Out of the whirlwind – Is God asleep at the wheel?

Talk 3 – The Christian Response
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The purpose of this final talk is to present the Christian response to the problem of evil and suffering. Perhaps the situation could be summarized as follows. Atheists tend to acknowledge the existence of evil but deny the existence of God. Eastern religions tend to acknowledge the existence of God (or gods) but deny the existence of evil. The Christian worldview acknowledges the existence of both God and evil and this is where the problem lies.
The Christian worldview holds that a wholly good, all powerful, personal and moral God exists who cares deeply about the human beings He has created. And yet evil also exists and is the source of all pain and suffering. But how can a good God who is all powerful allow evil to exist? Surely all 3 cannot be held together at the same time? Given that evil does exist, surely, either:

1) God doesn’t exist

2) God is not all powerful – does his best but not in control of everything

3) God is not all good – malevolent side to his character.

The aim of this talk is to show that it is possible to believe in a good powerful God and still acknowledge evil. Christians can often seem like they have all the answers and that can be frustrating. Our aim here is not to convince you that we have all the answers. We don’t and evil remains a mystery in many ways. My aim is to show you that the existence of evil and a good, powerful, loving God CAN be held together. 
A) The Existence of Evil
The atheistic argument presented was as follows:

1) If God existed he would be all-good and all-powerful
2) If God was all-good he would not want evil to exist

3) If God was all-powerful he would not allow evil to exist

4) Evil exists

5) Therefore, God cannot exist.

The existence of evil is used as evidence against God’s existence, yet the existence of evil can actually be used to argue FOR the existence of God. You see if we are going to claim that there is evil in the world we need to ask ourselves on what basis do we decide that something is evil? By what moral measuring stick do we decide that Hitler’s gas chambers were evil but the work of Mother Teresa was good? 
If you had to offer a definition for cancer what would you say? Or what about wood rot? Tooth decay? Car rust? At some point in your definition you will have had to make reference to a healthy body, healthy tree, a healthy tooth and a rust-free car. The reason is that cancer does not exist on its own. It needs a body to inhabit with tumours. Wood rot does not exist on its own, it is parasitic upon healthy wood and can only exist as long as the tree exists. Tooth decay does not exist on its own it can only exist if there is a tooth there on which to work! Similarly rust would not exist if there were not a car to corrode.
The point is that it is impossible to distinguish evil from good unless one has a reference point that is infinitely good.  We cannot define evil without defining its opposite – good! Evil is not a first cause – it is good that has gone wrong or decayed or been corrupted. Therefore if we acknowledge evil we must also acknowledge good. Seen in this light, the reality of evil actually requires the existence of God rather than disproves it.
Moral Law Giver?
We could in theory take this line of thought further and say, well if Evil exists, then Good also exists, and now we are talking in terms of moral absolutes, i.e. good and evil, right and wrong, i.e a moral law. But where does this inherent sense of right and wrong come from? Christians make the case that we have this inherent sense of right and wrong because we have a Creator who himself is moral and has imprinted on our nature part of his nature. 

In other words, there is a moral law because this comes from a moral law Giver who is himself both personal and moral. This moral law Giver is the creator of our moral nature. He has imprinted onto us part of his own character. Therefore the existence of evil, rather than disproving God’s existence can actually be used as evidence for the existence of a personal and moral God.

B) The Avoidability of Evil

The second critique relates to the fact that evil could surely have been avoided if God were in charge.

1) God could have created a world where people would never do anything wrong.

2) But God did not choose this better alternative

3) Therefore God, either does not exist or he has an evil or lazy side to him.

This argument assumes that if God is so powerful and good then he could have made a world exactly like the one we have, but where no-one did anything wrong. These sorts of critiques are not just questioning God’s existence, but also his character.

Examples:

“This is not the way things are supposed to be!”

“Why doesn’t God just jump in and stop evil before it happens?”

1) How do we know God hasn’t stopped some terrible evils before they happened. We have no way of knowing what things God may have prevented in this world.  

