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INTRODUCTION:  
A WORD ON SUFFERING

I have written Winks from Scripture to serve two purposes. 

First, the winks illustrate that there is always more than meets 
the eye. What God is doing is usually not obvious to us at first, if 
ever. We shouldn’t assume that God isn’t at work because we can’t 
pinpoint where He is or measure out all that He is doing. 

Second, these winks help us to develop a theology of suffering 
in the New Testament narratives. I have chosen the winks for this 
purpose because suffering is a concept that evades our understand-
ing. All the theologizing and philosophizing in the world cannot 
scratch the itch of our wondering about the problem of evil. We 
believers must appeal to mystery. 

Yes, suffering is a mystery, but that doesn’t mean that God, 
through Christ, hasn’t done something or isn’t doing something 
about it. There must be more in every account of suffering. For us 
to have hope, we must believe that God is doing something beyond 
what we can see. The winks provide evidence that God has been 
doing just that. He’s at work, whether we see Him or not. And our 
hope is sustained. 
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Here I shall offer a wink from Scripture showing that God 
does more than meets the eye. It gives us hope in our suffering. 
In John 8:3–5, the scribes and Pharisees bring a woman who was 
caught in adultery to Jesus. They ask Jesus if they should stone 
her. John gives us an odd detail. If we haven’t read the story before, 
it’s unexpected. “Jesus bent down and wrote with his finger on the 
ground” (verse 6). The leaders are provoking Jesus, a woman’s life 
is on the line, and Jesus just doodles on the ground? The religious 
leaders press Him further and, again, John records that Jesus just 
writes on the ground (verse 8). 

Readers might wonder, What does this mean? Is writing on the 
ground symbolic? Is dirt symbolic? Is it like God writing the Law on 
clay tablets with His finger? What language was He writing in? Would 
the religious leaders have understood what He was writing? Is the dirt 
a reference to mankind’s creation in Genesis 2:7?

I used to rush to explain John 8:6. I felt comfortable saying 
that Jesus was likely writing part of Jeremiah 17:13, which says, 
“O Lord, the hope of Israel…those who turn away from you shall be 
written in the earth.” This would be an indictment on the religious 
leaders. 

It’s also been proposed that Jesus was writing, “You shall not 
spread a false report. You shall not join hands with a wicked man to be 
a malicious witness” (Exodus 23:1). Or perhaps Jesus was listing the 
religious leaders’ sins. I even heard one minister say that Jesus was 
listing the names of the women with whom the religious leaders 
had fornicated. 

The problem with these and other explanations is that there’s 
no way to prove any of them. I have to throw my hands up and say, 
“I have no clue what Jesus was writing. Nobody does.” 

But that is just the point! We need to make room for a little 
twilight here. In allowing this one detail to be mysterious, ten 
thousand things become clear.
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John didn’t care to tell us what Jesus was writing. The missing 
detail places a mysterious aura around Jesus. It gives us the impres-
sion that Jesus is one step ahead of everyone. He’s unpredictable. 
There’s no putting Him into a box. Everyone is left wondering, 
What is Jesus going to do next? We discover a Jesus whom we can’t 
predict and a God who can’t be pinned down. Who knows what 
He is about to do? 

The story winks. Although we don’t know what God is up to, 
we do know He is working for our good. And Jesus works for this 
woman’s good. He comes through for her in her suffering. Part of 
the beauty of this Scripture is that we don’t have the details. We 
don’t know how He did it. 

This illustrates something about life and our encounters with 
the divine. How often has God come through for you, for us, and 
for His whole creation, with none of us knowing exactly how He 
did it? It’s a mystery. But the mysterious God is working on our 
behalf. And in our suffering and pain, when we are far from know-
ing, we can trust that Jesus is writing on the ground. Whatever 
He’s doing, we know it is to help us in time of need.

IN OUR SUFFERING AND PAIN, WHEN WE ARE 
FAR FROM KNOWING, WE CAN TRUST THAT 

JESUS IS WRITING ON THE GROUND.

When we allow the biblical story to be a mystery, and when we 
are content with our own experiences being a mystery, the God we 
cannot predict will continue to surprise us in ways we don’t expect 
as long as we don’t stop looking and searching.

I need to give a disclaimer here. My Winks from Scripture are 
just that—winks. There’s probably way more than the thirty I 
share. They cannot account for all that God is doing. They don’t 
account for all that Scripture is saying, nor can they explain how we 
will use them to examine suffering. But again, they aren’t supposed 
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to. If anything, they serve as small confirmations that God is here 
and at work. Whether we notice Him or not, He is here, and He’s 
doing something to reconcile the broken world to Himself. That is 
all that the story needs.

