
“8 Types of Suffering in the Old Testament” Book: Grief and Pain in the Plan of God

What then are these eight kinds of suffering in the Old 
Testament? The first and most comprehensive kind is 
retributive suffering. It was given such prominence in the 
Bible and in Lamentations simply because it is one of the 
fundamental principles by which God governs the world. 
Simply stated it is this: If the world is ultimately governed 
by the one and only God who is righteous and just, then 
sooner or later in one way or another, man’s righteousness 
will be rewarded and his unrighteousness punished. The 
basic choices of life are good or evil, life or death (Deut. 
30:19) when the sufferer has failed to live by the existing 
norms, whether they be of a ritual, ethical, social, or 
doctrinal nature. 
Often in this kind of suffering the misfortune can be 
calculated from the very beginning of the indulgence in 
the sin that eventually must call down the judgment of 
God. H. Wheeler Robinson summarised retributive 
suffering by saying: 
This principle, then, it is not to be dismissed as one that is 
superseded by the doctrine of divine grace.… However 
harsh may seem the retributive principle when taken alone, 
and however untrue to our experience of life when the sole 
principle for the interpretation of suffering, it remains as 
much part of the moral order of the universe as does the 
regularity of Nature, on its lower level.2 
It is necessary to place alongside retributive suffering 
the complementary principle of educational or 
disciplinary suffering. While God must often punish His 
people for their sins, a corollary emerged in the process of 

divine revelation: God often afflicted His people for the 
purpose of teaching them. ‘My son’, urged Solomon in 
Proverbs 3:11, ‘do not despise the chastening (musar) of 
the Lord, do not be weary of His reproof.’ Therefore, the 
man or woman whom God loved He chastened and 
corrected often through pain, suffering, and anguish (Prov. 
13:24; 15:5). 
No portion of God’s Word makes this point better than 
Elihu does in Job 32–37. Relentlessly Elihu applied his 
case to Job’s situation as a divine alternative to the 
improper suggestion of retributive suffering made by his 
three hapless predecessors in the argument. It was God, 
argued Elihu with better insight, who opens our ears to 
‘instruction’ (musar) by means of adversity (Job 36:10; cf. 
33:16; 36:15). Often the sick are ‘chastened with pain 
upon (their) bed and with continual strife in (their) 
bones’ (Job 33:19, rsv). 
Nevertheless, in spite of all the pain it must be admitted 
that no-one teaches us what we usually would not know 
better than our God in chastisements (Job 34:31–32; 
35:11; 36:22). One whole study has been devoted to this 
theme alone.3 Sanders’ study of the Hebrew verb yasar, 
from which the noun musar  is derived, shows that 
approximately one-third of its occurrences (33 out of 92 
instances of the word yasar) indicate that God is teaching a 
lesson through hardship inflicted on the nation or 
individual.4 
This principle is repeated in the New Testament. Hebrews 
12:7 warns that God deals with us as sons when we are 
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chastened, even though no-one enjoys the lesson while it is 
being administered. However, when it is over it yields 
great fruit and peace to those who have been tested. 
These two explanations for the problem of suffering lead 
us to a third. It must be an enigma to many to observe that 
the Old Testament often portrays the prophet as suffering
—especially in his role as the messenger of God. Already 
we have seen how Jeremiah had such abuse heaped on his 
head because he delivered God’s word without falsehood 
or adulteration. In Lamentations 3 and in Jeremiah 8:18–
21 and 15:15 we have clear evidence of this kind of 
suffering. 
This third kind of suffering is vicarious suffering. This 
principle begins to appear already in the substitutionary 
nature of the Old Testament sacrifices—especially in the 
roles given to the two goats on the Day of Atonement in 
Leviticus 16. All the sin of all the people was ransomed 
when one goat (in this case involuntarily) gave up his life. 
The result was that sins were forgiven by a substitute’s 
death and then were forgotten and removed as far as east is 
from west when the second goat (part two of a single sin 
offering) was led away, figuratively loaded with all the 
forgiven sins of the people, to be lost forever in the 
wilderness. 
But an even greater example of the vicarious and 
substitutionary nature of suffering can be seen in the 
person of the ‘Suffering Servant’ of Isaiah 42–53. The 
suffering of the Servant is primarily directed toward Israel, 
even though this Servant is Israel and Judah and comes 

