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As we come to the final week in this short series on ageing, I am very aware that I am only 

scratching the surface! My main focus has been on those of us within the church who are getting 

older and how to handle this reality with God’s grace. However, there is much more which needs to 

be said about our responsibilities to others who are aging – whether they are family and friends or 

simply those who live around us – our neighbours. God has said much about this in the Bible. In 

fact, the care for others, no matter what their life situation, is a significant theme in the Bible and it is 

something that is meant to distinguished God’s people from all others. Also, much more could be 

said about the grief that is felt by family and friends as they watch those they love age and 

eventually die. Grief is not an embarrassment to be hidden away or covered over, it is a good and 

healthy response to separation from a loved one that is the result of sin destruction. Jesus wept at 

the death of a friend. Unfortunately, all these things need to be kept for other sermons in the future! 

The reality 

Last week we looked at the reality that we will all lose some of our abilities as we age. We will move 

a little slower and become less flexible. We will tend to forget things more often and not be as quick 

to learn new skills. It will take all of us a little longer to heal from accidents and we won’t have the 

stamina we once did. This is the normal process of ageing and as God’s people, we can meet this 

with His love and grace. However, by the time we are approaching our eighties, maybe as many as 

half of us will be dealing with significant issues that will affect our quality of life. Modern medicine is 

able to keep many degenerative conditions in check and even give us new organs to replace those 

which are decaying. But medicine cannot totally eliminate the suffering which we face as we 

approach this final stage of life. 

For some, this is largely a physical issue. The decay of our bodies will increasingly limit us. Arthritis 

limits our movement; intestinal issues limit what we can eat; diminishing eyesight and hearing limit 

our communication. As our bodies no longer function properly, it can feel like our world is getting 

smaller and that life has cast us off becasue we are past our “use by” date. 

For others, this is a mental issue. Dementia is the second leading cause of death here in Australia. 

By the time we are in our nineties, half of us will be experiencing some form of significant mental 

impairment. Of all these, the loss of memory is the hardest as it causes us to lose connection with 

our very identity as a person. Who am I when I can no longer remember my history, my family, what 

I can do, or what is important to me? How do I live in this world when I am not even sure what is real 

and what is just happening in my mind – which is the reality for those with Parkinson’s or Lewy Body 

dementia? It is no wonder that this is so frightening to people.  

 



The suffering 

This deterioration of our bodies and mind causes real suffering for the individual involved and all 

those around who are seeking to love and care for them. How do we face this in a Biblical, godly 

way? Often, we try to push these feelings away and act like everything is OK. We pretend that we 

are not suffering, that we have everything under control.  

However, this is not what we find in the Bible. Psalm 22 is one example which God has given us to 

guide us through these difficult situations. This is a Psalm of David which has been called ‘A liturgy 

for the one threatened with death’. We know that David faced some very difficult situation in his life. 

He was no stranger to suffering and despair. He probably wrote this in one of those times, but he 

wrote it in such a way that it became part of a service which the priests could lead for the sufferer of 

a serious illness. The person’s family and friends would gather around to join with them in grieving 

their situation and pleading with God to answer their cries for help. In this Psalm there is no covering 

up of the raw emotions felt, no ignoring the doubts and fears, no easy answers.  

As you read it, you may recognise some of the phrases as those which were later used in the 

accounts of Jesus’ death. Jesus himself quoted the first line of the Psalm when he was on the cross. 

We will come back to this use later but first we will look at how it applies to us today. 

I encourage you to read through Psalm 22 slowly at this point. As you read, notice the declaration at 

end of verse 21 – “You have answered me!”. This is the turning point of the Psalm which changes 

everything. 

In the first part of the Psalm, we see the sufferer struggling with the delay in God’s deliverance. The 

sufferer laments the tension between what is known and previously experienced of God and what is 

currently happening. He or she feels abandoned by God and yet knows that God has saved those 

who have trusted in Him before. Their suffering is made worse when they are despised and mocked 

by others because God has not stepped in to save them. And yet they know that God has been 

trustworthy and dependable since birth. The Psalmist wants to trust God but feels rejected by Him.  

