The Serial of Suffering
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5 Therefore, since we are justified by faith, we[a] have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ, 2 through whom we have obtained access[b] to this grace in which we stand, and we[c] boast in our hope of sharing the glory of God. 3 And not only that, but we[d] also boast in our afflictions, knowing that affliction produces endurance, 4 and endurance produces character, and character produces hope, 5 and hope does not put us to shame, because God’s love has been poured into our hearts through the Holy Spirit that has been given to us.
According to the church calendar, today is Trinity Sunday.

Let us pray together: Triune Lord God, our understanding of doctrine is limited, but we deeply know that faith and life are not only built on the pursuit of knowledge, but also on the longing to seek true love and to submit to Your wondrous truth. We ask that even when we cannot fully understand, we may still experience Your perfect love.

Throughout church history, many theologians have worked hard to explain the doctrine of the Trinity. Christians have also expressed the Trinity through art, music, symbols, and images.

Today, I want to use an example of art to help us understand the relationship of the Trinity — to clarify the internal and external relationships among the three persons, and their relationship with us.

The well-known 15th-century Russian painter Andrew Rublev created a painting that can be considered the most classic representation of the Trinity. It is based on Genesis 18, the story of Abraham hosting three travelers under the oak tree.

The three young people’s faces are both male and female, equal in status, with kind, warm, and welcoming expressions. They sit around the altar table, and in front of them is an empty seat. From the perspective of that empty seat, the gesture of invitation from the three is clear: this seat is reserved for you.

We are all invited into the communion and fellowship of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit — to participate in this relationship of goodness, joy, and love. Like the living water of life, flowing from the Father to the Son, from the Son to the Spirit, and through the Spirit to all of creation. The life of the Trinity is abundant, and there is always a place for the invited one — you are called to the table.

What does this have to do with Trinity Sunday? Paul encourages us to meditate on the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit through the sufferings we endure, so that we can witness to Christ’s love and glory even in suffering. This is Paul’s theology of suffering.

When Paul wrote to the Christians in Rome, he had already been an apostle for over twenty years. From opposing Christ and persecuting Christians, to believing in and proclaiming Christ, he endured a long string of “serial sufferings.” In Romans chapter 8, Paul lists many forms of suffering: tribulation, hardship, persecution, hunger, nakedness, danger, sword, and war — unexpected, continuous disasters, illness, blows — sufferings of body, mind, and spirit.

What does this have to do with Trinity Sunday? Paul encourages us to meditate on the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit through the sufferings we endure, so that we can witness to Christ’s love and glory even in suffering. This is Paul’s theology of suffering.

In Romans 5:1–5, Paul uses Trinitarian language. God the Father sent Jesus to suffer and die for us. In the resurrected Christ, through faith, we are justified. And through the Holy Spirit, we experience God's peace and power.

In verses 3–5, Paul trains and prepares Christians to be mentally ready for suffering. His rhetorical structure is effective in helping us remember.

Let us listen again carefully:
“Not only so, but we also glory in our sufferings (plural), because we know that suffering produces endurance, endurance produces character, and character produces hope; and hope does not put us to shame, because God’s love has been poured out into our hearts through the Holy Spirit, who has been given to us.”

These three key terms following suffering each appear twice.

The first word is “Patience” — in Taiwanese: 吞愞 — translated as longsuffering, which is closer to the original meaning. When suffering comes, even when we feel we can’t go on, longsuffering is the first fruit that is born.

God the Father sent Jesus to the world to suffer and die on the cross for our redemption, revealing the Father as a longsuffering God, a God who suffers long. Whether we remain faithful or stumble in doubt, the compassionate Father loves us.

This first word — longsuffering — is a fruit of God's love. It’s the first in the list of the fruits of the Spirit in Galatians chapter 5, followed by love, joy, and peace.

The pain of losing an only son reveals the suffering love of God. Even more profound is the everlasting, unceasing nature of God’s love. While we were still sinners, He already loved us.

In Romans 8:35–37, Paul says: “Who shall separate us from the love of Christ? Shall trouble or hardship or persecution or famine or nakedness or danger or sword? As it is written: 'For your sake we face death all day long; we are considered as sheep to be slaughtered.' No, in all these things we are more than conquerors through him who loved us.”

We see the chain of sufferings Paul lists — and the joy of victory that turns suffering around.

The second word Paul gives us is “Character” — translated from the Greek as “proven character” or “virtue.” Paul emphasizes the shaping of character — how suffering and perseverance elevate character, and how character leads to hope.

