A Teacher Like No Other #11

“Beyond Reason”
Luke 13:1-5; John 9:1-3
Tragedy has become commonplace in our world. We can’t hardly pick up a newspaper or turn on the evening news without seeing graphic images of calamity, lives being lost while others are shattered. Violence, natural disasters, death—we become nearly immune to it.

Until it hits close to home.

The loss of a house to fire, the loss of a job that’s been held for many years, the loss of a spouse to a lingering, excruciating illness, the loss of a child suddenly and unexpectedly—these are not just happening to unfamiliar people in faraway places; these have happened and are happening to people right here in our church family. 

On those occasions, we all wonder the same thing: “Why?” Sometimes it takes the form of a prayer: “Why, God?”  If you aren’t asking those questions, you will. Or perhaps you will be able to help someone else who is.

In Christian circles, this question is often met with pat answers.  “We shouldn’t ask those questions,” some tell us.  “That shows a lack of faith.”  I beg to differ with that thought.  “Remember Romans 8:28 [or some other favorite verse]!” others say with a smile.  Sure, Romans 8:28 is truthful and helpful, but not as a flip answer.  Perhaps the most popular answer is, “Well, everything happens for a reason.” That one I have to agree with.  But probably not the way most people intend it.

Jesus was asked a variation of this question on a couple of occasions during His earthly life and ministry. One of those is recorded in Luke 13, the Scripture reading from this morning. The other is found in John chapter nine, which we will examine later. Before then, though, let’s see what God’s Word says on the subject. 

The Devastating Reality

Far from being “pie-in-the-sky” or mythical, the Bible deals with the world as it really is. The characters depicted in the pages of God’s Word are imperfect, and they encounter all the highs and lows of human experience. God’s chosen people were not spared life’s difficulties, nor were the unrighteous kept from life’s pleasures. Jesus taught in Matthew 5:45, “ He causes his sun to rise on the evil and the good, and sends rain on the righteous and the unrighteous.”

Many of the heroes of the faith experienced the devastating reality of calamity. Adam and Eve lived through the tragedy of a murdered child—and the horrible truth that he died at the hands of his brother. Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob all buried their wives. Joseph suffered terrible injustice on a number of occasions. Naomi lost her husband and her two sons in a rather short period of time. David watched as his own child die at the age of seven days.


Perhaps no one person suffered more calamity than Job. In short order, Job lost all of his wealth, his health, his reputation, and—I think worst of all—he lost all ten of his children in one tragic incident. This did not happen to Job because he was wicked, or even because he had strayed away from God; in fact, it happened to him because he was a righteous man.


Christians are not insulated from the awful happenings of life. Faithful men, women, and young people suffer from illness, injury, disability, deformity, economic disaster, loss of reputation…the list goes on and on.

The Disturbing Reason

This brings us back to the original question: Why? We have heard it said, “Everything happens for a reason.” What is the reason for such heartbreak?

For our consideration this morning, I am distinguishing “reason” from “purpose.” I know these two words are often considered to be synonyms, but I believe they are very different. If we can grasp the meaning of these words, we can better comprehend life’s tragedies.

When I speak of the “reason” for life’s misfortunes, I mean by reason, “the thing that makes some fact intelligible,” or “cause.”
 We often speak of “cause and effect,” and in this case, the “effect” is the calamity we see all around us. What is the cause of it?

In a word, the disturbing reason for calamity is sin. Romans 6:23 says simply, “The wages of sin is death.” Another way of saying that would be “The effect of sin is death.” Sin is the cause, and death is the effect.

Sometimes the calamities we suffer are the result of our own sin. When David lost his son born to Bathsheba, the Bible records that his suffering was brought about because of his sinful affair with Bathsheba and the murder of her husband, Uriah. Paul wrote to the Corinthians concerning their improper manner of observing the Lord’s Supper, “That is why many among you are weak and sick, and a number of you have fallen asleep.” “Sleep” in this context speaks of physical death. These disobedient Christians suffered illness and even death because of their own sin. Another biblical example of this is found in Acts 5, where Ananias and Sapphira literally lied and died.

When calamity comes about because of our own sin, we find it easier to accept. We were wrong, and we paid the price. There is a sense of justice or fairness in it all. We should not, however, be quick to jump to the conclusion that all calamity comes because of the person’s own sin.

Job’s friends did that, assuming that Job’s heartbreak was deserved. God had some harsh words for them. Jesus’ disciples made this leap in John chapter nine,

As he went along, he saw a man blind from birth. His disciples asked him, “Rabbi, who sinned, this man or his parents, that he was born blind?” 

“Neither this man nor his parents sinned,” said Jesus…
In this case, sin was not the direct cause for this man’s disability—neither his sin nor his parents’ sin was the reason. This does not mean, however, that sin had nothing to do with it.

Jesus warned His audience in Luke 13:1-5,

Now there were some present at that time who told Jesus about the Galileans whose blood Pilate had mixed with their sacrifices. Jesus answered, “Do you think that these Galileans were worse sinners than all the other Galileans because they suffered this way? I tell you, no! But unless you repent, you too will all perish. Or those eighteen who died when the tower in Siloam fell on them—do you think they were more guilty than all the others living in Jerusalem? I tell you, no! But unless you repent, you too will all perish.”