And this rejection brings fear. There is nothing to protect them from the enemies which seem to be 

all around – enemies which are described as charging bulls and ferocious lions and hunting dogs. 

The enemies we face may not be people out to kill us, but rather pain which never goes away and 

drains us of our energy, illnesses that rob us of who we are and what we can do, or the isolation and 

loneliness which can seem to encircle us and cut us off from hope. The sufferer’s description of this 

fear is vivid. 

My strength drains away like water; all my bones are dislocated. 

    My heart is like wax; it melts away inside me. 

The roof of my mouth is as dry as a piece of pottery; 

       my tongue sticks to my gums. (v. 14,15) 

Some people believe that this fear in the face of the unknown may explain some of the anger and 

violence and other character changes which are sometimes seen in people with dementia. In some 

cases, these things may be perfectly understandable responses to a world that is increasingly 

bewildering and frightening. When you forget who you can trust and everyone is a stranger, it is 

understandable if one feels the need to be on the defensive.  

This suffering is also difficult for those around the sufferer who love them and want to help them. 

Our first instinct is to want to fix things, to take away the suffering. But we can’t always do that. What 

then can we do? I believe that at least part of the answer can be found in the fact that this Psalm 

was used as a liturgy – a structure to help people pray and weep together for those who are 

suffering. Surely the first thing, the main thing which we can do, is to accept that the suffering is real 

and simply be with the person in their situation. We must resist the tendency to minimise the 

suffering or to hide it as something shameful. It is a part of living in this sin-affected world. We can’t 

always fix it. Sometimes all we can do is come alongside the sufferer and share in their suffering. 



And as we do so, we give dignity and value to the sufferer. The world around us only values that 

which is new and strong and fully functioning. Anything which falls short of that standard is thrown 

away. But we know that all people, no matter how frail or flawed or fractured, are made in God’s 

image and are of infinite value. If they are suffering, it is our privilege to walk the journey together 

with them and thus reduce at least the rejection and isolation they feel even if we can’t fix anything.  

John Goldingay is an Old Testament scholar who teaches at a college in the US. He has a practice 

of inviting his students into his house for meals. Ann, his wife who has now passed away, was 

severely disabled with MS and there came a time when she had lost the ability to speak or move 

and her memory was also impaired. Before his students came to visit, he would tell them that his 

wife probably wouldn’t recognise them or remember them, but he used to urge them to speak with 

her just the same. He would say something like this: “She probably won’t remember you afterwards, 

but in that moment, she will appreciate you.” His encouragement to his students was born out of his 

deep love for his wife and the desire to affirm to her and to others the meaningfulness of her life 

even in the midst of suffering. Their time with her might only be for a moment, but that moment 

mattered. And those who took time to be with Ann in this way, told John that in that moment, not 

only did they minister to her, but they were aware of her ministering to them in ways that they could 

not describe but knew to be real. 1 

The hope 

As we look back at Psalm 22, we see that even amid this terrifying situation, and although God has 
yet to respond, the Psalmist hangs on to Him as the only source of hope. “But you, O LORD, do not 
remain far away. You are my source of strength. Hurry and help me!” (v.19) The sufferer and those 
around them know God is their only hope. And, finally, God responds – “You have answered me!” 
(v. 21b) Notice that we aren’t told what the answer is! Again, I think this a deliberate omission so 
that many people, in many different situations, can use this Psalm to work through their sufferings. 
Maybe the content of the answer is less important than the fact that God did come close and 
answer. This reminds me of one of those precious affirmations found in another Psalm of David: 

You keep track of all my sorrows.  
    You have collected all my tears in your bottle.  
    You have recorded each one in your book. 
My enemies will retreat when I call to you for help. 
    This I know: God is on my side! (Psalm 56:8,9 NLT) 

