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  This handy eBook:


  
    	Reveals the amount of people that say they experience chronic pain daily & gives hope knowing that you’re not alone—in less than 30 minutes.


    	Gives wisdom, tips and insight from Joni Eareckson Tada, an international advocate for individuals with disabilities, a published author, a founder of a non-profit organization, and a quadriplegic who has learned how to trust in God in all circumstances.


    	Speaks to what the Bible says about enduring pain as a believer.
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Living with Pain


  It’s not going to go away. The realization may have been years in the making, or it may have come in one swift, devastating stroke. But at last you know that pain—your pain, whatever it may be—is here to stay. Perhaps it is an illness, or a rebellious child, a chronic muscle problem, the death of a loved one, or a severe disability in the family. Whatever form it takes, it’s the common experience of all people. Human pain wears a thousand guises.


  Although I have lived as a quadriplegic for more than 45 years and have survived stage 3 cancer, both conditions pale when it comes to living with chronic pain. Ten years ago, I began experiencing a knifing pain in my left hip and back. Others may say I’m a stalwart and seasoned Christian, but I’ll confess: When chronic pain moves in to stay, it can erode your joy like acid, warp your personality, and rob you of the ability to tackle the smallest of tasks. When you are in pain:


  
    	You dial down your days into hourly increments: If only I can make it to the next hour, and then, bedtime.


    	Your bed is no longer the place of comfort and rest it once was: I can’t get to sleep again tonight. When will morning ever come?


    	Pain and chronic illness distract you from important relationships: I don’t even know what a normal life is anymore, and my battle with pain seems to be pushing people away!


    	Pain and illness can end up defining who you are: I feel like the real “me” has been hijacked! How can I live this way?

  


  
 

    Providence:


    Because we know God holds all the keys of the universe, we also know he sees and governs everything that happens on earth.

 

  


  
Where is God when It Hurts?


  Pain and chronic illness can make you question God and his power. Consider these typical questions:


  
    	Does God create situations to intentionally make you as unhappy as you can possibly be?


    	Or does he wish for you a pain-free, healthier life, but is powerless to do anything about it?


    	Are God and the devil in an arm-wrestling match over your body? If so, who is in control—God or the devil?


    	And if your pain does fall under the control of God, why doesn’t he stop it, or at least alleviate it?

  


  Over the next pages, let’s take a close and honest look at what God’s Word has to say about pain and the providence of God.


  Facts about Pain


  Acute pain is your body’s way of waving a red flag for immediate attention, often because of an injury. Chronic pain, on the other hand, lasts for weeks, months, or years. It affects about 38% of Americans—more than cancer, diabetes, and heart disease combined.


  
    	Pain Is Both Physical and Emotional: Pain, especially chronic pain, affects more than your body. It’s psychologically stressful and can lead to emotions like anger and frustration. Pain and stress can be a vicious circle, increasing stress levels, which in turn can make pain worse. Seventy-seven percent of people with chronic pain report depression, and seventy percent report trouble concentrating.


    	Women Feel More Pain than Men: Women experience more pain than men over their lifetimes. Studies also show that women may experience pain differently—often more intensely—than men do.


    	The Brain Doesn’t Feel Pain: When you stub your toe or touch something hot, your body releases chemicals that send pain signals up through the spinal cord to receptors in the brain. The brain then sends the pain message back down to the part of the body that hurts. But although it’s the interpreter of pain, the brain itself does not have pain-sensitive nerves.


    	Back Pain Is the Most Common Pain Condition: In a survey done by the National Institutes of Health, 27 percent of Americans said low back pain was their most common type of pain, followed by headaches or migraines (15 percent). More than 26 million Americans aged 20 to 64 suffer from back pain, and each year we spend at least $50 billion on back pain relief. (2012 Everyday Health, Inc. www.everydayhealth.com)

  


  You are not alone! Do not allow pain to isolate you. Do not believe that “no one understands.” Remember, many others are dealing with pain and/or chronic medical conditions like yours.
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  The Bible: A Book about Real Life


  The God of the Bible is not a celestial ogre who is out to make your life miserable—rather, the God of the Bible is so interested in your earthly well-being and eternal welfare that he sent his one and only Son, Jesus Christ, to deliver you from a misery far more devastating than any autoimmune syndrome, migraine headache, or degenerative disc disease.