I hope this study will encourage you in your own suffering 
and somehow assure you that the story, your story, is fuller than 
you might imagine. Scripture says more. Your own experiences 
say more. God is winking at you. Perhaps the winks might give 
you hope in a hopeless situation. Could your own story offer you a 
wink, a nice little surprise that could stir hope, even delight? If the 
biblical narratives are our example, there is a good chance. Keep 
hope alive.

Finally, I must be careful not to oversimplify suffering or 
group all suffering together as the same. Suffering is a complex 
topic. I never realized just how complex until I focused my doctoral 
research on suffering and theodicy in the book of Revelation.

As we seek to understand God’s subtle work among us, we 
cannot overlook how He comes alongside us in our suffering—as 
He did, for reasons known only to Him, with the pigeon that I 
encountered.

Suffering is the experience of any pain, no matter its source or 
whether is it emotional, physical, mental, relational, or spiritual.

The problem of suffering resists an intellectual solution. 
Observing the narrative elements of the story and putting together 
winks to point out the work of God in our suffering cannot do 
away with its sting, nor solve the conundrum of why we suffer. This 
is a mystery. 

The why behind our suffering should be left alone. Pursuing 
scholarship on this subject is never enough. It is not a theologi-
cal, philosophical, or scientific enterprise. Approaching it in this 
manner can yield helpful reflections to offer hope, but it never gets 
to the bottom of things. It will never answer why. 
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The biblical writers never sought to answer why. To them, the 
surprising thing was not that we suffer, but rather that we don’t 
suffer more than we do. They understood the fall of man, our 
broken state, and the evil within us because of sin. What amazed 
them was the mercy of God toward us in our condition, not the 
fact that we suffer. (See Nehemiah 9:17; Psalm 103:8–18; Jonah 
4:2.)

So why should we even pursue a study in suffering if it remains 
a problem that cannot be solved? It is fruitful if we approach it as 
the biblical authors approached it. In dealing with suffering, they 
put together what I call a practical theodicy. 

Theodicy comes from the Greek words for God and jus-
tice, meaning “the justice of God.” The term was first coined by 
Gottfried Wilhelm von Leibniz, an eighteenth-century German 
philosopher. The purpose of a theodicy is to vindicate God’s good-
ness and justice in view of suffering and pain. 

THE BIBLICAL WRITERS NEVER SOUGHT TO 
ANSWER WHY WE SUFFER. INSTEAD,  

THEY TAUGHT GOD’S PEOPLE HOW TO  
FOLLOW HIM DESPITE SUFFERING.

A theodicy doesn’t openly exist in Scripture. Paul, Moses, and 
Samuel never sat down and wrote a philosophical exposition on 
the matter. Instead, they taught God’s people how to follow Him 
despite suffering. This is what I call a practical theodicy—instruc-
tions on how to live as God’s people in a world where suffering is 
our lot and where we might suffer even more one day. It accepts the 
mystery without becoming hateful toward God or suspicious of 
His goodness. It focuses on how to please God and, as sufferers, to 
trust God and to trust in the day when He comes and brings His 
eschatological justice to right all wrongs.
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The Bible places suffering between its two accounts of cre-
ation. In Genesis 1–2, we read that God has created a perfect 
world that has no suffering or evil. In Revelation 21–22, we find 
the re-creation of the world, a perfect place without suffering or 
evil. Things begin without suffering, and things end without suf-
fering. But between these two creations, there is suffering. 

TWO THINGS TO KNOW ABOUT SUFFERING  

GOD DIDN’T CREATE SUFFERING

Suffering, as found between the creation and re-creation of 
the world, tells us two important things. The first thing is that God 
did not create suffering. He did not inflict pain on His creation. 
Suffering entered the world through sin. 

Sin is evil because it’s rebellion against the ways of God. In one 
sense, evil can be viewed as the transgressions we commit against 
one another and God that are harmful and injurious. 

In another sense, there is something far more sinister behind 
these acts of rebellion and offense. The apostle Paul calls it “the 
mystery of lawlessness” (2 Thessalonians 2:7). There is an unseen 
fountain of darkness that champions the cause of rebellion and 
offense toward God. Even the apostle Peter was not immune to the 
influence of demonic powers. (See Matthew 16:23.) Much suffer-
ing comes as the direct result of these forces. Paul wrote:

We do not wrestle against flesh and blood, but against the 
rulers, against the authorities, against the cosmic powers over 
this present darkness, against the spiritual forces of evil in the 
heavenly places.  (Ephesians 6:12)

Consider everyday examples of suffering that happen in our 
neighborhoods because sinful humans are injurious toward one 
another—sins like theft, murder, rape, and adultery. Consider the 
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grave suffering of wars, social evils, and things like child exploita-
tion and sex trafficking that happen all over the world. 

