Pastor Jeff Williams: March 8, 2009

Looking Under the Hood, Part VI: “The Problem With Evil” Part 1.

Well, you and I have all been through our share of heartache, hardship and suffering-pain in our lives. All of us have. My pain and my heartache are different than yours, but we’ve all had our share; and our stories are still being written. The bad news is life will not always be roses, wonderful and good from here on out for any of us. We will encounter more trials, struggles and hardships. 

I went through the death of my father at age 5. He died from cancer. That was hard. I grew up in poverty; our family didn’t have anything. I came to appreciate the shoes on my feet and the clothes on my back, my food and a place to live. Having a car was an extreme luxury for our family. There were times that was a struggle and a hardship-to wonder if you were going to be kicked out by the landlord any day. I watched my mother who I was very close to-I watched her deteriorate through Alzheimer’s to the point where she could no longer remember even who I was and watched that take her life slowly. You know you do not go through experiences like that without asking questions, without that raising a struggle in your heart, in your mind. 
In my years of ministry, going on now 27 years of full-time ministry, I have been with parents of children who’ve drowned, who have been burned to death in fires, who have died in surgeries, who have been killed in car accidents. I’ve been with wives whose husbands have committed suicide. I’ve seen a lot of things that have broken my heart and have made me ask a lot of questions. 
I’ve seen things in our world, natural evils and man-made evils, terrorist attacks, genocide and other things that really get us to scratch our heads, don’t they? So we would be less than honest if we didn’t ask those questions. By the way, those questions have been asked for centuries. We are not attempting to have all the answers in this little mini-series, not at all. We realize that only God has all the answers, but we’re going to try to answer some of the questions.

There was a philosopher who lived years ago-300 years before Christ-named Epicurus. He started the Epicurean Philosophy. He raised a question. He said and I’m paraphrasing, “You know if God is able to cure the things that are in the world and He doesn’t, then it either means He is impotent and He can’t, or maybe He can cure them but He doesn’t. That means He’s wicked. If God is both willing to get rid of the evil and can get rid of the evil and is powerful enough to get rid of the evil but doesn’t, why is evil still in the world?” That same question has been in your minds. 

There are people that are not in this church today because something bad has happened in their lives. I can think of people who went through painful tragedies. They’re no longer walking with the Lord because they’re angry, and they’re hurt. They’ve come to the conclusion either that God doesn’t exist, or if He does exist, “I don’t want to follow a God like that.”
Perhaps you’ve heard of the author Elie Wiesel, holocaust survivor, and his book, “Night.” I believe that’s the book that I read. He talked about the fact that if God does exist and the atrocities He saw in the holocaust, he says, “I will spit in His face.” 

There are people who do not come to church at all or do not engage in worship with the Lord at all because of these questions and these concerns. You and I have all experienced people who’ve gone through the same things and ended up taking a different path. For some, it has brought them closer to God. And for others, it has caused them to move away from God. Isn’t that interesting how people maybe even in the same family can go through the exact same tragedies and heartaches; and for some, they move closer to God and others they move away? There is a saying that says that some ships sail to the east, and some ships sail to the west by the self-same winds that blow; but it is the set of the sails and not the gales that determine which way they go. 

How are your sails set this morning? What direction-when the winds of adversity blow in your life, is it going to take you toward the Lord? Is it going to take you farther away from Him? 

With that as an introduction, let’s begin talking about this problem. Let’s open our Bibles up to the Book of Romans 8:28 (page 1119 of pew Bibles). This is one of the most precious promises in all the Bible. I guess what makes it so precious is that it is a promise. It is a certainty. God is saying that as sure as the heartache that befell you happened, this promise will come to pass as well. Romans 8:28, “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.”
In other words, he’s going to identify what it means for those who love Him. What does it mean when you say, “Paul, for those who love God,” what does that mean? He says, “…those who have been called according to His purpose.” To live out the purposes of God is to demonstrate love for God; to work against the principles of God and the purposes of God would be the opposite of love. If somebody says, “Oh, I love you,” and stabs you in the back, your response is, “Well, I don’t think I need that kind of love.”
If somebody hurts you or harms you, it’s very difficult for them to go, “But you know I love you.” 

