The Institute for Societal Ethics

presents

How Now Shall We Live?
 A synopsis of the book by Charles Colson and Nancy Pearcey 
and Bible Study 


Lesson 8 -- Why does a good God allow suffering?
“A God who did not abolish suffering – worse a God who abolished sin precisely by suffering – is a scandal to the modern mind.”

-- Peter Kreeft

Chapter 21 – Does Suffering Make Sense?  Colson weaves together an engaging fictionalized drama (based on published accounts) of Albert Einstein having three clergymen over to his home for tea in 1942.  His guests were Dov Hertzen, a young orthodox rabbi; Brian McNaughton, a middle-aged Catholic priest; and Mark Hartman, a liberal Protestant theologian.  Einstein had been agonizing for some time over the implications of his famous theory of General Relativity -- that the universe was not infinitely old and must have had a beginning.  Also, he was now convinced by Edwin Hubble at the Mount Wilson Observatory that the “red shift” observed through its telescope meant that the universe was expanding, which implied that it began at a finite point in time and space.  “And so,” Einstein said to his three religious friends, “I accept that the universe had a real beginning in time.  But what are the implications of this discovery?  Does it have any metaphysical, or even religious, implications?  I thought perhaps we could discuss it together.”  The three clergymen thought that the brilliant physicist had reasoned himself into accepting the Creator God of his Jewish heritage, but in Einstein’s inimitable way of disarming people, but then using his sharp logic to cut them to shreds said, “I believe in Spinoza’s God, a deity revealed in the orderly harmony of the universe.  What I cannot accept, is the idea of a personal God who punishes or rewards people.  My religion has no dogma, no personal God created in man’s image.  A real scientist must be convinced of the universal operation of the law of causation, and he cannot for a moment entertain the idea of a being who interferes in the course of events.”  Einstein’s voice grew louder, “If this personal being is omnipotent, then every event everywhere in the universe is his work – including every human action, every human thought, every human feeling.  So how is it possible to think of holding people responsible for their deeds and thoughts?”   His voice dropped to a steely intensity.  “You say God is a being of absolute goodness and righteousness.  But think of this.  If he is the one ultimately responsible for our actions, then he is the one behind all the harm we do each other.  In giving us punishments and rewards he is in a way passing judgment on himself.  God himself is the source of the very evil he supposedly judges!”  Einstein’s guests proceeded to argue that man has free will and is in rebellion against God; that man is the source of evil.  But Einstein rubbed his forehead and closed his eyes briefly and responded, “When science has probed the depths of the human mind, I am convinced we will find natural laws that govern it, just like they do everything else.”
For Albert Einstein, the greatest scientist of the 20th century, the toughest intellectual barrier to the Christian faith was not the question of whether God created the world.  He saw clearly that the universe is designed and orderly, and he concluded that it must, therefore, be the result of “an intelligence of such superiority that it overshadows all human intelligence.”  Not merely random matter bumping around endlessly in space and by chance “creating” all things.  Einstein once quipped, “God does not play dice with the universe.”  No, what stymied Einstein was something much tougher than the doctrine of creation: It was the problem of evil and suffering.  Knowing there must be a designer, he agonized over the character of that designer.
What tripped up Einstein was that he was a determinist.  He viewed human beings as complicated machines, doing what they are programmed to do by natural forces -- like windup toys.  But if this is true, then there can be no such thing as morality, sin, or guilt.  Einstein’s logic was not flawed, but his premise was -- humans are not robots controlled by natural law.  He missed the truth of his native Judaism and of Christianity (which he also investigated) because he made a prior commitment to the flawed assumption that evil and suffering cannot co-exist with a good and omnipotent God.  Many people share Einstein’s predicament.

