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How to Experience God More Fully:

Thinking Rightly About the Problem of Evil
A Study of 1 John 1:5
Characteristic of Completeness:  Trinity
Big Idea:  Don’t blame Him; claim Him.
Related Scriptures:  Genesis 1:31; Psalm 5:4; Isaiah 55:9; Habakkuk 1:13;


Luke 12:6-7; John 8:12; 8:46; 9:5; 12:46; Romans 8:18-24;

Hebrews 10:30; 1 John 4:8; Revelation 21:4

Introduction:

A.
One of the most haunting and vexing issues we face is the question of evil and suffering.  Why does God allow it?  If God is so good, why doesn’t He stop evil?  If God is so loving, why do some innocent people suffer enormously?  If God is so trustworthy, why do many of those who trust Him seem to get the shaft?
Some of the pat answers Christians give work fine for those who have never really been victimized.  But when evil and suffering strike very close to home, it’s enough to make you wonder about God.  Sometimes, it’s enough to make you angry at God. 

1.
Last Sunday, a woman in tears handed me a photo of a small boy and asked me to pray for him.  He’s a foster child who is a victim of abuse.  His past is broken; his future is uncertain.  He’s just a little boy.  Why?
2.
About two years ago, a young couple in our church was just married.  Three months later, the husband was diagnosed with cancer.  After many months of suffering, eleven days ago, he died at the age of 25.  Why?
3.
And week after week, a steady stream of people come to Moon Valley seeking help in putting the pieces of their lives back together.  Some are shattered by chronic, degenerative illness.  Some are shattered by physical or sexual abuse.  Some are shattered by an unfaithful spouse.  Some have never recovered from a shattered childhood, or a dysfunctional family.  Some are shattered financially.  Why?
In the face of this kind of evil and suffering, countless Christians harbor a notion they dare not voice.  They dare not voice it because it is commonly believed that you just don’t say such things in church.  They secretly suspect that God is perhaps not all that loving, or all that trustworthy, or all that good after all.  How could He be?
B.
This is not a new problem.  Some believers in the church near the end of the first century were beginning to question the goodness of God.  To be sure there was suffering among Christians that may have contributed to the idea.  In fact, tradition tells us that all of the apostles had been martyred, except John, and he had been exiled for his faith.

Beyond such suffering, there was another influence that was undermining the perceived goodness of God.  It’s called Gnosticism.  In Gnostic thinking, the god who created the universe is actually a mixture of good and evil (Shelley, Church History in Plain Language, 66-68).  Let me briefly trace the origin of this thought.
In Gnostic thinking, the highest, ultimate deity could have nothing whatsoever to do with material things because matter is evil.  The ultimate deity is pure spiritual light and good; material things are pure spiritual darkness and evil.
How then did the material universe come into being?  According to Gnostic thinking, a number of lesser or inferior emanations or gods came from the ultimate deity.  Each emanation created another, and each successive emanation contained more and more darkness or evil than its parent.  Somewhere along the line an emanation or god came into being that created all matter in the universe, including humans.  This God—the God of the Jews and the God of the Bible—had enough light and power to create all matter, but He also had enough darkness to overlook the reality that His creation of matter was in fact evil.
Clearly this Gnostic view is a sullied view of the God of the Bible.  And since the Bible clearly indicates that Jesus Christ is the God of the Bible, the Creator God, the Gnostic view of Jesus is sullied as well (Colossians 1:16).  At issue is our conception of God—God as represented by the Trinity:  Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.  The Trinity is our key characteristic this morning.  
I.
In the face of such questions about the goodness of God, the apostle John weighs in with a very clear statement.  It’s recorded in 1 John 1:5.  John says,
NKJ 1 John 1:5 This is the message which we have heard from Him and declare to you, that God is light and in Him is no darkness at all.