If you love somebody, your actions are consistent with that love, and that’s what Paul is saying here. He says, “…and we know.” And he uses that word first as a means to observe firsthand or to know empirically whether something is true or not. We know that God does this. He doesn’t say, “Well, I’m crossing my fingers and hoping for the best.” 

It doesn’t say, “Well, sometimes God does this,” or “maybe God works all things together for good.” 

He says, “We know this.” He knew this from experience. He knew this from being in prison. Paul’s in prison; do you think his ministry shuts down? That’s not the case. In fact the Gospel begins to spread through the Praetorian Guard. In fact, those out in the mission field begin to step up their game; just like a team when their star player goes down-they step up their game. Paul’s companions step up their game. Paul, in prison, writes the prison epistles that mean so much to you and me, that have inspired us like Ephesians and Philippians; he inspired billions of Christians through the ages.  Paul has come to the point where he sees his spiritual weaknesses as strengths, and he writes, “When I am week, then I am strong,” because Paul has seen good things come out of his weaknesses. So Paul says, “We know these things are true. We know that in some things, God works for the good.” Is that what he says? “We know that in most things…” No. “We know that in all things…” 
I looked up the words “all things” in the Greek, and it means all things. “In all things, God works for the good.” Now he doesn’t say all things are good. It doesn’t say all things. 

If something evil happened to you, that is evil, and it will always be evil. Think of something evil: rape, murder, whatever. You think of something evil; that is always evil. God does not transform that evil thing into something good. That’s impossible. Not even God can do that, but what God will do is He will work in your life to bring about a good from the evil that has taken place in your life.
It’s very important to understand this word, and I do want to teach you a little Greek this morning. This phrase here says that “God works together for good.” That is one word, and it’s the word we get synergy from. It’s the Greek word that we get synergy from. You know what synergy is-when you’re working together and one is compensating for the weaknesses of the other toward a common goal or a synergistic effect. What this is saying is not that we are passive and that God is going to do everything for us, that if something bad has happened in our life, all we have to do is sit back, twiddle our thumbs and wait and that God is going to poof-magically bring about good. What this is saying is God wants to partner with us. God wants to work with us. God is saying, “Listen, we are in this together. Together we are going to bring about a good from this bad circumstance.”  That's what it’s saying. It’s not an invitation for you to be spiritually lazy. It’s not an invitation to say, “Okay, well this bad thing has happened. You know all I have to do is wait and just over time, it’s going to become…” You have work to do as well.

In fact, think of every virtue that’s in your life, every virtue that’s in your life now happened because of struggle. If you are a generous person, that does not come natural. It’s because you have struggled with selfishness and come out on top. If you have patience in your life right now as a virtue, it is because you have struggled with impatience at some point. It’s not because you said a prayer and said, “Lord, give me patience,” and God went, “Okay,” and sprinkled Heavenly dust on you. You woke up with this incredible amount of patience, no matter what the children did, what your boss did. You just said, “Oh, it’s okay. I have patience now. I just prayed.” It doesn’t happen like that. You worked through impatient situations. 

If you have a virtue of purity in your life, it’s because you have wrestled with impurity. If you have faith in your life, it is because you have grappled with doubt. If you have perseverance in your life, it is because you have faced obstacles that drained you of your strength and made you feel like quitting but you continued to fight on.

Every attribute in your life-every virtue in your life that God is producing-has come at a price. It’s come with a struggle, and you appreciate it because of that. 

What are children like who get everything they want without any kind of struggle? Their parents say yes to them about everything. Imagine if you were growing up, and your maids always cleaned your room and made your bed. Your tutors always did your homework for you. You got every material blessing your eyes wanted. You got every food your eyes wanted. You lived by no rules and got to stay up as late as you wanted, eat whatever you wanted, and take whatever vacations you wanted. What would you end up being? Those of you who are just going, “Well, happy,” you’re wrong. You would be spoiled, lazy, self-serving, ungrateful, unappreciative people. 
Sometimes it’s like we expect God to treat us like household pets. Some of your household pets I know live in Utopias. They have it so good. They have a warm place to sleep; they’re always well-fed, usually too well-fed. You protect them from harm. They’re never hungry. They just live the life o’Riley. It’s just a wonderful existence. Sometimes I think that… Have you ever watched your pets take that for granted? They get a little sassy, a little fussy. They’re yawning a little bit too much, sleeping a little bit too much. 