from that nation. That is part of the mystery of His person; 
He, like the seed of the woman (Gen. 3:15), is at once part 
of the corporate solidarity of the whole nation and also the 
nation’s representative and substitute par excellence. 
But the Servant suffers not for Himself, but for others. 
There is not a more passionate demonstration of the 
vicarious, expiatory, atoning function of the Servant of the 
Lord than in Isaiah 53. ‘He was wounded for our 
transgressions, He was bruised for our iniquities; the 
punishment that made us whole was upon Him, and by His 
wounds we are healed’ (Isa. 53:5). This formula of one 
suffering so that others may be forgiven and freed is also 
found in Isaiah 42:1–4; 49:4; 50:6; 52:13–53:12. 
Intimations of God’s great atoning act in His Son, our 
Saviour can already be seen in Genesis 22:12–13 and 
Exodus 13:13–15. 
Contrasted with vicarious suffering is empathetic 
suffering. Grief affects more people than the afflicted; it 
oftentimes enters fully into the lives and feelings of those 
whom the sufferer loves or knows. Thus empathy with 
those who suffer produces a new suffering. 
This fourth kind of suffering even affects our God. His 
feelings of ‘compassion’ and ‘remorse’ are aroused 
because of the plight or sin of His creatures (Gen. 6:5–6; 
Exod. 32:14; Judg. 2:15; 1 Sam. 15:11) so that He ‘cries 
out’ (Isa. 42:13–14) or ‘roars’ with threatening judgment 
(Amos 1:2). 
The situation is as Isaiah 63:9 describes it: ‘In all their 
affliction He was afflicted … in His love and pity He 
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redeemed them.’ At times, the pain and hurt inflicted by 
erring humans on their God is almost beyond bearing: 
‘Why will you die, O house of Israel? I have no pleasure 
in the death of any one, says the Lord God; therefore turn 
and live’ (Ezek. 18:31–32). Again in Hosea 11:8 God 
spreads forth His hands as if He were a distraught parent 
and asks: ‘How can I give you up … how can I treat you 
like (the destroyed cities of the plain)? I will not … I will 
not; for I am God …, the Holy One in your midst, I will 
not come to destroy.’ 
Likewise, we are to ‘weep with those who weep’ (Rom. 
12:15) and share in others’ afflictions as Paul did ‘out of 
much suffering and anguish of the heart and with many 
tears’ (2 Cor. 2:4). Naomi experienced a similar grief when 
she told her daughters-in-law: ‘No, my daughters; it is 
more bitter for me because of your sakes, for the Lord’s 
hand has been against me’ (Ruth 1:13). The sphere of 
suffering, then, is often much larger than those who are 
immediately affected. 
But beyond ‘feeling along with others’ when they 
grieve there is a fifth kind of suffering: doxological 
suffering. Often God calls His people to go through this 
experience in order that His own glory and purpose might 
be worked out. Here suffering serves a good end and 
purpose under the guiding hand of God. 
The primary example of this experience is Joseph in 
Genesis 45:4, 5, 7 and 50:20. Whereas Joseph’s brothers 
had intended only evil against their younger brother, God 
had allowed his enslavement in order that He might bring 

about good and enable many people to live during the 
forthcoming seven years of famine. The text of Genesis 
50:20 is explicit: ‘You meant evil against me, but God 
meant it for good.’ 
Joseph’s suffering during those years of imprisonment had 
nothing to do with his own sin, his discipline, or 
educational growth; it was allowed solely for the glory of 
God. The same situation occurs in John 9 where the man 
born blind is declared by Jesus to be in such a state not 
because of his own or even his parents’ sin; rather it is 
allowed that the work of God might be displayed through 
his life (John 9:3). 
A sixth way the Old Testament treats this subject is to 
point to evidential or testimonial suffering. Clearly the 
first two chapters of Job are the classic chapters in 
defining and describing this kind of suffering. Although 
Job would have dearly loved to know what was going on 
behind the scenes in heaven (as the reader does) he 
obviously does not know. 
Job in effect was a test case to show Satan (and would-be 
mockers of true religion) that mortals do serve God out of 
pure love for His person and not because of what they can 
get out of their obedience. Satan’s charge had been: ‘No 
wonder Job serves You; he is Your fair-haired boy; You 
have prospered him so much and erected such a wall of 
protection around him that he would be crazy to give up 
such a good deal.’ 
Indeed, it was God who had called Satan’s attention to Job 
in the first place (if only Job had known that!). God, not 
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Job, ultimately was the one on trial. It must be 
demonstrated that men and women will serve God whether 
they are doing well or not. Therefore, God allowed the 
devil to test Job’s allegiance by removing all his 
possessions (Job 1:9–12) and even his health (Job 2:4–6). 
And Job still loved God! 
Another instance of evidential or testimonial suffering can 
be found in the prophet Habakkuk’s life. When the prophet 
complained to God about the alarming increase of evil in 
Judah without any apparent divine judgment, he was 
informed that God would deal with the problem. Alas, 
however, the solution was a shocking one: God would 
bring retribution at the hands of the Babylonians—a 
feared, pagan national enemy. This led Habakkuk to 
complain, ‘(can) the wicked swallow up the man more 
righteous than himself?’ (Hab. 1:13). But there was no 
answer to the prophet’s complaint—at least not 
immediately. Instead he learned ‘the just shall live by 
faith’ (Hab. 2:4). Such endurance at once demonstrated the 
prophet’s own innocence and also witnessed to the truth 
for which he stood. Instead of being some kind of 
exceptional mortal, Habakkuk made it plain that the 
prospect of Babylonian invasion tore him up inside—from 
a human standpoint (Hab. 3:16); however, as a man of 
faith he could confidently assert in the same breath, 
‘Nevertheless, I will rejoice in the Lord, I will rejoice in 
God my Saviour’ (Hab. 3:18). 
The presence of this strong ‘nevertheless’ reminds us of 
another great contrast in that magnificent statement of 