A.
Two Sundays ago, we identified the people to whom John refers in his writing.  The “we” group includes the apostles.  “Him” refers to God in the Person of the Father or the Son.  “You” refers to believers in Jesus Christ.
B.
Light is a symbol of truth, righteousness, holiness, moral purity, and goodness.  In contrast, darkness is a symbol of falsehood, sinfulness, and evil.  John’s point is clear:  God is entirely good and is in no way bad.
C.
John and his fellow apostles were not just making this up.  This is precisely what they heard from Jesus.
1.
In John 8:12 and in John 9:5 Jesus said,

NKJ John 8:12 . . . “I am the light of the world. . . .”
NKJ John 9:5 “. . . I am the light of the world.”
2.
Moreover, Jesus asserted His own sinlessness in John 8:46, when He challenged His detractors, saying,
NKJ John 8:46 “Which of you convicts Me of sin? . . .”
D.
This is a direct refutation of Gnostic teachers who were saying that the God of the Bible is partly evil.  And it speaks directly to doubts that may be raised about God in the face of evil and suffering in this world.  John is saying that God is entirely loving, entirely good, entirely trustworthy.

II.
How can this be?  How can God be good when there is so much evil and suffering in the world?  Let’s see how John’s assertion of God’s goodness holds up to some very difficult questions.
A.
For example, here’s a question:  If God created everything, then is He responsible for evil?

1.
God did indeed create everything.  Colossians 1:16 says,

NKJ Colossians 1:16 For by Him all things were created that are in heaven and that are on earth, visible and invisible, whether thrones or dominions or principalities or powers. All things were created through Him and for Him.

This in itself is a refutation of the Gnostic idea that the God of the Bible is some lower created being.
2.
But it leads us to a logical dilemma.  Here’s the troubling logic:

a.
God created everything.

b.
Evil is something.

c.
Therefore, God created evil.

The logic is very simple and seemingly airtight.  And, it seems to put God in the position of being the ultimate terrorist.

3.
But, there’s a flaw in the logic.  The second premise is false.  Technically, evil is not something created.  It is more properly defined as a lack of something.  It’s the lack of good that should exist.  To be sure, evil is very real, but it is not a created thing in itself; it is the absence of a thing.  When the good that should exist is missing, that is evil.  Evil is a corruption that cannot exist by itself; it can only exist in the good that it corrupts.

Let me give you an example.  Consider a doughnut.  Let the cake of the doughnut represent that which is good.  Let the hole represent that which is evil.  The evil hole is defined entirely by the absence of good cake.  The evil hole is not a thing; it is the absence of something good.  Indeed that evil hole cannot exist without the good cake to define it.  No cake, no hole.

So, because evil is not a thing, the troubling logic falls apart, and God is not the creator of evil.

4.
In addition to the logical argument, we have clear statements in Scripture that indicate that God is not evil, nor did He create evil.

a.
Psalm 5:4 addresses God in saying,

NKJ Psalm 5:4 For You are not a God who takes pleasure in wickedness, Nor shall evil dwell with You.

God is not evil.

b.
Nor did God create anything evil.  Genesis 1:31 says,

NKJ Genesis 1:31 Then God saw everything that He had made, and indeed it was very good. . . .
All that God made was very good, including Adam and Eve, who were created perfect.

5.
If that’s the case, then where does evil come from?  If God is good, and God created everything, and everything God created was good, then how could evil arise?

a.
In the beginning, one of the things that made humans and angels morally perfect was the freedom to willingly choose.  They had the freedom to make unforced decisions.  God made them that way so that they could decide to love Him freely because forced love is not love at all.  But, with the freedom to love came the possibility of evil.  They had the ability to choose good.  But, they also had the ability to choose evil.  And, they chose evil.  God made evil possible.  The choice of angels and humans made evil actual.

(1)
God made Satan the most beautiful of all angels.  But, Satan chose to rebel.  That was the first sin.

(2)
God made Adam and Eve perfect.  But, they chose to rebel by invitation of Satan, bringing evil to all humans.  Romans 5:12 confirms it.

NKJ Romans 5:12 Therefore, just as through one man sin entered the world, and death through sin, and thus death spread to all men, because all sinned
b.
So, evil does not come from God; it comes from the choice of men and angels.  The logic can be expressed this way:

(1)
God made everything perfect.

(2)
Among the perfect things God made was free creatures.

