
Faith Under Fire, Teacher’s Guide

Lesson 1: Why Do Christians Suffer? A Biblical Framework

John 16:33

Teaching Aim (Teacher Orientation)

This opening lesson sets the doctrinal foundation for the entire study, and what is at stake is 
nothing less than how your students read every hardship for the rest of their lives. The central 
truth of John 16:33 is that the Christian life is marked by both real tribulation and real, already-
accomplished victory in Christ. Your aim is to dismantle the quiet but widespread assumption, 
fed by the prosperity gospel and by our own comfort-loving hearts, that faithful Christians 
should be spared serious suffering and that suffering signals God’s displeasure or a defective 
faith. Scripture testifies, from the prophets to the apostles to Christ Himself, that the godly 
suffer, and that their suffering is never proof of abandonment.

At the same time, guard against the opposite error of a grim, joyless stoicism that merely braces 
for pain. Jesus does not tell His disciples to grit their teeth; He tells them to take heart, to be of 
good cheer, because He has overcome the world. The victory is grounded not in changed 
circumstances but in His finished work, spoken even before the cross. Help your students see 
that Christian hope is not the denial of trouble but confidence in a Person who has already 
passed through the worst and emerged as Lord.

This lesson is not only teaching a framework; it is forming hearts that can stand. A believer who 
truly grasps John 16:33 stops asking whether their suffering means God has turned against 
them, and learns instead to locate their peace in Christ rather than in an untroubled life. Aim, 
then, not merely to correct bad theology but to settle your students into a peace that the world 
cannot give and cannot take away.

Question 1

Student Question:

In a single verse Jesus says both “in the world you will have tribulation” and “take heart; I have 
overcome the world.” Why is it important that He says both, rather than only one? What does it 
tell us about the kind of comfort Jesus actually offers His followers?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Begin by letting the verse stand in its fullness. Jesus deliberately joins two statements that we 
are forever trying to separate. “In the world you will have tribulation” is a flat, unsentimental 
forecast; the word translated tribulation carries the sense of pressure, of being pressed or 
crushed. “Take heart; I have overcome the world” is a shout of triumph. Jesus refuses to soften 
the first in order to make room for the second, and He refuses to let the first have the last word.



The comfort Jesus offers is therefore not the comfort of denial. He does not say the trouble is 
imaginary, or that it will be brief, or that good people are exempt. He looks His friends in the eye 
on the worst night of their lives and tells them the truth. This is a crucial pastoral point: real 
Christian comfort never requires us to pretend. It can afford to be honest about pain precisely 
because it has something stronger than pretense to offer.

What He offers is Himself, and a victory already secured. Notice the comfort is not “things will 
get better soon” but “I have overcome the world.” The ground of hope is His accomplishment, 
not a forecast of improving circumstances. Help students feel the difference. Circumstantial 
comfort is only as stable as the circumstances. The comfort of John 16:33 rests on a finished 
work and therefore cannot be shaken by a bad report.

Draw the application toward trust. The reason both halves matter is that a faith built on only the 
first half collapses into despair, and a faith built on only the second half collapses into denial and 
is shattered by the first real blow. Jesus gives His people a faith that can look suffering full in the 
face and still take heart, because the One who overcame the world is with them in it.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 The Christian life is marked by genuine tribulation that Jesus Himself predicts and does not 
remove (John 16:33; Acts 14:22)

 Christ’s victory over the world is already accomplished and is the ground of the believer’s 
hope, independent of circumstances

 Christian comfort is honest about suffering rather than denying it, because it rests on 
something stronger than denial

 Faith built only on the promise of trouble despairs; faith built only on the promise of victory 
is shattered by real pain; the gospel holds both together

 Hope grounded in the finished work of Christ cannot be undone by changing circumstances

Discussion Prompts

 Why do you think Jesus chose to name the tribulation out loud rather than simply reassure 
the disciples that all would be well?

 What is the practical difference between comfort that says “things will get better soon” and 
comfort that says “I have overcome the world”?

 Which half of this verse does your own heart most need to hear this week, and why?

Question 2

Student Question:

Be honest about which half of that verse you tend to forget. Are you more likely to be surprised 
by the tribulation, as though it should not be happening to a Christian, or to lose sight of the 
victory and sink under the trouble? What would it look like to hold both together this week?



Commentary and Teaching Notes

This question turns the truth inward and asks students to diagnose their own imbalance. Most 
of us lean one of two ways. Some are perpetually surprised by hardship, carrying an unspoken 
expectation that a real Christian life should be largely smooth, so that every trouble feels like an 
exception that must be explained. Others are so weighed down by present trouble that the 
victory of Christ feels abstract and far away.