I’ve witnessed the effects of this unfathomable suffering on 
several occasions. In one instance, during Christmas 2019, I was in 
Kampala, Uganda, as part of a ministry that was feeding orphans 
and ministering in the local congregations. One afternoon, we 
went into the small villages outside of Kampala that Joseph Kony 
and the misnamed Lord’s Resistance Army (LRA), a guerrilla 
group, had ravaged by abducting children to be soldiers and sex 
slaves. The children we met were starving and showed signs of 
extreme malnutrition. 

Their untold suffering resulted from evil at work and the sin 
inside Kony and the LRA, on top of the political and social cor-
ruption that the landlocked countries in East Africa face regularly. 
These victims suffer because of the evil at work and the sin inside 
of someone else.

Yet suffering because of someone’s sin doesn’t explain trage-
dies such as car accidents, children’s illnesses, tsunamis, life-ending 
cancers, or other cases in which no one has purposely transgressed 
against another. 

For example, during the weekend of his wedding, my friend, 
his fiancée, and their families were waiting for his three sisters to 
show up for the rehearsal dinner. When the girls didn’t arrive, they 
knew something was wrong. Soon afterward, they got word that 
the three had been killed in a head-on collision with a semitruck. 
Neither driver was drunk. No sin was involved. How do you even 
process that?

When I worked in pastoral care for a local church, I visited 
members and their families in the hospital. The most difficult 
visits always took place at the children’s hospitals. 

There was one particular child, about seven years old, who left 
a lasting impression on me. He was kind, articulate, and sweet. 
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He won my heart on the first visit. He was in the hospital because 
he suffered from lesions on his spine. I have a vivid memory of his 
walking from his bed to the bathroom in awful pain, needing his 
father’s assistance. I felt helpless. All I could do was pray with him 
and his father and do my best to encourage them before I left. No 
matter how often I came to visit, I always left feeling something 
was deeply wrong. I would get in my car and agonize, crying out to 
God for answers.

How should we look at this? Evil and sin have left our world 
wretched and broken. Tragedy can happen—does happen—to 
everyone. Christian or non-Christian, tragedy is indiscriminate. 

Children get sick, people die in car accidents, cancer kills, and 
earthquakes take lives because we live between Genesis 1:1 and 
Revelation 22:21. We live in a state of imperfection between two 
perfections. Though innocent suffering may not be the direct result 
of someone’s sin and evil, the brokenness of our world because of sin 
and evil makes it a possibility. This means that, indirectly, tragic 
suffering results from evil and offense toward God. Whether it is 
direct suffering at the hands of a malevolent will or indirect tragic 
suffering that happens unrelated to any specific evil offense, sin 
and evil are the ultimate cause. 

THOUGH INNOCENT SUFFERING MAY  
NOT BE THE DIRECT RESULT OF SOMEONE’S  
SIN AND EVIL, THE BROKENNESS OF OUR 
WORLD BECAUSE OF SIN AND EVIL MAKES  
IT A POSSIBILITY.

In our agony, Christ bids us to turn our hope away from this 
world and put it in Him, the One who declares, “Behold, I am 
making all things new” (Revelation 21:5) and “Repent and believe in 
the gospel” (Mark 1:15).
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Don’t put your trust in a world where children suffer, and acci-
dents kill three sisters who want to help their brother prepare for 
his wedding. Don’t bet on a world where manipulators stake out 
the innocent, and the powerful take advantage of the powerless. 
Bet on Christ.

GOD WORKS AGAINST SUFFERING 

The second thing we should observe from the fact that suffering 
takes place between the creation of the universe (Genesis 1–2) and 
the re-creation of all things (Revelation 21–22) is that all of God’s 
activity in between takes place alongside evil and suffering. He 
didn’t just leave us to our misfortune and turn to another corner of 
the universe to start a better project. 

God honed in on our suffering. He went to work against it. 
He enacted a plan to deliver humanity from its despair. As we 
trace salvation history from the Old Testament into the New 
Testament, we see this plan leading to His joining us in our suffer-
ing. He became the victim of the evil that causes our own suffer-
ing. Unlike us, as God, He did what we could not do and overcame 
the evil that wronged Him, thus defeating it. By experiencing suf-
fering through evil, He overwhelmed both. His plan outdid the 
plan of evil.

The outworking of God’s plan, which culminated in Christ, 
shows that God knows how to rework suffering. He can take what 
is meant to harm us and turn it into something that becomes 
useful for our good. This shows the power of His goodness and 
attests to His glory.

Joseph the Dreamer identifies this power and penchant of 
God. His brothers commit a great evil against him by selling him 
into slavery in Egypt. Yet, through providential events, Joseph 
becomes the prime minister of Egypt, spares his brothers’ lives, 
and distributes food to them during a famine. He tells his broth-
ers, “As for you, you meant evil against me, but God meant it for good, 
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to bring it about that many people should be kept alive, as they are 
today” (Genesis 50:20).