  God has made a huge investment in your personal condition, and he is heaven-bent on applying to you every benefit of his Son’s resurrection, including peace that is profound, joy overflowing, contentment that is sweet, and a soul that is settled.


  The Word of God does not tiptoe around the subject of suffering as though avoiding the issue; the Bible resonates with your pain and records your lament. In short, God understands. Just consider...


  
    	“My back is filled with searing pain; there is no health in my body. I am feeble and utterly crushed; I groan in anguish of heart. I wait for you, O Lord; you will answer, O Lord my God.” —Psalm 38:7–8, 15


    	“Have you, [God], rejected Judah completely? Do you despise Zion? Why have you afflicted us so that we cannot be healed? We hoped for peace but no good has come, for a time of healing but there is only terror.” —Jeremiah 14:19


    	“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.” —Psalm 22:24


    	“Turn to me and be gracious to me, for I am lonely and afflicted. The troubles of my heart have multiplied; free me from my anguish.” —Psalm 25:16–17
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  God and Pain: How Should We Pray?


  Okay, you say, God understands my condition, but what is he doing about it? Many of us try to put God in a box and impose upon him what we believe is the right and fair thing to do. But what if we ring heaven’s phone off the hook, asking God to heal us, and he says “No” or perhaps “Not now”? What is our next step?


  First, let’s consider the God with whom we are dealing. He says, “‘For my thoughts are not your thoughts, neither are your ways my ways,’ declares the Lord. ‘As the heavens are higher than the earth, so are my ways higher than your ways and my thoughts than your thoughts’” (Isa. 55:8–9). Also, Romans 11:33–34 says, “How unsearchable his judgments, and his paths beyond tracing out! ‘Who has known the mind of the Lord? Or who has been his counselor?’”


  So how should we approach a God whose thoughts and ways are so different from our own? Psalm 25:4–5 tells us how to pray: “Show me your ways, O Lord, teach me your paths; guide me in your truth and teach me, for you are God my Savior, and my hope is in you all day long.” So here is a wise way to pray:


  
    	Father, show me your ways. Romans 12:2 tells me not to think about my situation as the world thinks; “Do not conform any longer to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind. Then you will be able to test and approve what God’s will is—his good, pleasing and perfect will.” Help me to understand how my condition fits in your will for my life.


    	Lord Jesus, you are well acquainted with pain, so please teach me your paths and help me to follow you as I should. First Peter 2:21 tells me, “To this you were called, because Christ suffered for you, leaving you an example, that you should follow in his steps.” Help me to trust you, to lean on you, to ask daily for your grace and enabling, and to represent you well to those around me.


    	Holy Spirit, guide me in your truth. Help me to look at my disability as you look at it—help me not to think you’ve given me too much to bear, or that I have a right to complain. I need not succumb to bitterness for 1 Corinthians 10:13 assures “No temptation has seized you except what is common to man. And God is faithful; he will not let you be tempted beyond what you can bear. But when you are tempted, he will also provide a way out so that you can stand up under it.” Help me to know that your grace is my “way out” and if things don’t get better, you will give me strength.

  


  Fear Not


  After more than four decades of permanent paralysis, I can attest that only a daily, hourly, even momentary placing of our throbbing pain into his strong hands can protect us from the crippling ravages of fear. There are countless “Fear nots” in Scripture, each covering the whole spectrum of human experience. Every “Fear not” can be embraced and impressed on our hearts and repeated in a prayer as an affront to our adversary, the Devil, who would love nothing more than to keep us steeped in depression and anxiety. Consider memorizing this poem by Margaret Clarkson, a friend who was bedridden for years with chronic pain.


  Lord Jesus, King of pain,

  Thy subject I;

  Thy right it is to reign:

  Oh, hear my cry,

  and bid in me all longings cease;

  save for Thy holy will’s increase.


  Thy right it is to reign

  O’er all Thine own;

  then, if Thy love send pain,

  find there Thy throne,

  who didst bear death and hell for me.