This promise is precious to all of us, but especially to those who face the losses of dementia. The 

story is told of an elderly lady in a nursing home who was suffering from dementia. She would pace 

the halls restlessly, repeating just one word over and over again – the word was “God” – and that 

was all she said. The staff didn’t know what to do to calm her or help her distress. Finally, as one of 

the nurses paced the halls with her, she had an inspiration. The nurse asked, “Are you afraid that 

you will forget God?” “Yes! Yes!” replied the elderly lady. The nurse was then able to say to her, 

“You know, even if you forget God, He will not forget you. He will not forget who you are or what you 

are going through. He has promised that.” This calmed the lady and gave her the assurance she 

needed as she was aware of all she was losing through her dementia.2 

Yes, God is on our side no matter what is happening to us! In the verses which follow, the Psalmist 

proclaims that God loves and values each person who calls to Him. He does not despise or detest 

or ignore them. And when He acts to save, He does so out of His wisdom and His goodness, 

ensuring that what He does will always be for the best. 

It is no wonder that the sufferer bursts into praise of God and calls those around to praise God as 

well. It is not enough that just God’s people praise Him, all the earth is called to praise Him and 

 
1 Swinton, John. Dementia: Living in the memories of God p. 235-6. 
2 Swinton, p. 196 



acknowledge His greatness and bow down to Him. And God’s greatness is to be told to future 

generations so that the praise of God will continue through all of time.  

If David, who suffered thousands of years ago, can praise God for His goodness and mercy, how 

much more can we. We have seen some much more of God’s goodness than David could ever 

have imagined. For we know that God didn’t just answer His people’s cries for help, staying in 

heaven and dispensing mercy from there. God chose to enter our sufferings and walk with us as a 

frail human being – one who suffered as we do and who knows the realities of physical and 

emotional pain. In the depths of His suffering, He cried out, “My God, My God, why have you 

abandoned me?” (v. 1) People mocked Him because God did not rescue Him from the cross. (v. 8) 

Those watching couldn’t even wait until He had died before the divided up His clothes. (v. 18) His 

suffering was intense in body, mind and spirit. But He overcame suffering, not by avoiding it, but by 

entering into it. He defeated suffering and death by talking upon Himself our suffering and death and 

walking through them to victory.  

Death could not hold Him down and He proclaimed that we would share in this victory with Him: 

“Since I live, you will also live.” (John 14:19) This is the glorious truth of the resurrection. Through 

our union with Him, we share in His victory over suffering and death even though we are not free 

from them in this life. We may still suffer, but we suffer with the life of God within us and with the 

love of God around us, displayed through the loving actions of His family, our brothers and sisters in 

Christ.  

And then there is heaven! 

One day the suffering will be over, and God will wipe away our tears and renew our body and 

cleanse us completely and eternally from the destruction of sin. What a glorious thing to be 

reminded of in the midst of our lowest times! Suffering does have limits, it does have an end. We 

may experience this here on earth. God’s answer to us may lift some of the burden of our suffering. 

Or that end may only come as we step from this life and into the presence of God.  

As we finish, let me read from Paul’s words to the Thessalonians who were worried about those 

they loved who had died. 

13 And now, dear brothers and sisters, we want you to know what will happen to the believers 
who have died so you will not grieve like people who have no hope. 14 For since we believe 
that Jesus died and was raised to life again, we also believe that when Jesus returns, God will 
bring back with him the believers who have died. 

15 We tell you this directly from the Lord: We who are still living when the Lord returns will not 
meet him ahead of those who have died. 16 For the Lord himself will come down from heaven 
with a commanding shout, with the voice of the archangel, and with the trumpet call of God. 
First, the believers who have died will rise from their graves. 17 Then, together with them, we 
who are still alive and remain on the earth will be caught up in the clouds to meet the Lord in 
the air. Then we will be with the Lord forever. 18 So encourage each other with these words. 
(Thessalonians 4:13-18 NLT) 

He who is the faithful witness to all these things says, “Yes, I am coming soon!” 
Amen! Come, Lord Jesus! (Revelation 22:20 NLT) 

 