Joseph’s statement is not only a statement about his own sit-
uation, but it also serves the bigger narrative about what God is 
doing about evil and suffering in this world. He is reworking it to 
conform to His glory, until all things become good and are new. 
While we live in this darkened state of imperfection between the 
two states of perfection, we can trust that God is at work against 
suffering and its source, evil and sin. As Paul said, “And we know 
that for those who love God all things work together for good, for those 
who are called according to his purpose” (Romans 8:28).

CHRISTIAN SUFFERING
There is a form of suffering that is unique to Christians: 

suffering for the name of Christ through persecution. The New 
Testament contains plentiful references to this. The apostles tell 
us that persecution and suffering for Christ are par for the course 
when we follow Him. (See Acts 5:41; Philippians 1:29; 2 Timothy 
1:8; 1 Peter 4:12–16.) Jesus even discouraged His disciples from 
following Him if they did not foresee the suffering for His sake 
that they would experience. (See Luke 9:23–27.)

Christian suffering, caused by persecution, results from direct 
evil. The people of God suffer because their devotion to God con-
trasts with the evil that is in the world. There is friction. 

This friction intensified when Jesus inaugurated His king-
dom, calling for the total obedience and complete fidelity of His 
followers. Offering this fidelity is bothersome to the world because 
faithfulness to Christ is an inherent protest against how the world 
thinks and acts. Jesus identified this issue when He said, “Do not 
think that I have come to bring peace to the earth. I have not come to 
bring peace, but a sword” (Matthew 10:34). Jesus is not calling for 
holy war; He is saying that being His disciple will create friction 
and stir things up.
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This is inevitable if the kingdom coexists alongside a fallen and 
broken world. The disciples soon discovered this. It wasn’t long 
after the day of Pentecost that they received their first beating. 
(See Acts 5:40–41.) Soon afterward, the first Christian martyr, 
Stephen, was stoned to death. (See Acts 7:54–60.)

The persecution of Christians has not stopped since then, nor 
will it. Due to the advancement of human rights and democratic 
governments, many Christians today experience minimal perse-
cution compared to what the apostles faced. But there are still 
millions of Christians in persecuted countries who lose their lives 
because of the gospel. Their suffering is the result of evil.

Like Christ, those who are persecuted to death overcome evil 
in their own death. Peter wrote, “And after you have suffered a little 
while, the God of all grace, who has called you to his eternal glory 
in Christ, will himself restore, confirm, strengthen, and establish you” 
(1 Peter 5:10).

In the kingdom of God, sufferers overcome through their suf-
fering. What the persecutors mean for evil, God turns into good—
He triumphs through suffering, as do all who lay down their lives 
with Him.

Christ has power to right all wrongs and defeat evil because He 
was slain. (See Revelation 5:9–12.) By becoming the victim of evil, 
He overcame evil. Those who suffer for Christ bear witness to this. 
This is the subversive nature of Christ’s kingdom. In suffering evil 
at the hands of evil, evil loses.

SUFFERING WITH GOD’S DISCIPLINE
The last form of suffering we will examine is God’s discipline 

toward His people. The Scriptures tell us: 

“For the Lord disciplines the one he loves, and chastises every 
son whom he receives.” It is for discipline that you have to 
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endure. God is treating you as sons. For what son is there 
whom his father does not discipline? If you are left without 
discipline, in which all have participated, then you are illegiti-
mate children and not sons. Besides this, we have had earthly 
fathers who disciplined us and we respected them. Shall we not 
much more be subject to the Father of spirits and live? For they 
disciplined us for a short time as it seemed best to them, but he 
disciplines us for our good, that we may share his holiness. For 
the moment all discipline seems painful rather than pleasant, 
but later it yields the peaceful fruit of righteousness to those 
who have been trained by it.  (Hebrews 12:6–11)

In a sense, God’s discipline is a form of suffering because it’s 
uncomfortable, it can be painful, and it may place us in a season 
of discomfort. But this differs greatly from suffering caused by 
evil. Evil is cold-hearted, spiteful, and malicious. It seeks to harm 
people, take advantage of them, and disrespect the image of God 
in which they were created. 

Discipline is not evil, for it comes from love and seeks a per-
son’s good. There is an obvious difference between the pain of a 
villager attacked by guerrilla fighters and the pain a disobedient 
child experiences when his father takes away his cell phone.

Note where and when God’s discipline occurs. There is no indi-
cation that humankind needed discipline before the fall. Adam 
and Eve were given rules to follow, but God did not discipline them 
until after they broke those rules through their sin. (See Genesis 
3:14–19.) Furthermore, there is no indication that discipline will 
be used by God to correct the redeemed in the new heaven and 
the new earth. Instead, we learn that God “will wipe away every 
tear from their eyes, and death shall be no more, neither shall there be 
mourning, nor crying, nor pain anymore, for the former things have 
passed away” (Revelation 21:4).
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God’s discipline takes place in our imperfect world, between 
both creations. The reality of sin and evil has necessitated God’s 
correction. But because both cause some level of pain, we shouldn’t 
make the mistake of confusing God’s necessary correction with 
the evil that has made it necessary. 