Paul affirms that beautiful things can come from hard experiences. Difficult times and tough tasks can make us stronger and better. That’s why Paul boldly says: “We glory in our sufferings” (Romans 5:3).

To be a mature Christian, the shaping and growth of character requires repeated practice in relying on the Lord — a spiritual discipline. Like an Olympic athlete, we are called to be trained and to train our hearts, bodies, and spirits. Through daily life and the trials we face, we learn Christ and imitate Christ.

The main practice for developing Christ-like character is prayer. Jesus’ prayer in Gethsemane gave Him the strength not to give up in the face of crisis. It was not something He did only at the moment of crisis. For most people, moral collapse and breakdown begins long before it is visible.

Last week was Pentecost Sunday. The followers of Jesus gathered in the upper room to pray — a powerful image.

The final word is “Hope.” From longsuffering comes character, and from character comes hope. Hope is built upon the promise of Jesus — that He would send the Advocate and Comforter.

When we are surrounded by suffering, when the world is full of pain, we are called to share the love of Jesus Christ. Jesus is full of compassion, reaching out to the grieving and those in need. People need to know they are not abandoned — that a life of persistent effort is not in vain.

God pours out His love upon us through the Holy Spirit. Suffering changes the longsuffering and the tested. Through repeated events of suffering, the Holy Spirit advocates and intercedes for us, fills us with the words of life. Not only do we not fall, but we can even boast — enjoying the ups and downs of life, burning with zeal for God.

These three nouns — longsuffering, character, and hope — dwell in our hearts, in our minds, and on our lips, compelling us to praise this longsuffering God, whose Son’s steadfast character is our firm foundation, while the Holy Spirit keeps us hoping.

Dear brothers and sisters, the greatest and most hopeless suffering is believing our sins cannot be forgiven, that reconciliation is impossible. The heaviest, unbearable suffering is thinking our afflictions are too great for God to handle.

But Paul says: “We glory in our sufferings, because suffering produces perseverance; perseverance, character; and character, hope.” Let us take pride in our sufferings. Is this really possible? Can you do it? Have you ever done it — gloried in your suffering?

It is hard to do in the moment of suffering, but when the pain has eased, when time has passed, when tears have dried — maybe then we can measure how much we’ve grown through our suffering? Only then can we see how we have matured? Only then can we assess our journey, our progress, and the strength we’ve gained. It takes time — often a long time.

Sometimes, suffering allows us to know ourselves in a new way: We glimpse our own limitations. We more fully realize how precious and fragile life is. We begin to see blessings in life in a way we never saw before.

Sometimes, suffering helps us understand others in a new way: Hard times often bring new friendships or deepen old ones. We learn the meaning of friendship. We realize how important relationships are — how they can be sources of strength.

Sometimes, experiencing suffering allows us to see God with new eyes. God’s presence becomes more real to us; faith becomes more firm; praise becomes more abundant.

When we are in the midst of suffering, these things do not appear right away. But after some time has passed, we begin to understand what has happened to us. We can see how we have changed, see our progress. Sometimes, for some reason, by God’s grace, we can even rejoice. We can boast in our suffering.

This truly happens. I have personally seen how people measure what suffering has brought into their lives.

I have seen cancer survivors with firm faith, knowing it was God who led them through the painful years of chemotherapy. I have seen people with terminal illnesses face death with deep peace, because they felt God's presence. I have seen some people come out of the pain of divorce with a new understanding of their self-worth, speaking of God’s boundless blessings to them.

I have seen people with various disabilities upheld by a circle of friends they never expected. I have seen people who experienced tragic and sudden loss hold tightly to their faith. I have seen people recovering from alcoholism come out of their struggles with sincere passion to serve God and God’s people. I have seen people come through times of confusion in their careers and work with a new understanding of what truly matters.

All of these things — all of these extraordinary, astonishing things — have come through suffering.

Today is Trinity Sunday on the liturgical calendar. On this day, we are to speak about the Triune God. Rather than piling up theories and profound descriptions about the Trinity, let us simply affirm the essence of this doctrine: in Jesus, suffering has been woven into the nature of God. Because in Jesus, God was nailed to the cross, full of pain, blood pouring out, crying out in agony. When we say “God is with us,” it is not empty talk. God was there. God has always been there. This is absolutely true. The death and resurrection of Jesus is exactly the story of God bringing forth new life out of suffering. For this, we should rejoice!