2) What does it mean to be fully human? What would a world look like where no-one ever did any wrong? Where everyone about to mug someone would be tripped up in some way. Every trigger would be pulled but the gun would lock and cease to fire. Every fraudulent bank transaction would go wrong and the money stay safe. 

If God were to stop all evil it would involve humans making choices for good or bad that were utterly meaningless.  Eventually the gun men, even if they wanted to pull the trigger would not bother because it would lock every time they tried. Eventually the muggers would not pursue people on the streets because they would fail. Eventually the fraudsters would stop trying because the computers kept crashing. Yes evil would stop but we would no longer be living in a free world. People would make decisions and choices that were meaningless. Evil would stop but so would our ability to choose anything good or bad. We would not do anything wrong but we would not be able to choose to do good either, nor to love. We would be like robots or puppets where God would pull the strings and press the buttons and we would be forced to do whatever he wants.

Democracy or Dictatorship?

Which is the more moral society? A democracy or a dictatorship? Removing evil would involve removing free choice and that would equate to a dictatorship with God at the helm. We think a more moral world would be one where all evil is removed. From God’s perspective the more moral world is one where human beings have real freedom to choose and love, for good and bad. There is greater morality in allowing humans to choose how they will live and act. And ultimately to make the choice of how they would live – with or without God? 

In the beginning ....

This is the world that God choose to create. We ask why couldn’t God have created a world with no evil in it, well the Bible states that that was how things started out (Genesis 1:4, 10, 12, 18, 21, 25, 31).  Regardless of what you believe about how long ago it happened or by what process, the Bible is clear that God did 2 things when He created:
1) Everything was perfect and uncorrupted/unspoiled. Humans, human nature and their habitat.

2) Humans were given freedom to choose how they would live.

How did he create choice? 
If someone puts a gun to your head and asks you if you love them and you, fearing your life, say “Yes” do you mean it? In order for choice to be real and meaningful there has to be a real and meaningful alternative. This is what the tree of the knowledge of good and evil signifies. Or the “tree of forbidden fruit” as some call it. 

Some things are impossible

People think that God can do everything but there are some things that are impossible for God. He cannot make 2+2=5, he cannot cease to exist, he cannot lie, he cannot sin. He could not have created a free and therefore meaningful world in which he could guarantee that people will always choose the good. God cannot give humans free will and then be constantly intervening in our actions. God cannot give humans free will and at the same time withhold free will from them. 

Free choice risks Wrong choice
God’s desire was that humanity would use their free choice to freely choose to obey God and walk with him. But the earliest humans exercised their free choice by making a wrong choice to turn away from God. “I’m going to run my own life independently of God”. They said no to walking with God and yes to running their own lives. The result of this act of rebellion was that mankind’s relationship with God was broken. The first thing they did was hide from God & become afraid of Him [Gen 3:8,10]. Out of this one broken relationship came many other broken relationships: 

With themselves (Genesis 3:7)-shame, lack of acceptance/self esteem 

With other people (Genesis 3:12) - relationships – blame
With nature itself (Genesis 3:17 and Romans 8:19-22) – natural disasters & disease
People might say “Then God caused Evil!” No. God’s plans had the potential for evil when he gave humans free choice, but the actual origin of evil came when these first humans said “I want to run my own life independently of God”. Whereas God created the fact of freedom human performed the acts of freedom. God made evil possible. Humans made it actual.
This is a very long response to the argument that God could have avoided evil. He could have created the world we have now but where evil does not exist? My point is that
 God could not have done so without destroying our freedom. Human freedom & therefore a meaningful existence was more important to God than a Divine Dictatorship. But humans wrongly used their freedom to reject their creator, leading to fractured relationships and pain and suffering in all areas of life. 

Personal Punishment?
People in pain often say things like, “Why is God doing this to me?” or “God must really have it in for me,” or “What have I done to deserve this?” Suffering is not a lightning bolt from God to make you pay for something you said or did or didn’t do. No, much of our suffering comes as a consequence of living in a world in which humans make wrong choices because they are living in alienation from God.