WE SHOULDN’T MAKE THE MISTAKE OF 
CONFUSING GOD’S NECESSARY CORRECTION 
WITH THE EVIL THAT HAS MADE IT NECESSARY.

God doesn’t make it His mission to harm us. Instead, He will 
perfect us through evil already conveyed toward us or by us. Thus, 
He takes what was meant for evil and reworks it for His good.

Let’s look at a couple examples. If one of God’s children has 
been cheating on taxes and is caught by the IRS, God may permit 
that person to be penalized no matter how hard they pray. The 
penalty, be it a large fine or jail time, might be the discomfort God 
allows to perfect the offender. Though the offender suffers because 
they are locked up, God did not create the evil. It is a consequence 
of the person’s own evil, which God allows to perfect the person 
from evil.

We find another example of God’s discipline in Scripture. The 
apostle Paul says, “So to keep me from becoming conceited because of 
the surpassing greatness of the revelations, a thorn was given me in the 
flesh, a messenger of Satan to harass me” (2 Corinthians 12:7).

It seems like a riddle. At first glance, it’s easy to think that God 
gave Paul the thorn in the flesh that the apostle called “a messen-
ger of Satan.” Is this what was really going on? Was God working 
through Satan to discipline Paul and keep him from being boast-
ful? It seems oversimplified to say so, plus it puts God in league 
with evil. It is better to suggest that God reworked Paul’s suffer-
ing, which came as a thorn in the flesh, to perfect him, thus getting 
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glory by turning what Satan meant for evil to serve God’s purpose 
of good. In this sense, Paul thought of it as a gift from the Lord.

It is possible to conclude this by examining the words “was 
given” in the text. This comes from the Greek word edothē, which 
is the verb for “give” found in the passive voice. The passive voice 
hides the doer of the action—in this case, God. When the passive 
voice is used referring to God’s actions, it is known as a “divine 
passive.” The purpose is to indicate that God is indirectly involved 
in an action. He’s behind the scenes. 

There may be situations in our own lives that seem injurious. 
Yet, instead of making these things go away, God allows them in 
order to discipline us and perfect us. In this regard, they are a gift 
from the Lord, yet at the same time, God is not doing evil or work-
ing through evil. He is simply behind the scenes reworking evil for 
our own good.

REJECTING DUALISM 
Before ending our brief study on suffering, it is important to 

discuss the concept of dualism, the belief that there are two equally 
opposed forces at work in the universe: good and evil. This is seen 
in the Chinese concept of yin and yang, which posits that two 
opposing forces are intertwined to give balance to one another. In 
the Western world, we are familiar with dualism through movies 
like Star Wars, in which Siths, devoted to the dark side of the 
Force, battle Jedis, who are devoted to the light.

Unfortunately, these concepts have influenced our thinking as 
Bible readers. There is a tendency to see the people of God as Jedi 
knights and Satan’s kingdom as Siths. While Scripture does teach 
that “light” and “darkness” are at work (see John 1:5), it is not dual-
istic in the classic sense—because nowhere in the Bible are these 
opposing forces seen as equals. God is omnipotent. Period. At no 
point in the biblical text does evil have any chance of prevailing 
over God’s sovereignty. God always defeats it handily.
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With this said, we can understand that the evil directly and 
indirectly causing our suffering has occurred within the realm of 
God’s sovereignty. Everything that has taken place between two 
creations, in this imperfect state, has been permitted by God. Evil 
didn’t creep in without God knowing it. It would be dualistic to 
think so, for it would suggest that God suffered some defeat.

While it seems comforting to know that God is sovereign over 
evil, this is where the problem lies. Why does God permit evil if 
He is all-powerful over it? This point brings us full circle, back to 
the problem of suffering—a problem, as I noted previously, that 
we can never solve intellectually. 

D. A. Carson makes a valuable point that is worth consider-
ing. He writes, “In God’s universe, even Satan cannot step outside 
the boundaries of God’s sovereignty. While that is what raises the 
problem, it is also what promises hope.”2 

Though what stumps us is the omnipotence of God allowing 
evil, the omnipotence of God is also what gives us hope. It assures 
us that evil has lost—and is losing. Evil will never ultimately tri-
umph. The plan that God has enacted to join in our suffering and 
make us victors has won the day. We have sure hope of a future 
without pain and evil. We live in an imperfect world, between two 
perfect creations, while God works behind the scenes to make 
everything right. In this there is mystery, and there is hope. And, 
at times, God winks and reminds us it is so.

