God, I Have a Question #5

“Why Is There So Much Evil?”

selected Scriptures

Harold Kushner was a young rabbi when he accepted a call to serve a Jewish congregation in a suburb outside of Boston. He and his wife Suzette had a three-year-old boy named Aaron and a child on the way. They were a happy family, although the parents were concerned that Aaron seemed to stop gaining weight at the age of eight months, and he began losing his hair when he turned a year old.


The Kushners took Aaron to specialists, and on the day baby Ariel was born the Kushners received devastating news: Aaron had progeria, also called “rapid aging.” He would never grow beyond three feet in height, would not have any hair on his head or body, look like a little old man while still a child, and would die in his early teens. Aaron did, in fact, die two days after his fourteenth birthday.


From his suffering and struggles between his religion and reality, Rabbi Kushner wrote a book, When Bad Things Happen To Good People, that became a best-seller.
 In the introduction he writes, 

I knew then that one day I would write this book. I would write it out of my own need to put into words some of the most important things I have come to believe and know. And I would write it to help other people who might one day find themselves in a similar predicament. I would write it for all those people who wanted to go on believing, but whose anger at God made it hard for them to hold on to their faith and be comforted by religion. And I would write it for all those people whose love for God and devotion to Him led them to blame themselves for their suffering and persuade themselves that they deserved it.


I applaud the efforts of Rabbi Kushner, and the fact that he never did abandon his belief in God despite the suffering of his son and his family. I don’t agree with all of his conclusions (which we will cover later), but his book certainly touches a nerve.

The Calamity of Evil


Bad news is all around us…we cannot escape it if we want to. Every day we hear of the calamity of evil: crime and corruption, disaster and destruction, disease and death. The victims are old and young, rich and poor, of every ethnic, economic, or educational background. Despite all of our technological progress, we have failed to overcome the basic problems of pride and prejudice, greed and corruption, violence and death.


As Christians, we believe that the answer is not found in mankind, but in God. We learn to pray as young children, “God is great; God is good…” and most of us still hold on to that basic yet profound theology.


But then we look around at our world and we begin to wonder. We question, like Job in the face of all his loss and suffering; like Habakkuk in the face of the injustice of his times; like Asaph in the Scripture reading earlier in the service. If God is so great and so good, why doesn’t He do something about all this evil in the world?


I was not surprised, then, when several of the response cards requesting questions we would pose to God centered on this subject. For example:

· Why does life have to have so much sadness, disappointment, and tragedies?

· Why do children have to suffer abuse, cancer, and death at such a young age?

· Why do babies and toddlers have to die when older Christians linger on and on and they are very ill and begging to go?

· Why do people do what they do even if it hurts the one you love?

· I know You made us in Your image to love and worship you of our own choice, but why did You allow Satan to have so much power? And why has it taken You so long to say, Enough is enough”?
These are all excellent questions, and they deserve thoughtful, biblical answers. Asking such questions does not demonstrate a lack of faith, but rather a firm grasp on reality. What we need is a firmer grasp on revelation—as in God’s revealed Word.

The Causes of Evil


First let’s consider the causes of evil. The questions all ask, “Why is there so much evil?” The Bible provides an answer. The short answer is found in Romans 6:23, a verse many of us memorized as a child. The first six words state, “The wages of sin is death.” That’s the condensed version. Paul expands on this thought in Romans 5:12, “Therefore, just as sin entered the world through one man, and death through sin, and in this way death came to all men, because all sinned…”

Paul is referring, of course, to the Garden of Eden. God had told Adam and Eve not to eat of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, and if they did, they would die. They did, and as a result death entered the world. But do you realize what that entails? Not only did death enter the world, but everything that causes death entered the world at that moment: disease, disasters, deformities, and deterioration. All of the evil we see in the world is a result of that fateful choice—it is all the wages of sin!


More specifically, we can trace the causes of evil to four broad categories:

· Our sin

· Others’ sin

· Original sin

· Oppressor’s schemes

Let’s briefly consider each one.

Often times we suffer as a result of our own sin. We make choices, and the choices bring consequences. Numbers 32:23 states, “You may be sure that your sin will find you out.” Paul writes in Galatians 6:7, “Do not be deceived: God cannot be mocked. A man reaps what he sows.” Of the four causes of evil we will consider, this is the one we can most easily accept. It seems fair, it sounds just. We can live with it.