  Lord Jesus, King of pain,

  my heart’s adored,

  teach me eternal gain

  is love’s reward:

  in Thee I hide me; hold me still

  till pain work all Thy perfect will.


  PRAYER: When I struggle with pain, dear Lord, teach me to wait on you and remember the example of Jesus, the King of pain. May I say with Job, “Though he slay me, yet will I hope in him” (Job 13:15).
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    “God uses chronic pain and weakness, along with other afflictions, as his chisel for sculpting our lives. Felt weakness deepens dependency on Christ for strength each day. The weaker we feel, the harder we lean. And the harder we lean, the stronger we grow spiritually, even while our bodies waste away. To live with your ‘thorn’ uncomplainingly—that is, sweet, patient, and free in heart to love and help others, even though every day you feel weak—is true sanctification. It is true healing for the spirit. It is a supreme victory of grace. The healing of your sinful person thus goes forward, even though the healing of your mortal body does not.”


    —J. I. Packer

 

  


  God’s Relationship to Evil


  God’s favorite planet has experienced a lot of evil over the years. Why hasn’t he stopped it or, at least, curbed it? It’s one thing for God to deliberately let something awful happen for reasons we may not understand, but it would be another for God to wish he could have prevented it but have one hand tied behind his back. Either God rules, or Satan sets our life’s agenda and God is limited to only reacting. In this scenario, even if God manages to patch things up, our suffering would be meaningless. We would become Satan’s playthings and our suffering would exist just for his amusement.


  However, evil is not uncontrolled. Because God reigns over all (Ps. 103:19), nothing happens outside of God’s control and plans. Even if we can’t grasp it this side of eternity, our sufferings have a place in God’s plans. Because even our sufferings fit into God’s plans, we don’t suffer in vain. Our sufferings have meaning because God uses them for his purposes.


  The life of Job is a good example. This follower of God had it all—money, land, status, family. One day in God’s throne room, Satan broached his disgust over Job’s pious reputation (Job 1:10). “The man loves you because you bribe him,” the Devil argued. “But stretch out your hand and strike everything he has, and he will surely curse you to your face (Job 1:11).” God answered, “Job is yours, only don’t lay a finger on his person.” The words were scarcely out of God’s mouth when lightning killed Job’s sheep and shepherds; a Chaldean raiding party plundered the cattle and herdsmen; then a mighty wind collapsed a roof on Job’s children. So we ask, who caused Job’s trials?


  
    	At the most basic level, natural forces caused them: Desert winds blew and lightning struck. On the same level, evil people caused Job’s trials: Greedy men killed and plundered.


    	On another level, Satan caused Job’s problems: He leaves God’s presence, we scarcely blink, and carnage is everywhere. Satan engineered it all: the fire, the wind, and the sword.


    	But on the deepest level, nothing happened that God did not decree. God permitted what he hated, to accomplish something he loved: the worship of a wiser Job.

  


  Satan’s motive was to wreck Job’s life and mock God. God’s reaction to the Devil was merely to lengthen his leash. God’s decree made room for evil to occur, but God didn’t do it. He simply used the deliberate evil of wicked people, as well as the impersonal evil of some bad storms.


  God Is Bigger than We Think


  A whole lot bigger. Most Christians willingly acknowledge God’s hands in peoples’ good deeds. But if you’ve ever been a victim of a crime, you want to know if God also notices peoples’ wicked actions. Well, as astounding as it may sound, no sin happens that God doesn’t deliberately allow. Don’t misunderstand—he is not the source of peoples’ bad deeds, for he despises sin. He hates it. James 1:13 says that God never tempts anyone to do wrong. Nevertheless, God’s overarching decrees allow for him to turn wicked hearts and evil motives this way and that, all to suit his higher purpose. Proverbs 16:4 tells us, “The Lord works out everything for his own ends—even the wicked for a day of disaster.”