The Cross
The reason we know this for certain is because the suffering of an innocent is right at the heart of the Christian faith. The God of Christianity has made himself vulnerable. No innocent suffered at the hands of evil more than Jesus. God granted us our freedom knowing the potential for abuse and yet was prepared to come down himself to sort it out. God himself stepped out of eternity into time and human history and provided a solution to sin and evil without destroying our freedom to choose. On the cross sin and evil were defeated. Jesus allowed himself to be destroyed by evil so that we never have to be. 

3 levels to Jesus’suffering:

1) Emotional – betrayal, desertion, denial by his closest friends.

2) Physical – flogged, beaten, carrying the cross, crucifixion 

3) Spiritual – separation from His Father

Jesus was innocent and therefore acceptable to carry the weight of all we have done wrong but God cannot look at sin, therefore Jesus was cut off from his father. This was the greatest agony of the cross. No movie can portray this!

Jesus has fully identified with human suffering on the cross. The Christian God is not one who sits aloof when we suffer. He is one who has been there and who understands and longs to comfort us, heal us, restore us. One thing that is promised by God to the Christian is that he will always be with us, come rain or shine, in the peaks and valleys of life. He will never leave us or abandon us, especially in our time of suffering.

One of the questions put to God on that website was, “Where were you during Auschwitz?” Elie Wiesel, a Hungarian Jew was in the death camps of Aushwitz, Buna and Buchenwald as a young boy. He recalls his time at Auschwitz.

“Perhaps the most horrifying experience of all was when the guards first tortured and then hanged a young boy, “a child with a refined and beautiful face”, a “sad-eyed angel”. Just before the hanging Elie heard someone behind him whisper, “Where is God? Where is he? Thousands of prisoners were forced to watch the hanging (it took the boy half an hour to die) and then to march past, looking him full in the face. Behind him Elie heard the same voice ask, “Where is God now?” “And I heard a voice within me answer him: “Where is he? Here he is – he is hanging here on this gallows……”” 

Jesus was “… a man of sorrows and familiar with suffering” (Is 53:3). Shortest sentence in whole Bible? “Jesus Wept” (John 11:35). He has fully identified with human suffering. This God has been there and has not just empathy but also sympathy. He was separated from His Father on the Cross so that we never have to be separated from God when we suffer. That is if we will allow him in, allow him to comfort us in our pain.

God provided a solution to evil still without destroying our freedom. We just choose whether we will benefit!

C) The Purposelessness of Evil
The atheistic reasoning was as follows:

1) An all-good God must have a good purpose for everything

2) There is no purpose for some suffering

3) Therefore there cannot be an all-good God.

Christians must again be careful here to avoid trotting off an answer that is cold comfort to someone in pain. But there are some things that can be said that involve changing our perspective on life.
1) We are not God!

When we hear about certain evils we admit we are baffled as to why God could possibly allow it. But the fact that we can not offer a reason does not mean that no reason exists, merely that we do not know what it is! We admit that some suffering appears to have no purpose but that does not mean that there is no purpose, it instead exposes our ignorance because we are not God!
I work as a scientist some of the time, and on the door to our shared office people put various sayings. One recent one said, “If you understand everything you must be misinformed.” I possibly made myself slightly unpopular by adding at the end “…or God”. For a creature to claim to understand everything is surely misinformation. For the Creator of time, the universe and every living thing to claim to understand everything is, to me, more credible. I am not suggesting that we simply draw a line and say to every painful event there is a purpose. Rather I am saying that using the apparent purposelessness of evil as an argument against God is faulty. We do not know everything, but if the Christian God is real, He does. 
2) What am I here for?

Some more answers on the purpose of suffering are tied up with what we think we are on this earth for. Why am I alive? I did not ask to be born so what is the purpose of my existence? Is the purpose of my existence to make myself happy or to come to know my Maker?
My point here is that if we think that the ultimate purpose of our life is to make ourselves happy by pursuing whichever leisure activities and careers we please because this life is all there is, then the question “What possible good could come from this suffering?” will frequently be on our lips. But if the purpose of our life is to come to know the God who created us, loves us and cares about every detail of our lives then it becomes possible to see some purpose in suffering. Is God’s role to make us happy or to draw us back to him?