Sometimes we suffer calamities as a result of others’ sin. Abel lost his life because of the sin of Cain. David’s baby boy died because of the sin of his parents. Jesus suffered and ultimately died at the hands of others. Joseph suffered all his indignity because of the choices made by his brothers, Potiphar’s wife, and even the forgetfulness of the Pharaoh’s cupbearer. Even unintentional actions impact the lives of others, sometimes negatively.

These situations are a bit tougher to deal with, unless we see that the people who caused the calamity suffer in some way themselves, balancing the scales of justice in our minds. When our sense of justice is not satisfied, though, the questions of “why?” arise.

But what about those tragedies with no one to blame? What about deformed or disabled babies, children who contract deadly diseases, people who die in accidents or natural disasters? How do we explain those circumstances? How do we accept them?

The answer to this dilemma is original sin. Ultimately, the reason for all calamity is found in the initial act of disobedience recorded in the opening chapters of Genesis. I know these passages are familiar, but let’s remind ourselves of the truth found in them.

Turn to Genesis 2:15-17,

The Lord God took the man and put him in the Garden of Eden to work it and take care of it. And the LORD God commanded the man, “You are free to eat from any tree in the garden; but you must not eat from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, for when you eat of it you will surely die.”


God clearly told Adam what was expected of him. Adam was free to eat of any tree except one, the tree of the knowledge of good and evil. But, as we all know, Adam and Eve both ate from the forbidden tree, and in Genesis chapter three God pronounces sentences on the serpent, Eve, and Adam. We read in verses 17-19,

“Because you listened to your wife and ate from the tree about which I commanded you, ‘You must not eat of it,’ Cursed is the ground because of you;

through painful toil you will eat of it all the days of your life. It will produce thorns and thistles for you, and you will eat the plants of the field. By the sweat of your brow you will eat your food until you return to the ground, since from it you were taken; for dust you are and to dust you will return.

Here is the beginning of all human heartbreak throughout history. As one resource puts it well,

Man became mortal; although he did not die the moment he ate the forbidden fruit, his body underwent a change…the union subsisting between his soul and God having already been dissolved, he had become liable to all the miseries of this life and to the pains of hell forever. What a mournful chapter this is in the history of man! It gives the only true account of the origin of all the physical and moral evils that are in the world; upholds the moral character of God; shows that man, made upright, fell from not being able to resist a slight temptation; and becoming guilty and miserable, plunged all his posterity into the same abyss.﻿

This may seem terribly unfair—that all mankind should suffer because of Adam and Eve’s sin—but they represented all mankind. Paul writes about this 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.” This kind of identification is not a very American way of thinking, but it is an Eastern concept seen quite often in the Bible.


Not only has sin affect human beings. Paul goes on to write in Romans 8:19-22,

The creation waits in eager expectation for the sons of God to be revealed. For the creation was subjected to frustration, not by its own choice, but by the will of the one who subjected it, in hope that the creation itself will be liberated from its bondage to decay and brought into the glorious freedom of the children of God. We know that the whole creation has been groaning as in the pains of childbirth right up to the present time.

“Nature itself,” A. W. Tozer writes, “has felt the shock of man’s sin and has been adversely affected by it.”
 Drought, monsoons, tornados, hurricanes, earthquakes, tsunamis, landslides—all happen on planet earth ultimately because of original sin.

The Divine Remedy


So, is that it? Is the only answer we have to life’s disasters the knowledge of where they ultimately come from?


Thankfully, no. Scripture not only describes the disturbing reason for calamity; it also discloses the divine remedy. That remedy is His ultimate purpose. If by “reason” we mean the cause of an effect, then in this context the word “purpose” means “something set up as an object or end to be attained; intention.”
 God has a purpose that transcends any tragedy, any calamity, any heartbreak.


Because this purpose is God’s, it is eternal, holy, just, good, and everything else that God is. It is also sovereign. 

David writes in Psalm 11:3-4,

“When all that is good falls apart, what can good people do?”

The Lord is in his holy temple; the Lord sits on his throne in heaven.
We can relate to that question, can’t we? “When all that is good falls apart, what can good people do?” Curiously, David doesn’t answer his question with an answer. He answers it with a declaration: “The Lord is in his holy temple; the Lord sits on his throne in heaven.” His point is unmistakable: God is unaltered by our storms. He is undeterred by our problems. He is unfrightened by these problems. He is in his holy temple. He is on his throne in heaven.
 

Proverbs 19:21 declares, “Many are the plans in a man’s heart, but it is the Lord’s purpose that prevails.” The Lord’s own words are recorded in Isaiah 46:9-10,

“Remember the former things, those of long ago; I am God, and there is no other; I am God, and there is none like me. I make known the end from the beginning, from ancient times, what is still to come. I say: My purpose will stand, and I will do all that I please.”
Later in the same book, the Lord states in Isaiah 55:10-11,

“As the rain and the snow come down from heaven, and do not return to it without watering the earth and making it bud and flourish, so that it yields seed for the sower and bread for the eater, so is my word that goes out from my mouth: It will not return to me empty, but will accomplish what I desire and achieve the purpose for which I sent it.”  