Encourage genuine honesty here rather than the expected answer. The goal is not for students 
to confess a tidy fault but to notice the actual shape of their hearts. A person who is always 
surprised by suffering may need to revisit Jesus’ plain words; a person crushed by it may need to 
lift their eyes to the One who has overcome.

Help them see that holding both halves together is not a one-time intellectual achievement but 
a daily discipline. We forget. The morning’s bad news pulls the second half out of view; a season 
of ease lets us quietly drop the first. Maturity is learning to preach the whole verse to ourselves 
again and again.

Move toward something concrete. Ask what it would look like this week, in a specific situation 
they are facing, to say both “yes, this is hard, and Jesus said it would be” and “and He has 
overcome the world, so I can take heart even now.” Formation happens when the truth is 
applied to a named circumstance, not left in the abstract.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 Self-examination as an ordinary and healthy part of the Christian life
 The tendency to be surprised by suffering, which exposes a defective expectation about the 

Christian life
 The tendency to be crushed by suffering, which exposes a forgetfulness of Christ’s victory
 Holding both halves of the verse together as a daily discipline of trust rather than a one-time 

insight

Discussion Prompts

 Are you more often surprised by trouble or crushed by it? What does your answer reveal 
about which truth you most need?

 Where did your expectations about how a Christian life “should” go come from?
 In one situation you are facing right now, how could you say both halves of this verse to 

yourself?

Question 3

Student Question:



Jesus says “I have overcome the world” the night before His crucifixion, before the resurrection 
had happened. On what basis can He speak of victory while the cross still lies ahead? What does 
this teach us about where Christ grounds His confidence, and where we are meant to ground 
ours?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

This is a weightier doctrinal question, and it repays careful handling. Jesus declares “I have 
overcome the world” on the night before His crucifixion, hours before betrayal, trial, mockery, 
and death. By every visible measure, He is about to lose. Yet He speaks of the victory in the past 
tense, as something already done.

The key is that Christ grounds His confidence not in the appearance of things but in the certainty 
of the Father’s purpose and His own obedience to it. He knows what He has come to do and that 
He will do it. The cross, which looks like defeat, is in fact the means of the victory; the 
resurrection will vindicate publicly what He here declares privately. His confidence is rooted in 
the reliability of God’s plan, not in favorable circumstances.

This has direct bearing on where we ground our own hope. We are tempted to wait for the 
resurrection-shaped evidence before we will believe the victory is real, to wait until the trouble 
lifts before we will take heart. Jesus models the opposite. He takes heart, and tells His friends to 
take heart, while the cross still stands between Him and Easter morning.

For the church of Christ, this also guards against a triumphalism that expects the victory to be 
visible now in health and ease. Christ’s victory was won through suffering and is presently 
received by faith, not yet by sight. We walk by faith in an accomplished triumph whose full 
unveiling is still to come. That is exactly the posture this study aims to cultivate.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 Christ’s confidence rests in the certainty of the Father’s purpose and His own obedience, not 
in favorable circumstances

 The cross, apparent defeat, is the very means of the victory; the resurrection publicly 
vindicates it (1 Corinthians 15:3-4)

 Believers are called to take heart in an accomplished victory received now by faith, not yet 
by sight (2 Corinthians 5:7)

 This guards against a triumphalism that expects Christ’s victory to be visible now in health 
and ease

 Hope is grounded in the reliability of God’s plan rather than in the evidence of improving 
circumstances

Discussion Prompts

 How can Jesus speak of victory in the past tense while the cross still lies ahead of Him?



 What does it mean to receive Christ’s victory “by faith and not by sight” in your present 
trouble?

 Where are you waiting for visible evidence before you will take heart, and what would faith 
do instead?

Question 4

Student Question:

Where in your life right now are you waiting for the circumstances to change before you will let 
yourself take heart? How might Christ be inviting you to take heart now, on the basis of what He 
has already done, rather than later, once the trouble has passed?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Now press the previous truth into the student’s own waiting. Most of us have an unspoken 
contract: I will rejoice once the situation resolves, I will rest once the bills are paid, I will take 
heart once the diagnosis is clear. We postpone our peace, pinning it to a future change in 
circumstances.

Jesus invites a different order. Because the decisive victory is already won, we are free to take 
heart now, in the middle of the unresolved thing. This is not pretending the trouble is over; it is 
refusing to let the trouble have the final say while we wait.

Invite students to name the specific circumstance whose resolution they are waiting on before 
they will let themselves rest. Naming it robs it of some of its power and exposes the 
postponement for what it is.