The Problem of Evil

Here is the statement of the dilemma in a classic proposition: If God is both all-good and all-powerful, then he will not allow evil and suffering to exist in his creation.  Yet, evil exists.  Therefore, either God is not all-good (that’s why He tolerates evil), or He is not all-powerful (that’s why He can’t get rid of evil), even though He wants to.  Throughout history and into today people have grappled with this apparent contradiction and have proposed a variety of solutions.  All of the explanations proposed fall short of the biblical solution.
(1) Deny that God exists at all.  The “atheist solution” gives no solution at all to the problem of evil.  For without God, “good” and “evil” are not absolutes they are nothing more than what our culture says it is at any particular moment in time.  There is no objective (real) evil, only that what we feel like calling evil.  But all this does is mock humanity by reducing our deepest moral convictions to a subjective feeling.  Isn’t torturing babies for fun really evil – at any and all times?  Can’t we say that’s an absolute for all cultures?  An absolute value demands a transcendent God.  All the atheist’s answer does is conclude that our suffering must be pointless, which makes it all the more painful.  Ironically when the die-hard atheist experiences evil and suffering, he may shake his fist at a God who he says does not exist (as Stalin did on his deathbed).
(2)  Deny that suffering exists.  Christian Science practitioners and many Eastern religions attempt to solve the problem by claiming that the physical universe is an illusion (maya) and that physical suffering is simply a misconception of the mind.  We must train ourselves to “realize” that suffering does not exist.  But the power of positive thinking cannot erase the objective reality of evil and suffering.  The illusion theory simply cannot hold up under the weight of human experience. 
(3) God is beyond good and evil.  Some people hold to the notion that God is so distant and transcendent that He cannot be defined by any concept in the human mind.  But if this were true than good and evil would be mere quirks of our own subjective consciousness.  This view suffers from the same problem as view (1).
(4) God is not all-powerful.  This is the view of today’s process theologians who claim that god is still in the process of becoming God, i.e., he is evolving his omnipotence.  God really would like to change things, but he’s not quite able to do so yet.  Rabbi Kushner promoted this view in his best-selling book When Bad Things Happen to Good People.  Kushner’s deity struggles against the forces of evil, winning some battles and losing others.  This deity is a kind but incompetent bumbler for the current unfortunate generation who must suffer and die before “heaven” evolves here on earth.
(5) God created evil to achieve a greater good.  This solution has been proposed by modern day philosopher John Hick.  He says that only in a world where we have to struggle for the good can the human soul be matured to make us ready to enjoy God forever.  The problem with this is if we propose that God created evil (even for a good reason) then we are back to Einstein’s dilemma – that evil must ultimately reside in God.  God becomes the “mis-creator” of mankind and the source of man’s sin nature.  He then becomes a party to the very thing He judges wrong and punishes.  In The Brothers Karamazov, Ivan, the non-Christian older brother (who understands the origin of evil in this way) vehemently points out to his younger Christian brother Alyosha, “Do you understand … why this infamy must be and is permitted? ... (Why) would you worship the architect of those conditions?”  The God of Scripture does not need to build a temporary hell in order to produce heaven.  The God of Scripture declared his creation “very good” in the very beginning, not flawed, so this proposal (as well as the others given) do not answer the question why there is evil in the world.  Nor does it answer how we find any meaning in our suffering.  Only the biblical explanation is consistent with both reason and human experience, for it alone tells us how God can be God – the ultimate reality and Creator of all things – and yet not be responsible for evil.
Freedom to Choose

When we disobey God, we sin.  The first human beings, Adam and Eve, chose to disobey God and in doing so allowed sin to enter our world, and it has spread like a plague through all of history because of the free moral choices humans continue to make.  It is vital that we recognize the historicity of the Fall.  It is not just a symbol, it is the actual event that caused evil to enter the world.  Man’s free choice to sin is the cause of evil, not God.  God is all-good, and He created a world (all-powerful) that was good and perfect; but one of the perfect things He created were free creatures, and they have freely chosen to do wrong.  Einstein was trapped in an endless chain of cause and effect, which made God the originator of evil.  Free will means that a created being is given the moral capacity to choose and can initiate a genuinely new chain of cause and effect.  God too hates evil and the cataclysmic distortion, disfiguration, death and destruction it has brought to His once perfect universe.
People often ask, “Why did God let this happen?”  He obviously knew beforehand that we would make a mess out of things.  But when you think carefully about this, you understand that to ensure that we would not sin God would have to tamper with our free will.  We could not be human beings – we would have to be puppets or robots programmed to “not sin.”  Without free will we are not capable of love – of God or any other being -- for genuine love cannot be coerced.  Neither would we be capable of moral responsibility, obedience, loyalty, heroism, or genuine creativity.
Once human beings chose evil, God’s holy character required justice.  God cannot ignore sin, overlook it, or wipe the slate clean without consequences.  Once the scales of justice had been tipped, they have to be balanced.  Once the moral fabric of the universe had been torn, it had to be mended.  And what an incredible way God brought about justice.  He, Himself would enter the world of humanity to suffer the consequences in our place.  Jesus Christ, the God-man, took on the punishment that sinful humanity deserved.  And through His death on the cross, evil is defeated and humanity and the rest of the creation gets on track to be ultimately whole and healthy once again.  
Until this drama is fully played out, however, suffering remains with us for reasons only God knows. But we can suggest some things based on observation.   Augustine saw it this way: “God judged it better to bring good out of evil than to suffer no evil at all.”  Better to endure the pain involved in redeeming sinners that not to create human beings at all.  We do see good coming out of suffering.  God uses suffering to teach, chastise, sanctify, and transform us, making us ready for the new heaven and new earth (Rev 21:4).  Many testify that the greatest blessings of their life have emerged from suffering.  Just as it hurts when the doctor sets a broken bone, so it can cause enormous pain when God resets our character.  Yet it is the only way to be whole and healthy.  An ancient document describing the martyrs of the church in the first century says that they “attained such towering strength of soul that not one of them uttered a cry or groan” (at their execution). Through suffering, God gives all who turn to Him “towering strength of soul.”  This has been the testimony of millions through the ages.  Because we are fallen creatures, it often takes suffering to detach us from our wrong habits, our mistaken notions, and the idols we live for, so that our hearts are free to love and worship God.
BIBLE STUDY:  Is 1:2; Is 53:6; 1Jn 3:8; Ezek 18:4; Rms 5:12; Is 53:4-6; Phil 3:8; Rev 21:3, 4
QUESTIONS:
1. What was flawed about Einstein’s “deterministic” argument?  Do you know people like that?
2. Do you know any Christian Scientists, New Agers or Hindus that deny the reality of suffering?  How do you see it affecting their lives?
3. Why doesn’t God just prevent evil from ever happening?

4. Why does God continue to allow suffering to occur even after justice has been satisfied?  Would you have done it differently if you were the Creator?

5. How do we use our Biblical understanding of suffering to help people who are going through it? And glorify God at the same time?
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