Is all pain bad?
Leprosy. It is not the disease that causes these deformations, but rather a lack of pain receptors in the skin. The absence of the pain system leads to the damage.

We know all too well that suffering draws us to our knees. Suffering brings the important things in life very clearly into focus. Pain shatters the illusion that all is well and the illusion of self sufficiency. It can alert us to a far more serious condition – separation from God. It is often in the place of suffering where people find God and God can use our suffering to point people back to himself. 
C.S. Lewis in The Problem of Pain. “God whispers to us in our pleasures but shouts to us in our pain. Pain is God’s megaphone to rouse a deaf world.”
D) The Persistence of Evil 

The atheistic reasoning was as follows:
1) An all-good God would destroy evil

2) An all-powerful God could destroy evil

3) But evil is not destroyed, it exists!

4) Therefore, God does not exist.

Examples:

Why do earthquakes keep on happening?

Why does my dad’s cancer keep on coming back?

Why does my mum’s boyfriend keep on beating her? 

Why does bad stuff keep on happening?

Christians respond to this on 2 levels:

1) Are we exempt? Firstly, the reason people raise this question is often because they want justice. Perhaps they have seen awful events in the news or amongst friends or family. Wanting justice is a very human response. We want those guilty to be punished. 

But what’s also interesting is that we are often keen to have justice “out there” but not necessarily “in here”. Jesus is very clear in the Bible that the types of people mentioned above will be judged. But He is also clear that everyone will have to give an account for the life they have led (Matthew 12:36; Romans 14:12; 1 Peter 4:5). What’s more, abduction, murder, rape, and swindling are not the only things classed as evil in God’s eyes. Things like arrogance, envy, boasting/bragging, jealousy are also considered evil and will be judged (Mark 7). Apparently we will be judged not just on our actions but our thoughts and attitudes and on the actions we knew we should have done but did not

So, who of you out there can say whole heartedly that you have never done, thought, or said anything wrong? I know I can’t. So, if God were to wipe out all evil tonight then who would be left standing?

2) “Not yet” does not mean never! Premise 3 is faulty. We must rephrase it “Evil is not YET destroyed”. Just because God hasn’t completely destroyed evil so far doesn’t mean he never intends to. The Bible is clear that one day evil will eventually be completely destroyed. This is what heaven is. The Bible doesn’t talk about heaven, it talks about a new heaven and a new earth (Revelation 22). One day a new era will dawn when evil and every form of suffering that derives from it will be totally destroyed.

“He [God] will wipe every tear from their eyes. There will be no more death or mourning or crying or pain, for the old order of things has passed away.” 

Revelation 21:4
Sounds too good to be true but when Christians talk about having hope this is what they are hoping IN. We live in the between times where the power of evil was defeated 2000 years ago but its presence is still with us. This is similar to the D-day landings. After 6th June 1944 Germany was on the losing side but the war was not over for another 16 months. The Germans were defeated but not yet removed. In the same way 2000 years ago evil was defeated but is not yet removed. We are still subject to the presence of evil in this world but one day God will remove it altogether.

But why does God delay? Well in some ways He alone knows fully his reasons but one thing we know is that this new heaven and earth will be full of PEOPLE. Just as God defeated evil without removing our free choice, so He will destroy evil without interfering with our free choice. My point is that the people in this new heaven and new earth will have chosen to be there and so part of the reason for the delay is to allow people time to make a choice.

This may not seem like the best of all possible worlds to some, but argueably it is the best way TO the best possible world. God’s desire is that he would be able to wipe the tears from the eyes of every person He created, but he will never remove our right to choose.

“…No eye has seen, no ear has heard, no mind has conceived what God has prepared for those who love him..” 


1 Corinthians 2:9

It is into this big picture that all questions of suffering fit. That for those who will trust Jesus Christ, there will be ultimate justice & our sufferings in this life, however tragic, will be completely healed.
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