  So how does our big God pull it off? He steers the sin already in peoples’ hearts so that sinners unwittingly fulfill God’s plans and not merely their own. Look at wicked King Ahab of Israel. As he was mustering his troops for war, a courageous prophet tells him what he does not want to hear: “The Lord has decreed disaster for you.” Decreed, mind you—Ahab’s death in battle is not a suggestion-box item that God is merely considering. Even when the wicked king tried to cleverly subvert God’s decree, he still ended up dying in battle (2 Chron. 18:33–34). God accomplished it and countless similar circumstances by infinite wisdom far beyond our grasp.


  God is constantly protecting us from the full force of the fall and the evil and suffering that goes with it. Time and again, he drives the Devil away and rescues us from his wicked schemes. This sin-stained planet would have ripped apart at the seams long ago were it not for the restraining hand of God.


  Second Thessalonians 2:6–7 says, “And now you know what is holding [the evil one] back... For the secret power of lawlessness is already at work; but the one who now holds it back will continue to do so till he is taken out of the way.” The Spirit of the Living God is the One who is “holding back” Satan and the suffering he instigates. Moment-by-moment God is engaged with suffering, restraining it and only allowing those harmful things to reach us that ultimately fit into his plan for your life!


  PRAYER: Lord God, there is no way I can understand the way you do things. I don’t pretend to comprehend how you work through peoples’ evil deeds to serve your own ends. But I know this: I believe you are far more kind and gracious than I could possibly imagine.


  Our Response to God’s Providence


  You’ve heard that old cliché, “It could be worse!” It’s not a phrase we like to hear. The words can sound terribly trite and empty at times. But it’s true. Things truly could be much worse for all of us. Picture God holding up his hands like the flood-control locks on a canal, holding back a dark tidal wave of suffering and harm. Deuteronomy 33:27 says, ”The eternal God is your refuge, and underneath are the everlasting arms.” The arms of our mighty God shield us. He is our refuge and protector from evil. Were it not for the influence of the Spirit of Christ in this world, we would see much more calamity, violence, natural catastrophes, war, and crime. Most of all, thank God we don’t get the sentence of death we deserve for our sins, but rather the rescue and salvation he so freely offered to us in his Son!


  Are you experiencing hardship today? God promises that absolutely nothing will penetrate his sheltering hands to touch you except that which has been weighed and measured, so as to not ultimately harm you. And when troubles do encroach on your life, God promises to flood you with his sustaining grace as you trust in him.


  
    	Little wonder God’s Word tells us to cultivate a fear of the Lord (Ps. 111:10; Prov. 1:7). A proper fear begins with understanding how big God really is.


    	Though our world can be a dark and sorrowful place at times, we can experience our Father’s goodness in the simple pleasures of a rainbow burning against a dark sky, a honeybee exploring a daffodil, the soft morning sunlight, a cup of cocoa by a fire on a stormy night, the whisper of a summer wind in the pines, the companionship of a loved one, and the hope of a wondrous new dawn in our heavenly home, just around the corner.


    	Take a moment to think through the good in your life—the things and the people you love and value. Then spend some time thanking the one who sends us “every good and perfect gift” (James 1:17).
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  May the Gospel Go Forth!


  “Grace and peace to you from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ. I [Paul] thank my God every time I remember you. In all my prayers for all of you, I always pray with joy because of your partnership in the gospel from the first day until now... Now I want you to know, brothers, that what has happened to me has really served to advance the gospel. As a result, it has become clear throughout the whole palace guard and to everyone else that I am in chains for Christ” (Phil. 1:1–6; 12–13).


  This was Paul’s first letter from prison to the church at Philippi, and his friends there were anxious to hear how Paul was doing. Now, the apostle could have started off his letter, “I’m glad you’re praying because I need it. The prison guards are mean, my chains are chafing, the grub is lousy, the nights are freezing, my bed is hard, I can’t sleep, and the other inmates are bullies. This place is horrible!” That’s how some—perhaps, many—people might have responded. But not Paul. He was not about to drag the Philippians down with a long list of complaints. Rather, he strove to encourage the church with his prayers and to assure them the gospel was going forth.


  Yes, disability is terribly difficult and chronic pain can eat away at your peace of mind. But think of Paul in his hardships. In good times and bad, Paul was most concerned about the going forth of the gospel. Paul writes in Acts 20:24, “I consider my life worth nothing to me, if only I may finish the race and complete the task the Lord Jesus has given me—the task of testifying to the gospel of God’s grace.” What an example!


