepared for you, He will let you bump into that wall of 
flesh again and again.   
 
I believe Jesus was always doing this with those who were following Him.   

• One time a man came up to him and said Òwhat must I do to have eternal life, and 
Jesus said Òhow do you read the LawÓ, and the man read off a list of 
commandments.  And Jesus simply said to HimÉ Ódo these things and you will 
liveÓÉ. sending this man back to learn the lesson of the impossibility of keeping 
the Law. 



o He could have said Ògood luck, youÕll never do itÓ.   But he said Ògo for it, 
and see what it teaches youÓ 

• One said to Jesus Òall of these things I have kept from my childhood until nowÓ 
And Jesus goes right to the heart of this young manÕs failure and said Òok, sell 
everything and follow meÓ.  And the man hung his head and walked away in 
despair.  And Jesus lovingly left him alone to wrestle with that despair.   

 
Do you see what Jesus is trying to do?  HeÕs trying to bring them to despair. Not because 
he doesnÕt love them, but because HE DOES!   He cannot convince them through words, 
so He is wanting them to be convinced through life, through experience, that Òin the flesh 
dwells no good thingÓ  that Òthe flesh profits nothingÓ that Òapart from me you can do 
nothingÓ.   
 
He wants them to despair of any goodness in themselves apart from Him.  He wants them 
to see that goodness that Adam was destined for was ended the moment that Adam tried 
to be like God apart from partaking of the Life of God.   
  

• And to make this really clear, once a man came up to Jesus and said ÒGood 
teacherÉÓ and asked Him a question.  And Jesus responded ÒTime out.  Before I 
even answer your question, lets get one thing really really clear.  That word 
ÒgoodÓ that you just through out so casually.  There is only one source of 
goodness, and it has nothing to do with man.   And so unless you know me to be 
God, donÕt lightly use the word ÒgoodÓ.  

 
Jesus did the same thing with the disciples.  Think about this with me.  On that final 
night, when they were all boasting and protesting that, no matter what happened, they 
would stand with Jesus.   They said Òwe are ready to go to death with youÓ.  And Òeven if 
all are scattered I will standÓ.   And Jesus doesnÕt argue, only to Peter he says Òthe rooster 
wont crow three times before you deny meÓÉa nd leaves it at that.   
 
You see, Jesus could have said Òlisten guys, weÕre going to be in a garden tonight, and 
then thereÕs going to be a big crowd.  And hereÕs what to doÉ.   Peter donÕt pull out your 
sword.  And when they say such-n-such donÕt run away, because I actually am planning 
on using you to heal a lame man in the temple in about 50 days, etc.Ó  
 
No, he let them face it.  He let them come to see what they were, and were not, capable of 
producing from themselves.  He let them see how brave the flesh really was.  He let them 
see how faithful man could be.   He let them see what they were made of, apart from 
partaking of His life.  And simply said Òthe spirit is willing, but the flesh is weakÉa nd 
youÕre still in the fleshÓ.   
 
And so hereÕs my point this morning.  Have you learned the lesson of despair yet?  Some 
of you are hurting, and it has nothing to do with this lesson of the Holy Spirit.  So donÕt 
try to make this fit.  But some of you may be looking at your lives and wondering, ÒI 
wonder if this is what the Lord has been trying to teach me in this seasonÓ.   
 



Maybe God wants me to have just one more despair and get it over withÉa nd see its 
purpose to be the end of self.   Maybe GodÕs been trying to get me to give up?   
 
 

 