Other times, though, evil comes as a result of others’ choices. What was the first recorded sin after the Garden of Eden? Cain murdered his brother Abel. Did Abel suffer as a result of his own sin? No, he was victimized by the choice of another. Joshua 7 records the defeat of the Israelites at the tiny town of Ai. Thirty-six men lost their lives, not because of sin they had committed, but because Achan had stolen items from Jericho. Joshua confronted Achan and asked, “Why have you brought this trouble on us?” (7:25)

While it could be argued that all evil sprouts from the original sin of Adam and Eve, it is helpful to understand that natural disasters—earthquakes, tornadoes, tidal waves, and the like—stem from the earth itself being cursed as a result of Adam’s sin (Gen. 3:17; Rom. 8:19-20). So-called “acts of God” are in reality the result of original sin.

Finally, evil can come from the oppressor’s schemes. We have an enemy, Satan, who “prowls around like a roaring lion seeking someone to devour” (1 Peter 5:8). He loves to “steal, kill, and destroy” (John 10:10). In the story of Job, we know where his suffering came from: not from his own sin, others’ sin, or original sin, but from the oppressor’s schemes. Notice, though, that Satan is limited by God in what he can do. That is true not only in Job’s case, but at all times. Satan can only work within the parameters God establishes. (We may wonder why God gives Satan any latitude at all, but that is a question only God can answer!)

Four causes of evil and suffering: our sin, others’ sin, original sin, and the oppressor’s schemes. Here’s the catch: We can’t always know the exact cause for a particular evil. Sometimes the connection seems simple, especially when our own sin or the sin of others is clearly evident. But Job never did know the cause for all of his suffering. (We know with hindsight that it was the oppressor’s schemes, but he had no knowledge of this.)

Furthermore, it is not up to us to discover the cause of evil and suffering in a specific case. That was the mistake of Job’s friends, who were certain Job’s suffering was a result of his own sin. The disciples asked Jesus regarding a man who was born blind in John 9:2, “Rabbi, who sinned, this man or his parents, that he was born blind?” They surmised that the cause of this man’s suffering was either his own sin or others’ sin (in this case, his parents). Jesus told them they were wrong on both counts.

The lesson from these two examples is clear: Rather than entering into a debate over the cause of sin, we are to show compassion on the suffering. Let God sort out the causes and consequences—that’s His job, not ours.

What is clear from this list of the causes of evil is that God is not responsible for the evil we see in our world. James 1:13 states, “God cannot be tempted by evil, nor does He tempt anyone.” Blaming God is not an option.

The Conquering of Evil


Most Christians maintain that God is good. Some, though, have called into question the greatness of God. Rabbi Kushner writes with regard to the book of Job, 

Let me suggest that the author of the book of Job takes the position which neither Job nor his friends take. He believes in God’s goodness and in Job’s goodness, and is prepared to give up his belief in [the] proposition that God is all-powerful. Bad things do happen to good people in this world, but it is not God who wills it. God would like to get people what they deserve in life, but He cannot always arrange it. Forced to choose between a good God who is not totally powerful, or a powerful God who is not totally good, the author of the book of Job chooses to believe in God’s goodness.

Later he writes, 

If we have grown up, as Job and his friends did, believing in an all-wise, all-powerful, all-knowing God, it will be hard for us, as it was for them, to change our way of thinking about Him…. But if we can bring ourselves to acknowledge that there are some things God does not control, many good things become possible.


Rabbi Kushner is not the only voice proposing this “solution.” Tony Campolo writes in his book, Which Jesus?
In the midst of our disappointments with God, we try to come up with rationalizations that will make God look good, even in the face of tragedies that we believe God could have prevented. Sometimes we try to put a good spin on our disappointments by saying that what we wanted just wasn’t God’s will. But deep down inside we are likely to wonder why a God of love whom we believe has the power to make things right didn’t act to do so….

Maybe it’s time for us to understand that the Jesus Barjoseph to whom we pray doesn’t always use His power to work the miracles we crave because He has chosen to set aside that power and make love His means for salvation. Maybe we have to realize that we can’t have it both ways and that in choosing the way of sacrificial love, He has had to set aside the way of power. As has already been pointed out, it is close to impossible to express love and utilize power at the same time. To love, Jesus Barjoseph had to put limits on His power. And for us to have the freedom to love Him and to love one another, He had to give up control over our decision making and let us embrace Him and one another as we will. Love can never be coerced. God, in Jesus Barjoseph, chose out of love to set aside power. We have a God right now whose power is not all that we might want it to be but whose love has no limits.