THE LENS OF SUFFERING 
The gospel is the story of God, through Christ Jesus, outdo-

ing the plan of evil through His omnipotence while experiencing 
the suffering of mankind and triumphing. It is chock-full of hope 

2. D. A. Carson, How Long, O Lord? Reflections on Suffering and Evil (Grand 
Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2006), 140. Carson’s work is one of many that have 
influenced some of my thinking. For more on suffering, How Long, O Lord? would 
be a good place to begin.
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but riddled with mystery. It is an ironic paradox. The whole story 
is incongruous and contrary to everything the first century world 
knew at the time. This is why the Jews stumbled at the story of 
Jesus and the Greeks mocked it. (See 1 Corinthians 1:23.) The 
gospel is a mysterious victory over suffering and evil.

THE GOSPEL IS THE STORY OF GOD, THROUGH 
CHRIST JESUS, OUTDOING THE PLAN OF 
EVIL THROUGH HIS OMNIPOTENCE WHILE 
EXPERIENCING THE SUFFERING OF MANKIND 
AND TRIUMPHING.

In the devotional studies that follow, I approach the gospel by:

• Appreciating the gospel as a story. In each study, I examine 
different stories within the gospel passages and some of the 
elements that I mention in my preface. These yield ironies, 
absurdities, and intimations—what I call winks.

• Using the winks in the story to appreciate ambiguity and mys-
tery. The winks that surprise us are subtle and, to a degree, 
hidden. These serve as a good place to explore a theology of 
suffering because God’s work against suffering in our own 
lives is also, to a degree, hidden. Noting God’s reticence 
and inscrutability in the gospel stories can be illustrative 
of our own lives, where we don’t often recognize when God 
is at work, especially when we are suffering. If answers are 
available, they aren’t often obvious. The winks confirm this. 
They can teach us, as followers of Christ, to be at peace with 
God working behind the scenes, whether we eventually get 
answers or not. Mystery is okay. It should excite us, not dis-
courage us, and should teach us that there is more meaning 
in our own experiences than we realize. Therefore, we can 
trust God.
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• Appreciating the work of God amid the mystery of suffering and 
evil. Many of the texts within New Testament narratives 
deal with suffering either explicitly or implicitly. In some 
way, they point to God at work in our suffering, working 
against the evil that has directly or indirectly caused it, and 
reworking the suffering to perfect us. 

• Unlike certain sects that try to erase suffering from Scripture 
as though it is not supposed to be part of a Christian’s life 
or those who glorify suffering as though it is the desired end 
of spiritual life, this study accepts suffering as a mysteri-
ous part of life that affects believers and nonbelievers alike. 
Winks offer only as many answers as the story surprises us 
with and allows, which unfortunately is not enough to sat-
isfy us intellectually.

• There is still a lot of room for mystery. Yet, this study gladly 
accepts the mystery. It welcomes the uncertainty—because 
when we are wavering, we can be certain that God is at 
work doing far more than we expect. He’s winking at us in 
Scripture, and this offers us hope and gives us confidence 
that there is a time coming when everything will be made 
right. Everything is in the process of being made right. We 
are living between two perfections, and the final perfection 
is coming. (See 1 Corinthians 13:10.)

• Offering insights in devotional form. Few people tend to 
read books on mystery and suffering because they can be 
exhausting and dense. Take it from someone who has a 
stack of theology books on these subjects that reaches from 
floor to ceiling. The best chance I have at getting someone 
to consider these things is in an encouraging, easy-to-read 
devotional—like this one.

We will rarely know what God is doing. We might scratch our 
heads and wonder what He’s up to—if He’s up to anything. But 
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if we keep asking questions about the mysterious, every now and 
again, we will catch a wink. We’ll be reminded that God is good.

Keep your eyes peeled. The text is winking at you. Your expe-
riences are winking at you. What beautiful things God is doing in 
the mystery! Some, we just might discover, are both here and now.

Maranatha.

μαρανα θα

Chris Palmer
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Wink #1

GOD WINKS IN THE RE-CREATION

In 2018, I stood in one of Cambodia’s “killing fields” in Phnom 
Penh and wrestled with my Christian faith. If you are not familiar 
with the term “killing field,” it refers to one of a number of sites in 
Cambodia where the Khmer Rouge regime, under the leadership 
of Pol Pot, executed over two million of its own people between 
1975 and 1979.

My tour was self-guided, with an audio headset that explained 
the stations built along the way. The horror I was confronted with 
culminated when the headset instructed me to stop in front of a 
large tree that stood along the path. The soothing voice of the nar-
rator was no comfort in explaining how this very tree was used 
in the execution of tens of thousands of innocent Cambodians, 
including babies. 

Since I was the only one on this part of the tour, nobody saw 
the color drain from my face. My knees got weak. I wept. 