(3)
The free choice of God’s creatures is the cause of evil.

(4)
Therefore, evil arose from perfect creatures.

God is not responsible for evil; we are.

B.
Let’s consider another difficult question:  If God is all loving and all-powerful, why can’t He stop evil?

1.
Indeed, the Bible affirms that God is all-loving and powerful.

a.
First John 4:8 says,

NKJ 1 John 4:8 He who does not love does not know God, for God is love.

b.
And, Job 42:2 says to God,

NKJ Job 42:2 “I know that You can do everything, And that no purpose of Yours can be withheld from You.”
2.
But, how do we reconcile what the Bible says with some troubling logic which can be framed this way:

a.
If God is all loving, He would want to destroy evil.

b.
If God is all-powerful, He would be able to destroy evil.

c.
Evil is not destroyed.

d.
Therefore, there is no such God.

3.
Countless people have been turned from God based on this thinking because it also appears to be airtight.

But, it’s not.  Let’s consider a couple of things about this troubling logic.

a.
Point 2 is flawed.  It is important to understand what all-powerful means.  It does mean that no purpose of God can be thwarted.  It does not mean that God can do anything.

(1)
Let me give you some examples of things God can’t do.

(a)
God can’t lie.  That would contradict His character.

(b)
God can’t make a rock so big He can’t lift it.  That would impossibly contradict God’s character.

(c)
God can’t look with approval at evil.  Habakkuk 1:13 says to God,
NKJ Habakkuk 1:13 You are of purer eyes than to behold evil, And cannot look on wickedness. . . .
God can’t do these things because they are impossibly contradictory.

(2)
It can be argued that, in the same way, God cannot destroy evil.  This assertion may be troubling to you so let me try to trace the logic.

(a)
First, it is God’s will that we love Him.  In Matthew 22:36 someone asks Jesus,

NKJ Matthew 22:36 “Teacher, which is the great commandment in the law?”
Jesus responds in Verse 37,

NKJ Matthew 22:37 . . . “‘You shall love the LORD your God with all your heart, with all your soul, and with all your mind.’”
So, it is God’s will that we love Him.  That is our greatest good.

(b)
Now, follow me carefully through the rest of this logic.  Here’s the second premise:  Loving God is impossible without the freedom to choose.  Love cannot be coerced because it is a choice.

(c)
Here’s the third point.  To destroy evil would require destroying the freedom to choose.

(d)
Therefore, God cannot destroy evil, because it would thwart His own purposes for love.  You see, God cannot destroy evil because it would also destroy the freedom required to love.  So we can go back to Point 2 in our troubling logic and confirm that it is invalid.

b.
Some of you are perhaps still uncomfortable with this train of thought because it may seem that God is still somehow defeated.  Let’s dig further.

Even though God cannot destroy evil without also destroying good, God can overcome evil; He can defeat it.  Moreover, just because He hasn’t overcome it yet, doesn’t mean He never will.  Justice delayed is not justice denied.  So, we can reframe the troubling logic in this way to fit perfectly with what the Bible says.

(1)
God is all-loving and wants to defeat evil.

(2)
God is all-powerful and is able to defeat evil.

(3)
Evil is not yet defeated.

(4)
Therefore, evil will one day be defeated.

c.
You see, Jesus Christ is going to return one day and the Lord will deal with evil with perfect justice.  The scales will all balance in the end.  Evil will be defeated.  Hebrews 10:30-31 says,

NKJ Hebrews 10:30 For we know Him who said, “Vengeance is Mine, I will repay,” says the Lord. And again, “The LORD will judge His people.” 31 It is a fearful thing to fall into the hands of the living God.

C.
Let’s consider another question:  What good could possibly come from evil?

1.
The troubling logic can be framed this way:

a.
There is no good purpose for much suffering.

b.
An all-good God must have a good purpose for everything.

c.
Therefore, there cannot be an all-good God.