Sometimes I think we expect God to treat us like household pets, just take away all discomfort. Just take away all pain. Just provide for me everything I want. Just give me Utopia, and I’ll be happy. No you won’t! No you won’t! You’ll be spoiled, sassy, lazy and ungrateful. 

I appreciate what I have now materially because there was a day when I did not have those things. Nobody appreciates being loved more than a person who’s been unloved. Nobody appreciates health more than a person who has not had health. We appreciate the summer more than the people in California or Arizona do, don’t we? Because we’ve gone through six months of winter. That was a joke, but not really.
So he says God causes all things to work together for good. It is a synergy. We are working together in tandem, in partnership, to bring about a greater good. How can Paul say this with such certainty? You know the way he can say it with such certainty? It’s because God took the most negative event in the history of mankind and turned it in to the greatest positive the world has ever known. If God can do that with the worst event that ever happened, God can do it in your life as well. 

Jesus who knew no sin; who healed the lepers; who opened the eyes of the blind and the ears of the deaf; made the lame walk; who fed the hungry; who ministered and counseled with His word and loved and guided people, met His fate on a cruel Roman cross; his family and His friends gathered around in tears, sorrow and heartache. They went in to hiding for fear of the Jews. What possible good could come from killing such a wonderful man? We know, as the late Paul Harvey said, we know “the rest of the story,” don’t we? What a great man passed away this week there. Now we know the rest of the story.

How did God respond to the pain-when God became incarnate, when He became a man, what did He do of the problem of pain and suffering? He alleviated it, didn’t He? When He saw pain and suffering, He alleviated it. That tells us that pain and suffering is not in His perfect will. Otherwise, He would go around and say, “Well, that’s just the way I want it to be.” We’ll talk a little bit more about that tonight. What did God do of the problem of pain? Did Jesus seek to avoid pain at all cost? Did He seek to live a life of comfort and ease? No, the truth of the matter is God entered our pain. He entered our pain to a degree and to a dimension that you and I cannot even begin to fathom. 
I want to talk a little bit about some of the things that you and I go through, some of the negative experiences and negative emotions we have that cause us to ask these kinds of questions about the nature of God and the nature of the world. I put some of these words on the wall, so we can talk about them. What about “loneliness?” The Bible says that Jesus in His time of greatest need was abandoned by His friends. The time when He needed people the most, they scattered and went away. In the Garden of Gethsemane when He needed His closest friends to pray with Him and watch with Him, they fell asleep. He knows what it’s like to be alone. 

What about “depression?” Sometimes you struggle with depression. It just is a heaviness weighing down on you, a dark cloud encompassing you. It’s hard to be positive, and you just are struggling with that. Can the Lord relate to emotion as dark as depression? When Jesus is in the Garden, what does He say to Peter, James and John? He says, “My soul is troubled and overwhelmed to the point of death.” What does that sound like to you? If somebody comes to you and says, “I am overwhelmed to the point where I think I’m going to die,” that heaviness-the Lord can relate to the feelings of depression. What about rejection? The Bible says we despised and esteemed Him not. He was rejected by-He came into His own it says in John. And His own received Him not. Jesus knows what it’s like to be rejected. What about betrayed? His friend, His Disciples, Judas betrayed Him for money. 
Sometimes people that you know and you trust will betray that trust. When you go through that in your life, Jesus knows what that’s like. 