  Like a black, velvety cloth set against diamonds, your disability provides a remarkable backdrop that magnifies patience, perseverance, endurance, and an uncomplaining spirit. These Christlike qualities that God longs to cultivate in your life are amplified against your obvious hardships. Your chronic condition is, no doubt, obvious to others—but what God wants to make obvious to others is your perseverance and lack of complaint. That can speak volumes to onlookers who are skeptical or cynical about God. They will look at you and think, How great her God must be to inspire such loyalty. Maybe her God really is worth investigating!


  
 

    “God whispers to us in our pleasures, speaks in our conscience, but shouts in our pains: it is his megaphone to rouse a deaf world.”


    —C. S. Lewis

 

  


  Your Pain Can Advance Christ’s Gospel


  In what ways might God use your chronic condition to advance his gospel? Think of the people he places in your path and your response to them.


  
    	Is there a family member or friend who regularly helps you? How often do you pause to thank them? Make a habit of expressing gratitude to others who tend to your needs. Coming from you in your condition? It would speak volumes!


    	Think of the doctors, nurses, and even your pharmacist who might be influenced by your attitude. Have you ever written a thank you note to your radiologist, oncologist, or orthopedic surgeon? Don’t put it off—and include an encouraging Scripture.


    	Your bed, crutch, or wheelchair provides a powerful platform for worship and intercession. Read Psalm 31:7 and Psalm 149:5–9 and grasp a fresh vision for the import your pain gives each of your prayers!


    	Rather than pour out your troubles to everyone, ask God to connect you with one or two praying friends with whom you can honestly share your anguish. Let them carry your burden, rather than lay it on everyone else (Gal. 6:2).


    	Most of the verses written about praise in God’s Word were penned by men and women who faced intolerable situations. So make this a daily prayer: “Lord God, the Good News is the goal of my day. Help me not to complain about my problems, but to see them as opportunities to share the gospel.”


    	God is especially honored when we offer a sacrifice of praise (Heb. 13:15). He is glorified when we offer words of adoration wrenched from a pained and bruised heart. He values the precious weight of each word of praise that is sacrificed, whether it’s a quiet prayer of determination or an outright cry of anguish (Ps. 10:17). It is only through Jesus that we are able to offer a sacrifice of praise. Why? Because Jesus was God’s sacrifice for us. Is it asking too much, then, for us to sacrifice mere words? Never!
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  Providence and the Story of Joseph


  I draw a lot of inspiration from the story of Joseph. There were plenty of unfortunate mishaps in Joseph’s life, like being tossed by his envious brothers into a pit and left to die. But later on, after more mishaps, Joseph told his brothers, “You intended to harm me, but God intended it for good to accomplish what is now being done, the saving of many lives” (Gen. 50:20–21).


  I like that word, intended. He is a God of intention—he has a purpose, a target, a goal, and a plan. Joseph’s problems did not catch God off guard. From the beginning, God calculated for Joseph to experience all these things. Why? For the salvation of others.


  God is not a sweep-up boy who follows you with a dustpan and brush, second-guessing how everything will fit into a divine pattern for good. God’s hands stay on the wheel of your life from start to finish so that everything follows his intention for your life. This means your trials have more meaning—much more—than you realize.


  Consider this: If Joseph had not been sold to those caravan traders by his wicked brothers, he would not have been sold as a slave to Pharaoh. And if Joseph had not become Pharaoh’s right-hand man, no one would have built giant grain silos to ward off the famine. And if the famine hadn’t happened, Jacob and his family would never have come to Egypt for food and safety. And if Jacob’s family weren’t in Egypt, there would have been no slave laborers. And if no slaves, no Exodus. And no giving of the law to Moses. And no Promised Land. And, finally, no line of Judah from which the Messiah, Jesus Christ, would come.


  What an amazing example of the providence of God! It is enthralling to see how the troubles of one young man named Joseph could kick-start a whole chain of earth-shaking events which would ultimately lead to our salvation.