Psalm 73. The psalmist had almost gone over the brink of 
despair when he had observed the apparent success and 
unremitting prosperity of the wicked. Only when he went 
into God’s house and considered the end of the wicked did 
it come to him: ‘Nevertheless, I am continually with you; 
you uphold me by my right hand. You will guide me with 
your counsel, and afterward you will take me into 
glory’ (Ps. 73:23–24). 
In each of those cases a witness, a testimony with strong 
evidence, was given to the faithfulness of God. Suffering 
became the tool of our Lord to point to Himself in a way 
that other kinds of evidence could hardly match. 
Suffering can also be used to bring us into a deeper 
knowledge of our God and the special relationship He has 
to His men and women. Revelational suffering can best 
be exhibited in the prophets Hosea and Jeremiah. 
Hosea’s family life was singularly marked by some of the 
most severe testing any married person must endure. One 
needs to exercise very little imagination to depict what the 
tragedy of that prophet’s domestic life must have done to 
him personally—especially as he attempted to carry on a 
ministry in the very locale of those who knew what had 
happened to him. The cat-calls, insinuations, and slurs 
about his wife who now gave her love in prostitution to 
Baal and to all the idolatrous male worshippers must have 
often interrupted the prophet’s public ministry. But he was 
more than a match for all such rationalizations and smears. 
He publicly avowed that he still loved his wife and would 
take her back home at any time. Furthermore, with a 
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master stroke of pertinency, he pointedly charged that his 
hecklers were in the very process of committing the same 
act against God (except they were spiritual adulterers) and 
God loved them, too. They must repent. No wonder the 
book of Hosea is known as the book that shows us the 
heart and holiness of God. If God loves us like Hosea 
continued to love his unlovely wife, then truly suffering 
can be revelational. 
Likewise, the lengthy story of Jeremiah’s physical, 
spiritual, and mental sufferings is given, in part, so that all 
the more convincingly he might know and describe by 
word and life the suffering Judah was causing for her 
rejected. 
The final kind of suffering is eschatological or 
apocalyptic suffering. Key portions of the prophetic text 
expect that God will permit a period of intense suffering 
just before the end of this historical eon. Just when it has 
grown the darkest and men have despaired of all hope, 
then the kingdom of God will emerge in its most glorious 
moment ever in the universe. The intense days of Israel’s 
suffering will climax in a new exodus under a new Moses 
with a new David in a new Jerusalem with a new heaven 
and a new earth. 
Some of the major Old Testament prophetic sections 
dealing with this triumphant moment are Isaiah 24–27; 
Jeremiah 30–33, Ezekiel 33–48, Daniel 2–12, and 
Zechariah 12–14. The momentary sufferings of Israel will 
be exchanged for the joy of new birth religiously, 
nationally, ecologically, and physically. The Protector of 

Israel will have arrived on the scene once again to comfort 
His people in their suffering (Jer. 31:16) and to put an end 
to the shame and misery of that nation (Ezek. 36:3, 6, 22–
23). Out of the furnace of affliction will emerge a purified 
people (Zech. 13:9; Mal. 3:3) ready for a whole new day. 
Suffering then is multiplex in its causes, purposes, and 
explanations. All attempts to reduce the explanation of 
suffering both in that day and ours to a single reason, such 
as a retributive suffering, could earn the quick rebuke of 
God as it did for Job’s three friends. Let us be biblically 
sensitive and spiritually alert to the wholeness of God’s 
revelation, and let us be reticent to postulate total patterns 
based on the presence of a single swallow. 
Let us also bow before our Maker and recognise His 
infinite wisdom in His distinctive and numerous reasons 
for suffering. And when none of these eight explanations, 
or any additional reasons that may have eluded us here, 
seems to fit our own moment of crisis, then let us return to 
the lodestone and central affirmation of the book of 
Lamentations: ‘Great is Thy faithfulness.’ - Grief and Pain 
in the Plan of God - Christian Assurance and the Message  
of Lamentations by Walter C. Kaiser, Jr. 

Full List: 
1. Retributive 
2. Educational or Disciplinary 
3. Vicarious 
4. Empathetic 
5. Doxological 
6. Evidential or Testimonial 
7. Revelational 
8. Eschatological or Apocalyptic
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