Then turn them toward a present act of trust. What would it look like, today, to take heart on 
the basis of what Christ has already done rather than on the basis of a change they are still 
hoping for? This is the heartbeat of the whole study: trusting God in the trial, not only after it.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 The temptation to postpone peace until circumstances resolve, making rest hostage to 
outcomes

 Taking heart now, in the unresolved situation, on the basis of Christ’s finished work
 The difference between denial of trouble and refusal to let trouble have the final word
 Trusting God in the trial rather than only after deliverance

Discussion Prompts

 What specific change are you waiting for before you will let yourself take heart?
 What is the difference between pretending the trouble is over and refusing to let it have the 

last word?
 What would taking heart today, before anything changes, actually look like for you?



Question 5

Student Question:

Throughout the New Testament, faithful believers suffer: prophets, apostles, and the Lord 
Himself. How does the consistent witness of Scripture confront the idea that suffering is proof of 
God’s displeasure or of weak faith? What does the Bible say suffering actually is for the 
Christian?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Here we widen the lens from one verse to the whole sweep of Scripture, and the doctrinal 
payoff is large. The Bible’s witness is relentlessly consistent: the godly suffer. The prophets were 
persecuted, the apostles were beaten and imprisoned and killed, and the Lord Himself, the only 
truly righteous man, suffered most of all. Suffering simply cannot be a reliable index of God’s 
displeasure, or the most faithful people in the Bible would have to be counted the most 
rejected.

This directly confronts the assumption named in the introduction. If suffering proved divine 
displeasure, then Job’s friends were right, the cross was a verdict against Jesus, and Paul’s 
beatings meant God had turned away from him. Scripture forbids every one of those 
conclusions. The faithful suffer, and often they suffer precisely because they are faithful.

So what, positively, is suffering for the Christian? Scripture gives several answers we will explore 
across this study: it produces endurance and character (Romans 5), it shares in the sufferings of 
Christ (1 Peter 4), it refines faith like gold (1 Peter 1), and it is never wasted in the providence of 
God (Romans 8). Suffering is not evidence of abandonment; in God’s hands it becomes an 
instrument of formation.

Be careful not to swing to the opposite error of glorifying suffering for its own sake, as though 
pain were good. Pain is an evil that entered through the fall. The wonder is not that suffering is 
good but that God is so good He can take even this evil and bend it toward the good of those 
who love Him. Keep the marvel on God’s redeeming power, not on the suffering itself.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 The uniform witness of Scripture that the godly suffer, including the prophets, the apostles, 
and Christ (Hebrews 11:35-38; Acts 5:40-41)

 Suffering cannot be a reliable measure of God’s displeasure without condemning the most 
faithful people in Scripture

 For the Christian, suffering becomes an instrument of formation: endurance, character, 
shared fellowship with Christ, refined faith

 Suffering itself is an evil of the fallen world; the marvel is God’s power to bend it toward 
good (Genesis 50:20; Romans 8:28)

 The cross of Christ is the final refutation of the idea that suffering proves rejection by God



Discussion Prompts

 If suffering proved God’s displeasure, what would we have to conclude about Jesus on the 
cross?

 Which biblical sufferer comes to mind most readily for you, and what does their story teach 
about faith and hardship?

 What is the difference between saying suffering is good and saying God can bring good out 
of suffering?

Question 6

Student Question:

Have you ever measured your standing with God by how smoothly your life was going? In what 
specific area have you been tempted to read your circumstances as a verdict on God’s love for 
you? What would change if you let the cross, rather than your circumstances, tell you how God 
feels about you?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

This self-focused question exposes a subtle and common form of works-righteousness: 
measuring God’s love by the smoothness of our circumstances. When life goes well we feel 
approved; when it goes badly we feel quietly condemned, as if God were grading us by our 
comfort.

Help students see how deeply this is woven into us. We say we are saved by grace, yet our 
hearts often keep score by outcomes. A good week feels like a gold star; a hard week feels like a 
frown from heaven. This is the prosperity gospel living in miniature inside the believer’s own 
chest.

The cure is to let the cross, not our circumstances, tell us how God feels about us. At the cross 
God’s love for us was demonstrated once and for all, while we were still sinners and at our 
lowest. If that is where God settled the question of His love, then no hard week can reopen it.

