How can I believe in a God who lets bad things happen to good people?
Answering the Questions of Searchers--Series
People outside and inside the church are asking questions about God, the church, the Bible and faith.  Some are scoffers.  They are cynical, hurt and unsure they can ever worship God again.  While they are worthy of our love and ministry, today we will prepare to talk with those who are seeking God.  God-searchers may ask tough questions, but they also want our responses to be relevant to their lives. 

Here is a question often asked by puzzled, but interested people:

How can I believe in a God who lets bad things happen to good people?

This question is generally referred to as the problem of evil. 
Who does not have a problem with the problem of evil?

Let us look at the sources of evil.  Natural evil, such as earthquakes and tornadoes, seems to come from the nature of the world in which we live.  Moral evil, on the other hand, originates from human failure and wickedness.  Natural evil is more problematic than moral evil, because humans can choose to hurt others.  If people are free to choose, God cannot be held accountable.

Exceptions to the problem of evil exist. For example, those who believe in many gods or a limited god do not have a problem with the problem of evil.  Atheists have no problem of evil to face. Only Christians must explain the problem of evil, because we wish to think God is almighty and all loving.  Christians also choose never to be casual or careless with human suffering. 

Christians face the problem of evil squarely.  We believe God is just. We believe God is noble in His purposes. At the same time, He is the one who sustains the evil world in which we live.  So we are compelled to acknowledge God allows evil to exist. Simultaneously He shows His goodness.

How then are we to solve the problem of evil?  Here are some ways by which we may address the problem of evil:

1. Consider the origin of evil. How did evil come to live within our world?  Sin’s beginning helps us recognize evil is an abnormal intruder in the world.  God, who is all good, created a good world.  Sin resulted when humans willfully abandoned the pursuit of good to chase a perceived good.  Evil is not at home in our present world, but exists because of humans’ sinful acts.

Sin is a perversion of good.  Evil did not exist in the original design of creation, but resulted from immoral choices by human beings.  Again this explains how evil came into existence, but does not explain why sin is present among us.

2. Sin is mysterious.  Freedom to sin leaves us curious.  We wonder why sin is an option among us.  We have to say, “While we don’t know, God must have had some reason for allowing sin.”

Many events in life leave us wondering.  They defy explanation.  When we go to the doctor he explains some things about which we have little knowledge.  Our inability to explain why sin exists among us says more about who we are than about how God works. 

Suppose God does have a good reason for permitting evil. Why do we imagine God should let us know?  What if His reason is too complex for us? We simply admit the limitation of our thinking about God.  But we refuse to be convinced that our inability to understand should diminish our faith.

Another expression of the mystery of sin might be explained by what is called “free will defense.”  This line of thinking believes God made us morally free agents who are capable of making wrong choices.  If we are not capable of wrong choices, logically we must conclude we are not truly free.

3. Understanding God’s great objectives.  God’s purposes included allowing evil in order to accomplish great good in an evil world. We believe God has some grander goals than simply human pleasure or fulfillment.

What is the evidence that God does have purposes higher than human happiness?  Joseph, whose brothers sold him into slavery, concluded, “What you meant for evil against me, God has brought about good” (Gen. 50:20).

Job gives us a picture of a world where human anguish and evil are attributed to sin.  Job maintains his innocence despite the tragedies that bombard him.  Job later testifies that God’s power was at work in his life and the life of his friends and family.

Isaiah 43:2-3, “When you pass through the waters I will be with you; and through the rivers, they will not overwhelm you; when you walk through fire you shall not be burned, and the flames shall not consume you.  For I am the Lord your God.”

In Christ’s death we have the greatest human tragedy ever.  But through His death God saved people from their sins.  Through Christ’s suffering God becomes victorious over sin, death and hell.

4. Understanding God’s present purposes.  Augustine, the theologian, said, “God judged it better to bring good out of evil than to suffer no evil to exist.” We are able to see how suffering and evil can serve as a maturing motivation in people’s lives.  Since we were fashioned in the image of God, His Spirit working from within can make us more and more like Him.

As Christians suffer we are urged to depend upon God and His constant love.  We also trust that through suffering God is perfecting us.  We believe His purposes are being accomplished despite our pain. In our suffering we choose to love good and to hate evil.  

So evil can be seen as a teaching device to coach us to spiritual maturity.  Hardship is viewed as a disciplining and a character-producing factor in our lives.

Let’s imagine tragedy is absent in the world.  We could not hurt each other.  A child could not run out in front of a car. Lying would be accepted as helpful.  Wouldn’t we conclude we did not need each other?  Wouldn’t we be inclined to do whatever we wished?  Right and wrong would have no clear definition.

5. Understanding God’s ultimate purposes.  The problem of evil needs to be understood in light of our inability to see clearly.  For example, the Bible paints the picture of heaven as a place where God removes tears.  Heaven is also filled with godly people wearing white robes illustrating the finished work of God.  What we presently experience is incomplete. Biblical descriptions of the earth’s final days announce both the destruction of evil and the reign of justice.

God’s ultimate purpose is summarized in the death of Jesus.  Christ’s death, a result of injustice and sin, brings the believer into a full, complete and eternal relationship with God.

In conclusion, the problem of evil cannot be approached theoretically only.  We must deal with the issue practically and therapeutically.  Our theoretical answers do very little for people who are suffering.  We are each called to endure our sufferings in the name of Jesus with the power of God accompanying us.  Our hope is in Christ who endured suffering and triumphed through the resurrection.