  Joseph’s story could be yours. Only heaven will reveal the incredibly complex intertwining of events in which you have played a pivotal role. Like Joseph, you may not be able to discern it at the time, but God has it all in hand. He has it all in control. And you, dear friend, are needed in his marvelous plan to spread his kingdom in your corner of the world.
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  My Personal Remedy for Pain


  When my hip starts hissing and that pesky place on my back starts biting bad, I follow a prescription someone gave me years ago. (My friend suffers from degenerative disc disease and lives pretty much on the “nine” level of the pain scale). And I pass on his wisdom to you:


  
    	
      Do the next thing. When you’re in pain, it is so easy to get stuck in the present moment of searing agony. So rally your senses, take what medication is advised, and get up and do the next thing—could be the laundry, a paper due, bills to be paid, or a worship service to attend. Whatever it is, do it.
    


    	
      Help someone else. There are scores of people around you whose situations are as difficult, if not worse than yours. Find that person whom you can serve by alleviating their suffering however you’re able. Be inspired by the example of Jesus: while dying on the cross, he was reaching out to the fellow next to him!
    


    	
      Soak yourself in Scripture. Psalm 119:92 says, “If your law had not been my delight, I would have perished in my affliction.” Psalm 119:107 echoes, “I have suffered much; preserve my life, O Lord, according to your word.” These verses underscore the importance of grasping the Word of God when it comes to “keeping your head” above the waters of affliction!
    


    	
            Find a good distraction. Pain specialists say that this is one of the most effective ways to manage pain. Focus on an interesting hobby, read a fascinating book, finish an important project, or fix a leaky faucet.
    


    	
            Check your meds. Philippians 4:6 tells us to be anxious for nothing. If your medication is making you anxious, talk to your doctor—there may be something better for you. For me? Stretching daily, drinking lots of water, and breathing exercises help.
    


    	
            Reduce stress and anxiety. Isaiah 32:17 says, “The fruit of righteousness will be peace; the effect of righteousness will be quietness and confidence forever.” Pursue right living: keep in step with the Spirit, practice being grateful, put a melody in your heart, pause to pray, keep regular with your Bible reading, and give his love to others.
    


    	
            Rehearse what you know to be true. Physical pain can cloud our convictions about God’s benefits, which is why I must continually stir my soul to remember them. God has pardoned all my sin, rescued, restored, crowned me with his love, and healed all my diseases. Does this mean the pain goes away? Not immediately; but I have the sure promise that just as Jesus rose from the grave with a new body, so I will one day rise with no more pain or heartache.
    

  


  God’s Sovereignty


  Human demand for an explanation of God’s ways is understandable, but he’s not obliged to answer. Consider Job who trusted in God, yet lost his family, his health and business, his friends and reputation. He asked God many questions about his problems—nearly the entire book of Job is devoted to his inquiries of God. Not until chapter 38 does God speak, and then, from the midst of a storm. It is all designed to teach Job a fundamental lesson: that God is other than we are. God’s first words are a little combative: “Brace yourself like a man” (Job 38:3). Job is being summoned to wrestle with God! But this match is not a meeting of equals! The very first question is enough to bring Job to the floor in submission: “Where were you when I laid the earth’s foundation?” (Job 38:4).


  God wants Job to acknowledge his sovereignty. That is the issue at stake in Job’s trials. Will Job submit to God’s majesty or will he not? Thomas Brooks defines providence this way: “It is the unceasing activity of the sovereign Creator whereby, he upholds His creatures in orderly existence, guides and governs all events, circumstances and free acts of men and angels, no matter how great or trivial. All of this is done to accomplish one great design: to give glory to Himself.”
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  Joni Eareckson Tada, the founder and chief executive officer of Joni and Friends International Disability Center, is an international advocate for people with disabilities. A diving accident in 1967 left Joni Eareckson, then 17, a quadriplegic in a wheelchair. After two years of rehabilitation, she emerged with new skills and a fresh determination to help others in similar situations. She founded Joni and Friends in 1979 to provide Christ-centered programs to special needs families, as well as training to churches. Through the organization’s Christian Institute on Disability, Joni and her team have helped develop disability ministry courses of study in major Christian universities and seminaries. Visit us at www.joniandfriends.org.
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