Invite a specific confession. In what area, the health, the finances, the relationships, the ministry 
that is not bearing fruit, have they been reading their circumstances as a verdict on God’s love? 
Then redirect them to Calvary as the fixed point that their circumstances cannot move.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 The subtle works-righteousness of measuring God’s love by the smoothness of life
 The cross as the fixed and final demonstration of God’s love, settled while we were still 

sinners (Romans 5:8)
 The difference between feeling approved by good outcomes and resting in grace regardless 

of outcomes



 Letting Calvary rather than circumstances define how God feels about us

Discussion Prompts

 In what area of life have you been reading your circumstances as a verdict on God’s love for 
you?

 How does Romans 5:8 settle the question of God’s love independently of your week?
 What would change in a hard season if the cross, not the circumstances, told you how God 

feels about you?

Question 7

Student Question:

Jesus tells the disciples these things, He says, “that in me you may have peace.” Notice that the 
peace is located “in me,” not in the absence of trouble. What is the difference between peace 
that depends on calm circumstances and peace that is anchored in a Person? Why does the 
second kind hold when the first cannot?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Return to the text and notice where Jesus locates the peace He gives. “I have said these things 
to you, that in me you may have peace.” The peace is found “in me,” in union with Christ, not in 
the removal of trouble. In the very next breath He says the world will bring tribulation, so the 
peace and the trouble coexist.

This is a profound and practical distinction. Circumstantial peace is the calm that comes when 
nothing is wrong, and it is real but fragile, evaporating the moment the phone rings with bad 
news. The peace of Christ is anchored in a Person who does not change, and so it can hold 
steady inside the storm rather than only after it passes.

Explain why the second kind holds when the first cannot. Circumstances are by nature unstable; 
to anchor peace there is to build on sand. Christ is unchanging, already victorious, and present 
with His people. Peace tethered to Him shares in His stability. This is why Paul can speak of a 
peace that surpasses understanding guarding our hearts in the middle of anxiety-producing 
situations (Philippians 4:6-7).

Bring it home pastorally. Many believers are exhausted from trying to manufacture peace by 
controlling their circumstances, eliminating every risk, fixing every problem. Jesus offers a rest 
that does not depend on getting everything under control, because it depends on Him, who 
already has.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 Christ locates the believer’s peace “in me,” in union with Him, not in the absence of trouble 
(John 16:33; John 14:27)



 Circumstantial peace is real but fragile; the peace of Christ is anchored in an unchanging 
Person

 The peace of Christ coexists with tribulation rather than requiring its removal (Philippians 
4:6-7)

 Resting in Christ frees us from the exhausting attempt to manufacture peace by controlling 
circumstances

Discussion Prompts

 What is the difference between peace that depends on calm circumstances and peace 
anchored in Christ?

 Why can peace tethered to Christ hold inside the storm when peace tethered to 
circumstances cannot?

 Where are you exhausting yourself trying to manufacture peace by controlling your 
situation?

Question 8

Student Question:

Where are you currently seeking peace by trying to arrange your circumstances so that nothing 
can go wrong? What would it look like this week to seek your peace in Christ Himself instead of 
in a problem-free life?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

This self-focused question follows naturally and asks students to spot their own peace-by-
control strategies. Many of us pursue peace by trying to arrange a life in which nothing can go 
wrong: the buffer in the bank, the second opinion, the contingency plan for the contingency 
plan. None of these is wrong in itself, but as a source of peace they will always fail.

Help students notice the tell-tale signs that they are seeking peace in circumstances rather than 
in Christ: the anxiety that spikes when control slips, the inability to rest until every variable is 
settled, the way a single unsolved problem can steal a whole day’s joy.

The invitation is not to passivity or carelessness but to a relocation of trust. We still act wisely, 
but our peace no longer rides on the outcome. We can take reasonable steps and then 
genuinely rest, because the steadiness of our hearts is tethered to Christ and not to whether the 
steps succeed.

Ask for one concrete practice this week, perhaps a deliberate act of entrusting a specific worry 
to Christ in prayer, choosing to rest before the problem is solved. Formation is in the specifics.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 The common strategy of seeking peace by eliminating all risk and controlling outcomes



 Signs that peace is rooted in circumstances rather than Christ: anxiety when control slips, 
inability to rest until all is settled

 Relocating trust without abandoning wise action, so that peace no longer rides on the 
outcome

 Practicing rest in Christ before a problem is resolved

Discussion Prompts

 What is your usual strategy for trying to feel at peace, and where does it depend on 
controlling outcomes?

 What does your anxiety, when control slips, reveal about where your peace is rooted?
 What is one worry you could deliberately entrust to Christ this week, choosing to rest before 

it is resolved?