2.
Again, this seems to be a compelling argument at first blush.  Indeed, the Bible affirms the truth of Point 2 in saying all things work together for good in Romans 8:28.  Nevertheless, the first premise, stating there is no good purpose for much suffering is invalid.  There are at least two reasons why it is untrue.

a.
First, just because we cannot see a good purpose in much suffering does not mean that a good purpose does not exist.  We cannot legitimately assume there is no good purpose just because we don’t understand what it could be.

(1)
God says in Isaiah 55:9,

NKJ Isaiah 55:9 “For as the heavens are higher than the earth, So are My ways higher than your ways, And My thoughts than your thoughts.”
 (2)
Dr. Peter Kreeft, a noted professor of philosophy who has taught for many years at Villanova University and Boston College provides a very useful analogy.  He says,

Would you agree that the difference between us and God is greater than the difference between us and, say, a bear?  Okay, then, imagine a bear in a trap and a hunter who, out of sympathy, wants to liberate him.  He tries to win the bear’s confidence, but he can’t do it, so he has to shoot the bear full of drugs.  The bear, however, thinks this is an attack and that the hunter is trying to kill him.  He doesn’t realize that this is being done out of compassion.

Then, in order to get the bear out of the trap, the hunter has to push him further into the trap to release the tension on the spring.  If the bear were semiconscious at that point, he would be even more convinced that the hunter was his enemy who was out to cause him suffering and pain.  But the bear would be wrong.  He reaches this incorrect conclusion because he’s not a human being.

Now, how can anyone be certain that’s not an analogy between us and God?  I believe God does the same to us sometimes, and we can’t comprehend why he does it any more than the bear can understand the motivations of the hunter.  As the bear could have trusted the hunter, so we can trust God (Quoted by Strobel in The Case For Faith, 43-44).

b.
There is a second reason why it is invalid to say there is no good purpose for much suffering.  The fact is we have numerous examples of suffering that is indeed good.

(1)
Scripture teaches us that character is forged through hardship, and that suffering can bring repentance.
(2)
Beyond all this, God has shown us very clearly in history how good can come from suffering.  In fact, the very worst thing that has ever happened in the history of the world turned out to be the best thing that ever happened.  God Himself in the Person of Jesus Christ was perfectly innocent, but He was falsely accused, tortured, and crucified.  But, it was so that He could rise again to be our Savior!

D.
Let’s go on to yet another difficult question:  Why must good people suffer more than bad people?

1.
The unpleasant truth is that, strictly speaking, there are no good people.  To be sure, we are all valuable in God’s eyes, and human life is sacred because we are made in the image of God, and we are all capable of doing some good things.  But, morally, we are not altogether good.  Our good deeds are stained with selfishness.  Our demands for justice are tainted with a lust for vengeance.  Our pious words are blemished by hypocrisy.

Isaiah 64:6 says it plainly:

NKJ Isaiah 64:6 But we are all like an unclean thing, And all our righteousnesses are like filthy rags; We all fade as a leaf, And our iniquities, like the wind, Have taken us away.

We share something in common with terrorists.  We have the same infection of sin in our hearts.  You may be asking yourself, “Isn’t there anyone who is truly righteous?”  Romans 3:9-10 gives us the answer.

NKJ Romans 3:9 What then? Are we better than they? Not at all. For we have previously charged both Jews and Greeks that they are all under sin. 10 As it is written: “There is none righteous, no, not one”
2.
So the real question is this:  Why doesn’t everybody suffer more?  Why doesn’t God just destroy us all?  It is only because of the grace and patience of God.

E.
Let’s consider the next question.  If God is so loving, how can He bear such suffering?

1.
Numerous Scriptures point to the attentiveness and compassion of God.  For example, in Luke 12:6-7 Jesus says,

NKJ Luke 12:6 “Are not five sparrows sold for two copper coins? And not one of them is forgotten before God. 7 But the very hairs of your head are all numbered. Do not fear therefore; you are of more value than many sparrows.”
God cares so much about us that He has the very hairs on our heads numbered.