God is God, and whatever God wants to do, He gets it done. His purpose will prevail. The Expository Dictionary of Bible Words says of the original term, 

Boule is a strong term, indicating God’s fixed intention. That which is his purpose stands utterly fixed and cannot be changed by any action of others…. When used of human beings, the word has a weaker force, expressing an intention or plan that may or may not be achieved.

Now that we have established that God has a purpose, and that His purpose will ultimately come to pass, the question arises, “What kind of purpose does God have?”

In addition to God’s purpose being powerful, we can also conclude that God’s purpose is positive. We read in Jeremiah 29:11, “For I know the plans I have for you,” declares the Lord, “plans to prosper you and not to harm you, plans to give you hope and a future.” In the New Testament, Paul writes in Philippians 1:6, “…being confident of this, that he who began a good work in you will carry it on to completion until the day of Christ Jesus.” God’s purpose in our lives is for our good, not harm.

Finally, God’s purpose is predestined. I know, as soon as that word is mentioned, all kinds of defenses come up. Some look to argue while others look to hide under a pew. This is unnecessary. Predestination simply means that God not only knows how everything will end up, but that He has put together a plan to get to that end. 

A key passage dealing with predestination is Ephesians 1:11-12,

In him we were also chosen, having been predestined according to the plan of him who works out everything in conformity with the purpose of his will, in order that we, who were the first to hope in Christ, might be for the praise of his glory.

God “works out everything in conformity with the purpose of his will.” God does nothing randomly or frivolously. Everything—including calamity—comes together in God’s divine purpose.

I earlier mentioned Romans 8:28 as a typical Christian pat answer in the face of tragedy. Let’s turn there now. In no way do I wish to minimize this wonderful text. I want to focus our attention on Romans 8:28-30,

And we know that in all things God works for the good of those who love him, who have been called according to his purpose. For those God foreknew he also predestined to be conformed to the likeness of his Son, that he might be the firstborn among many brothers. And those he predestined, he also called; those he called, he also justified; those he justified, he also glorified.

As Ken Chafin puts it,

He wasn’t saying that everything that happened was good. Let’s face it—lots of bad things happen to good people. And he wasn’t saying that everything that happened was necessarily what God had purposefully willed to happen… God doesn’t build a wall around us to isolate us from the risk of harm, but He does surround us with a grace that enables us to transform anything that happens to us.

Here is the key to understanding God’s purpose in the face of tragedy. God does not do all things; He is not responsible for all things; He is not even the direct cause of all that transpires. God is not responsible for the original sin of Adam and Eve, nor is He liable for others’ sin or our own sin. But He is at work. He is able to transform even the worst of events to accomplish His eternal purpose.

The best example of God working through evil is seen in the life of Joseph in the book of Genesis. His brothers hated him and sold him into slavery—only after the oldest brother spared Joseph’s life. He was taken to a foreign land (Egypt) and sold as a common slave. He worked hard and caught the attention of his master—and his master’s wife. She tried to seduce him, but he remained faithful to God. For that faithfulness he was rewarded with a false accusation and wrongful imprisonment. He became a model prisoner and even interpreted the dreams of the court baker and cupbearer. When the cupbearer was restored to his position, he forgot all about Joseph, who languished in prison two additional years.

Finally he got out of prison, and eventually rose to the second-highest position in Egypt. Through his wisdom Egypt prepared for a worldwide famine and had food for the starving masses. In time Joseph’s brothers came looking for food. Instead of exacting revenge upon them, Joseph provided for them and brought his father’s entire family to Egypt.

After their father’s death, Joseph’s brothers feared that he would finally make them pay for their treachery toward him. But Joseph told them in Genesis 50:20, “You intended to harm me, but God intended it for good to accomplish what is now being done, the saving of many lives.” Notice Joseph’s answer: He did not ignore or excuse what his brothers had done—it was evil—but he chose to focus on how God took their evil intentions and worked it out for His perfect purpose.

When calamity hits, knowing God has an eternal purpose for our good will not remove all of the pain. It will not erase all of the questions in our hearts and minds. But we can choose to trust in God and His purpose, even when at the time it doesn’t make sense.

A Prayer for Calm

Lord, we are gathered around our Standard. We are bowed before our great God who offers His peace when so many panic. You are our refuge. Rivet that into our minds. Show us how to pause, and let it sink in. Remind us of your power and presence when the songs in the evening change into the fearful tears of the night. Remind us of that when the shrill ring of the phone awak​ens us. Remind us of that when we sit down and read the morning headlines. Remind us, O great God, that You are our refuge and strength. Remind us, even when we don’t understand the why of what’s happening, that we have no reason to fear, that we need not be moved, and that our future is never uncertain with You. In the strong name of Christ, our Almighty Lord, Amen. 
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