I mustered enough resolution to finish the tour, but not before 
I was faced with a two-hundred-foot tower of human skulls. Over 
eight thousand heads in this memorial were retrieved from the 
field. These were once living people like you and like me. They had 
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dreams, fears, and families. They had questions about suffering. 
Many, I imagine, were wondering about God. Where is He? Why 
is this happening? What kind of world have I been born into? It still 
haunts me.

This was a seminal moment in my life, when I decided to 
begin my doctorate work on the topic of suffering. It would take at 
least five years to process what I had felt in that two-hour circuit. 
I didn’t expect an answer. How could there be an answer this side 
of heaven? At least an academic journey might help me to work 
through my thinking.

I offer a sentiment from Scripture that this academic journey 
has yielded. Though it can offer no rationalization for the inde-
scribable suffering of the Cambodian people, it does give us a 
reason to hope in God. He will vindicate the suffering of the inno-
cent. The sentiment aims to show us that God hasn’t abandoned 
us to evil. He is at work, in the evil and against the evil. He’s alive. 
He’s present in the darkness. The Christian faith posits that God’s 
redemption has begun and will ultimately be realized in the age to 
come. We trust that His work today offers us joy that culminates 
tomorrow. 

The Gospel of John speaks to this. There are winks within 
it confirming that God is re-creating the world through the work 
of Christ. As we trek through the narrative, we will see that John 
shows us that Jesus has joined us in our suffering. Through this 
work, Jesus redeems the world. He transforms the killing field into 
a garden of life.

Here is how John paints this picture. The first thing to notice 
is John’s introduction of Christ:

In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, 
and the Word was God. He was in the beginning with God. 
All things were made through him, and without him was not 
any thing made that was made. In him was life, and the life 
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was the light of men. The light shines in the darkness, and 
the darkness has not overcome it.  (John 1:1–5)

The language in this introduction echoes the book of Genesis:

John Genesis
In the beginning (1:1) In the beginning (1:1)
The light shines in the darkness 
(1:5) 

Let there be light (1:3)

In him was life (1:4) Let the earth bring forth living 
creatures (1:24)

By echoing Genesis, John connects Jesus to it. He does this 
to proclaim that Jesus is the Creator. The One who walks with us 
is the One who created the world. He came with the purpose to 
create—only this time, He has come to re-create what evil and sin 
have destroyed.

BY ECHOING GENESIS,  
JOHN CONNECTS JESUS TO IT AND  

PROCLAIMS THAT JESUS IS THE CREATOR.

The portrayal of Jesus as the re-creator finds its way through 
John. It intensifies during His work on the cross. There are six 
instances during Christ’s passion where John winks and hints that 
Christ is re-creating. If we look at these winks, one by one, it may 
seem plausible that John is trying to tell us something. When we 
look at them together, it becomes hard to dismiss the idea that 
John is communicating something profound.

The first wink occurs after Jesus is flogged. The King of Kings 
is given a crown of thorns, He’s robed in purple, and He is pre-
sented to the chief priests and officers. Pilate says to them, “Behold 
the man!” (John 19:5). While this may seem insignificant, could 
it suggest that Jesus is the “new man,” the “second Adam,” the 
beginning point of a new humanity? Genesis 1:27 tells us, “So God 
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created man in his own image.” Just as the first Adam was the focus 
of the first creation, so Jesus is the focus of the new creation.

The second wink occurs after Jesus drinks the sour wine. He 
says, “It is finished” (John 19:30), bows His head, and dies. “It is 
finished” comes from the Greek word teleō, which is used in the 
Septuagint to describe the finished work of creation:

Thus, the heavens and the earth were finished [synteleo], and 
all the host of them. And on the seventh day God finished 
[synteleo] his work that he had done, and he rested on the sev-
enth day from all his work that he had done. So God blessed 
the seventh day and made it holy, because on it God rested 
from all his work that he had done in creation.   
 (Genesis 2:1–3)

Was John hinting that the work of this re-creation had been 
finished at the cross? In the next verse, he writes:

Since it was the day of Preparation, and so that the bodies 
would not remain on the cross on the Sabbath (for that 
Sabbath was a high day), the Jews asked Pilate that their legs 
might be broken and that they might be taken away.   
 (John 19:31)

The day of Preparation was the day that Jews made ready for 
the coming Sabbath. This is a deeply ironic statement. The fin-
ished work of Christ ushered in the Sabbath. Does this have a 
double meaning? Might John be intimating that the finished work 
of Christ completed the Father’s work and, having completed it, 
ushered in the Sabbath of God’s rest? Because it is finished, Christ 
rests, just as God rested on the seventh day after making the world. 
This also hints at John’s Christology and suggests to us that Christ 
is doing the work of God in Genesis. Therefore, He’s God.