Question 9

Student Question:

The so-called prosperity gospel teaches that faith should reliably produce health, wealth, and 
ease, and that suffering signals a lack of faith. Using this passage and the wider witness of the 
New Testament, how would you lovingly but clearly answer someone who believes their ongoing 
hardship means God has abandoned them? What is at stake, for their soul, in getting this right?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

This is the heaviest doctrinal block of the lesson, and it addresses the prosperity gospel head on, 
with both clarity and compassion. The prosperity teaching claims that faith reliably produces 
health, wealth, and ease, and that persistent suffering reveals a deficiency of faith. The pastoral 
damage of this teaching is severe: it heaps a second, crushing burden of guilt onto people 
already suffering, and it slanders the character of God.

Answer it first from this passage. Jesus, addressing His most faithful followers, promises them 
tribulation in the same breath as peace. If the prosperity gospel were true, Jesus gave His 
disciples precisely the wrong forecast. The apostles went on to be beaten, imprisoned, and 
martyred, not because their faith failed but because it did not.

Then widen to the New Testament’s witness. Paul’s thorn was not removed despite repeated 
prayer (2 Corinthians 12). The heroes of faith in Hebrews 11 include those who were tortured, 
sawn in two, and destitute, commended precisely for a faith that did not yield earthly 
deliverance. Job suffered without sin as its cause. The consistent testimony is that faith is not a 
lever for extracting comfort from God but trust in God whether He delivers now or not.

Stress what is at stake for the suffering person’s soul. To believe their hardship means God has 
abandoned them is to be cut off from the very comfort God offers. So speak the truth tenderly: 



their suffering is not a verdict, God has not turned away, and the cross proves it. Help the 
teacher hold both the firmness of the correction and the gentleness owed to a wounded heart.

For our heritage, also note the positive frame: comfort rests on God’s Word and the hope of the 
resurrection, not on a claim to guaranteed healing or material increase. We do not promise 
what God has not promised; we point to what He has, His presence now and glory to come.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 The prosperity gospel’s claim that faith guarantees health and wealth, and that suffering 
signals deficient faith, is contradicted by Christ’s own words (John 16:33)

 The apostles and the heroes of Hebrews 11 suffered because of faithfulness, not despite a 
failure of faith (Hebrews 11:35-38)

 Faith is trust in God whether or not He delivers now, not a lever for extracting comfort and 
prosperity (2 Corinthians 12:7-10)

 The pastoral damage of prosperity teaching: it adds guilt to grief and slanders the character 
of God

 Christian comfort rests on God’s Word and the hope of the resurrection, not on guaranteed 
healing or material increase

 The cross is the decisive proof that suffering does not mean God has abandoned His own 
(Romans 8:32)

Discussion Prompts

 How would you gently answer a believer convinced that their unhealed illness means God 
has abandoned them?

 Why is the prosperity gospel not only mistaken but pastorally harmful to those who are 
suffering?

 On what, then, does genuine Christian comfort actually rest, if not on guaranteed 
deliverance?

Question 10

Student Question:

Look back over John 16:33 as a whole, real trouble named honestly, real victory already won, 
peace offered in Christ. Name one specific way you sense Jesus forming you through a current 
hardship, teaching you to take heart in Him rather than in your circumstances. What is one 
concrete step of trust He is asking of you this week?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

This capstone question gathers the whole lesson and turns it toward formation. Read John 16:33 
once more as a single movement: trouble named honestly, victory already won, peace offered in 



Christ. The aim is for students to leave not merely with a better framework but with a heart 
being shaped by it.

Invite them to name a current hardship and to ask what Jesus might be forming in them through 
it, not as a tidy explanation of why it is happening, but as a way of cooperating with God’s work 
in the middle of it. Endurance? Humility? A deeper dependence? A loosened grip on control?

Resist the urge to answer for them or to rush them to resolution. The most formative moments 
often come when a person, still in the unresolved trouble, says, “I do not know why this is 
happening, but I am learning to take heart in Him.” That is the posture the whole study is 
cultivating.

Finally, ask for one concrete step of trust this week. Formation that stays abstract evaporates. A 
named hardship, a named work of God, and a single named step, that is how the truth of John 
16:33 moves from the page into a life.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 Reading the whole passage as one movement: honest trouble, accomplished victory, peace 
in Christ

 Cooperating with God’s formative work in the middle of unresolved suffering rather than 
waiting for an explanation

 The mature posture of taking heart in Christ without yet understanding why the trial has 
come

 Translating the lesson into one concrete, named step of trust

Discussion Prompts

 What do you sense Jesus may be forming in you through a current hardship?
 What is the difference between demanding an explanation for your suffering and trusting 

God in the middle of it?
 What is one concrete step of trust Jesus is asking of you this week?