What about “death?” Jesus would taste physical death, but Jesus also encountered the death of loved ones. Most scholars believe the reason we don’t encounter Joseph anymore is because Joseph had died when Jesus was still a teenager. Jesus was left to be the head of the household and provide for His mother and be an example to His half brothers and sisters. Jesus encountered the death of His cousin, John the Baptist. The news was overwhelming and He went by Himself to be alone with His thoughts. When Jesus encountered the death of His friend Lazarus, the Bible says he wept. He can understand what it’s like to lose one that He loves.
What about “escape?” Sometimes people want to escape. “I just want to get away. I just wish there was another way out. I wish there were some different way I could go.” Some people try to find that escape. They’ll use addictions to escape. They’ll use stuff. They’ll use pleasure. They’ll maybe even take their own life to escape the world. Can the Lord relate to that feeling of just wanting a way out? Jesus is in the Garden again, and He prays three times. He says, “Father, if there be any other way, may this cup pass from Me.” Jesus wants to know if there is another way. Is the cross inevitable? 

Sometimes you’ve gone through trials, and you go, “I don’t want to go through this. I don’t want to go through this storm.” The Lord understands that thought and emotion. 

Let’s go to the next slide. What about “abuse?” Some of you have gone through abuse. What did Jesus endure? Abuse. They spit upon Him. They mocked Him. They struck His face. They pulled out His beard. The Bible says He was unrecognizable as a man. You couldn’t even tell who He was anymore. They ripped off His robe and beat His back with a cat of nine tails. The Lord endured abuse: verbal, physical abuse. 

Misunderstood? He’d been misunderstood. How many of you have been misunderstood? Your words misunderstood? Your words misconstrued and misinterpreted? How many times did they misinterpret Jesus? Misunderstood Him? Called Him a blasphemer; called Him an illegitimate son; called Him a son of the devil. They took His words out of context. “He was a man despised and we esteemed Him not,” Isaiah Says.
Humiliation, have you gone through humiliation? Jesus was stripped naked. He did not have a cloth on as the pictures and statues portray Him. He was naked-beaten, naked and raised in front of His mother, His family, His Disciples, His friends and His enemies to suffer and die. Dragging a cross through the cruel streets, enduring the taunting and ridicule of those on the side of the streets. He endured humiliation. 

Distant from God-have you ever felt that way? God is not hearing or answering your prayers. Christ cried on the cross, “My God! My God! Why hast thou forsaken me” as the weight of sin was placed upon Him. The fellowship that He had known from all eternity with the Father was broken, and He felt alone on the cross. 
Do you suffer with pain? Do you have chronic pain, arthritis, an injury or some other problem? Who suffered more than the Lord? The agony of crucifixion, the pain of the nails, the effort to get another breath as He suffered for hours. Most crucifixion victims would die from suffocation and not from loss of blood. 

Then, something we cannot understand-to have sin placed upon Him and to bear that punishment. It’s a suffering you and I cannot even conceive. That’s why it says in the Book of Hebrews 4-the author talks about what we should do. He says, Verse 15 (page 1186 of pew Bibles), “For we do not have a high priest who is unable to sympathize with our weaknesses…” Our weaknesses-he’s talking here about humanity, the things you and I struggle with-the emotions, the human frailty we have. 

“For we do not have a high priest who is unable to sympathize with our weaknesses but one who has been tempted in every way just as we are-yet was without sin. Let us then approach the throne of grace with confidence, so that we may receive mercy and find grace to help us in our time of need.”

Have you ever been at work, at school or working on a project and you get stuck? You don’t know what button to press, or you don’t know what the answer is. You don’t know what you’re supposed to do in this situation. “What do I say now? What do I do now?” But your boss knows, your teacher knows, your coach knows, your supervisor knows or the co-worker who’s been there longer and used to be on that machine before you were for 20 years knows. You go to that person with confidence because you know they have an answer. Number one, they’re able; and secondly, you know they’re willing. If you know they’re able and you know they’re willing, you go to them with confidence.

Hebrews tells us, “Come to God with confidence.” You don’t have a God who is up in Heaven and can’t identify with things of earth. “Well, Lord, you don’t know what it’s like to go through what I’ve gone through. You don’t know what it’s like to encounter evil.” Jesus encountered evil and overcame evil. You can bring that heartache and pain to the Lord. That’s the message I want to get through in Week 1 as we take on that topic. 