In the third wink, John gives us an odd detail about where 
Christ is buried:
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Now in the place where he was crucified there was a garden, 
and in the garden a new tomb in which no one had yet been 
laid. So because of the Jewish day of Preparation, since the 
tomb was close at hand, they laid Jesus there.   
 (John 19:41–42)

We are told that the tomb is in a garden. John is the only gospel 
writer to give us this detail. Perhaps it seems insignificant…unless 
it is part of the theology he is developing. John has been painting a 
picture of Christ as the re-creator of the world. Now he uses this 
detail to draw us back to the Genesis account. This time, he points 
to Eden, the place where humankind existed before sin and suffer-
ing entered. Is John signaling that the death and resurrection of 
Christ has brought forth redemption? Can His redemptive work 
transform the killing fields of this world into new Eden?

The fourth wink is even more surprising. After rising from the 
dead, Jesus finds Mary Magdalene crying outside of the tomb. He 
approaches Mary and asks why she is crying. The narrative tells us 
something interesting:

Supposing him to be the gardener, she said to him, “Sir, if you 
have carried him away, tell me where you have laid him, and 
I will take him away.”  (John 20:15)

Mary thought that Jesus was the gardener. John is such a care-
ful narrator, he wouldn’t add this detail if there wasn’t a purpose 
for it. It’s quite amusing. Was Mary hallucinating? How could she 
mistake the One she knew and followed for a gardener? 

N. T. Wright says, “Mary’s intuitive guess, that he must be the 
gardener, was wrong at one level and right, deeply right, at another. 
This is the new creation. Jesus is the beginning of it…Here he is: 
the new Adam, the gardener, charged with bringing the chaos of 
God’s creation into new order, into flower, into fruitfulness.”3 

3. N. T. Wright, John for Everyone: Part 2 Chapters 11-21 (Louisville, KY: 
Westminster John Knox Press, 2004), 146.
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The fifth wink comes right on the heels of this. The disciples 
are in a home with the doors locked, and Jesus suddenly shows up 
in their midst. John tells us when this occurs:

On the evening of that day, the first day of the week, the doors 
being locked where the disciples were for fear of the Jews, Jesus 
came and stood among them and said to them, “Peace be with 
you.”  (John 20:19)

Jesus shows up on the first day of the week. Could this be sug-
gesting that the resurrection of Christ has inaugurated a new week 
in human history, a week of re-creation when everything is being 
made new?

Finally and climactically, Scripture winks at us one more time. 
Christ is among His disciples, and He does something peculiar. 
We are told, “He breathed on them and said to them, ‘Receive the 
Holy Spirit’” (John 20:22).

There have always been questions about what Jesus was doing 
when He breathed on the disciples. Those who read this think, 
Were they receiving the Holy Spirit? If so, how is this different than 
what happens in Acts 2? 

The mystery is solved when we consider the Genesis narrative 
we’ve been tracking along with the Gospel of John. In light of the 
winks we’ve just seen, John calls us to Genesis one last time. Just 
as God breathed life into the Edenic couple during the first cre-
ation (see Genesis 2:7), so Christ breathes life into the disciples. In 
doing so, He launches the new creation.

Six winks: 

1. “Behold, the man” (19:5)

2. “It is finished,” and Christ’s death prior to the Sabbath 
(19:30–31)

3. The tomb in the “garden” (19:41)
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4. Mary mistakes Jesus for the “gardener” (20:15)

5. Jesus appears to His disciples on the first day of the 
week (20:19)

6. Jesus breathes on His disciples (20:22)

Each of these attests to John 1:1–5, where Christ is presented 
as Creator, but even more, they testify that He is the re-creator. 
These indicate to readers that Christ is up to something in redemp-
tion much larger than we realized.

While there is no possible way I could ever rationalize the 
horror I encountered while standing in the killing fields of Phnom 
Penh, perhaps it would have helped me to consider that God is in 
the center of our evil world, working against the terror that con-
sumes us. The Scriptures lead us to know that we serve a God who 
hasn’t left this suffering world to itself. He has begun to re-create. 
Redemption has sprung. Re-creation will continue until the kill-
ing fields become the garden He intended in Eden. 

Until then, we can expect to see winks that God is at work 
in this mysterious, suffering life. These enable us to hope against 
hope until the final glorious day arrives when the work has culmi-
nated in our eternal joy:

Then the angel showed me the river of the water of life, bright 
as crystal, flowing from the throne of God and of the Lamb 
through the middle of the street of the city; also, on either side 
of the river, the tree of life with its twelve kinds of fruit, yielding 
its fruit each month. The leaves of the tree were for the healing 
of the nations. No longer will there be anything accursed, but 
the throne of God and of the Lamb will be in it, and his ser-
vants will worship him.  (Revelation 22:1–3)