Both of these men suggest that we change the childhood prayer from “God is great, God is good,” to “God is good, but not as great as we once thought.” I understand the logic behind these statements, but I cannot agree with them for they blatantly contradict Scripture. Consider the following:

· “I am the Lord, the God of all mankind. Is anything too hard for me?” (Jeremiah 32:27)

· “All things are possible with God” (Mark 10:27).

· “Nothing is impossible with God” (Luke 1:37).

Limit God’s power and He ceases to be God. Deny His sovereignty and He is no longer divine. We need not settle for a good God who is not all-powerful. The Bible teaches that God is almighty, and the conquering of evil has already begun. It is a past event with present implications and a future fulfillment.


First, sin was conquered when Jesus was raised from the dead. Paul writes in Colossians 2:15, “And having disarmed the powers and authorities, he made a public spectacle of them, triumphing over them by the cross.”  Notice the past tense of the verbs; this is something that has already happened! Warren Wiersbe writes, “The death of Christ on the cross looked like a great victory for Satan, but it turned out to be a great defeat from which Satan cannot recover.”



Second, sin is conquered when we resist Satan and stand for the right. God’s victory over evil is not merely a past event of history. It is a present experience for the believer in Christ. Wiersbe adds,
You and I share in His victory over the devil…The satanic armies of principalities and powers are defeated and disgraced! As we claim the victory of Christ, use the equipment He has provided for us (Eph. 6:10ff), and trust Him, we are free from the influence of the devil.
 
We can have victory over Satan right now! James 5:7 states, “Resist the devil, and he will flee from you.” His defeat is not some distant hope that we wish will happen someday. It is a present reality!


This does not mean, however, that we are immune from the present evil and suffering of our world. There are still disasters, disease, disability, destruction, and death until Christ returns. While the power of sin and Satan have been broken, the presence of evil and suffering will continue until the end of time and the onset of eternity.


We are not powerless to stand against evil and suffering, though. Just as sin has a “ripple effect” that touches the lives of others with devastating consequences, so acts of goodness and kindness can impact others for good. Paul writes in Galatians 6:10, 

“Therefore, as we have opportunity, let us do good to all people, especially to those who belong to the family of believers.” The scope of this command is “all people” with special emphasis on fellow believers. But we are to do good to all who need it.


In 1966, Robert F. Kennedy spoke in South Africa against the evils of apartheid, the legalized discrimination against all non-whites who lived there. He said to a crowd of young people,

Few will have the greatness to bend history itself, but each of us can work to change a small portion of events. It is from numberless diverse acts of courage and belief that human history is shaped. Each time a man stands up for an ideal, or acts to improve the lot of others, or strikes out against injustice, he sends forth a tiny ripple of hope, and crossing each other from a million different centers of energy and daring those ripples build a current which can sweep down the mightiest walls of oppression and resistance.


I believe this is true in the spiritual realm as well. Perhaps no one of us will even do anything that captures headlines, but every time we stand up for what is right, every time we do good to others, we become a part of a larger movement against evil and suffering. That movement is not a political party or a social service agency—it is nothing less than the kingdom of God Almighty! 


Instead of debating the cause of evil and suffering in our world, instead of playing detective wondering “who done it,” instead of passing judgment or looking down our nose at those less fortunate, let’s do something about it! Let’s be on the front lines to lessen the affects of evil, and to alleviate the suffering in our world. No, we cannot remove it entirely, but we can make a difference…even for just one.


Third, sin will be conquered when we all get to Heaven. We look forward to the day when the presence of evil and suffering will be completely removed. The closing chapters of Revelation provides the promise of what Heaven will be like:

Now the dwelling of God is with men, and he will live with them. They will be his people, and God himself will be with them and be their God. He 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 (Rev. 21:3-4).

No longer will there be any curse. The throne of God and of the Lamb will be in the city, and his servants will serve him. They will see his face, and his name will be on their foreheads. There will be no more night. They will not need the light of a lamp or the light of the sun, for the Lord God will give them light. And they will reign for ever and ever (Rev. 22:3-5).

Won’t that be wonderful?


So in answer to the question, “God, why is there so much evil?” the Bible tells us that all the evil and suffering in our world is a result of sin and Satan. It may be our own sin, others’ sin, original sin, or the oppressor’s schemes, but the evil itself does not come from God. The good news is that the forces of evil have been defeated, are being defeated, and one day will be completely defeated. Our task is to remain faithful, keep trusting in God, and do what we can to share God’s love with those who are hurting.
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