2.
If that is so, how can God bear the evil, the pain, and the suffering in this world?
Charles Templeton concluded that a loving God could not.  Templeton was once a pulpit partner and close friend of Billy Graham, and he once preached to large crowds, inviting people to commit their lives to Christ.  But, Templeton seemingly lost his faith as explained in his book, Farewell to God:  My Reasons for Rejecting the Christian Faith.  Referring to Luke 12:6-7, Templeton says,

. . . if God grieves over the death of one sparrow, how could even his eternal spirit bear the sickness, suffering, and death of the multiplied millions of men, women, children, animals, birds, and other sensate creatures, in every part of the world, in every century since time began (quoted by Strobel in The Case For Faith, 62)?

3.
Good question.  The answer is not theoretical.  The answer is not whether a loving God could or could not bear such suffering.  The answer is factual and historical.  The answer is that our loving God has already done it!  Let me explain.

Before He created anything, God could see the evil that would arise from His creatures.  Remember, He didn’t create evil and the suffering that accompanies it; we’re responsible for that.  God would have been perfectly justified in saying, “It’s their fault.  I’ll let them burn.  I’ll condemn them all.”

But, He didn’t.  Instead, He tallied all the evil, all the sickness, all the suffering, all the death throughout history, including all the evil that will occur until the end of time.  He counted it all.

And, then He took it upon Himself.  He came to earth as a God-man, Jesus Christ.  To enter into human suffering.  To sympathize with our pain.  To pay for the evil that causes it.  To demonstrate the depths of His love for us.  First Peter 2:24 says,

NKJ 1 Peter 2:24 [Christ] Himself bore our sins in His own body on the tree, that we, having died to sins, might live for righteousness—by whose stripes you were healed.

How could we not love a God like that?  A God who entered our world.  Who suffered our pains.  Who demonstrated His love for us so completely.  Who offers Himself in the midst of our sorrows.  What more could He do to win our love?

F.
Let’s consider a final difficult question.  Is this really the best world God could have made?

1.
Thankfully, it is not.  This is not the best world God could have made.  It’s not supposed to be.  It is merely the best way to the best world.  This world is the best road to heaven.  This world is not our destination.  The only way for God to defeat evil was to permit it in this world.  God permits evil to produce the greatest good in the end. Romans 8:18 and following says,

NLT Romans 8:18 Yet what we suffer now is nothing compared to the glory he will give us later. 19 For all creation is waiting eagerly for that future day when God will reveal who his children really are. . . . 21 All creation anticipates the day when it will join God's children in glorious freedom from death and decay. 22 For we know that all creation has been groaning as in the pains of childbirth right up to the present time. 23 And even we Christians, although we have the Holy Spirit within us as a foretaste of future glory, also groan to be released from pain and suffering. We, too, wait anxiously for that day when God will give us our full rights as his children, including the new bodies he has promised us. 24 Now that we are saved, we eagerly look forward to this freedom. . . .
2.
The best world is yet to come.  The best world is heaven.

a.
Revelation 21:4 describes heaven this way:

NKJ Revelation 21:4 “And God will wipe away every tear from their eyes; there shall be no more death, nor sorrow, nor crying. There shall be no more pain, for the former things have passed away.”
b.
Mother Teresa, a person who could speak with authority about human suffering, said this:

In light of heaven, the worst suffering on earth, a life full of the most atrocious tortures on earth, will be seen as no more serious than one night in an inconvenient hotel (Quoted by Strobel in The Case For Faith, 65).

III.
So we find that, in spite of evil and pain and suffering, we can declare with the apostles that, “God is light and in Him is no darkness at all.”  God is not to blame for the darkness of evil, pain, and suffering.  Not only is God not to blame for this darkness, but He is, in fact, our victory over the darkness.  God overcomes the darkness.  He redeems it.  He turns it into something good in the end.  In the midst of our darkness, we can cling to His light.  So, the big idea of this message boils down to this:  Don’t blame Him; claim Him.
This is an important idea because Satan’s oldest trick in the book is to tempt us to blame God.  As the serpent in the Garden of Eden, Satan tempted Adam and Eve to believe God was not entirely good—that God was some kind of killjoy for withholding something good like the forbidden fruit.  Satan tempted them to believe that God did not have their best interests at heart.  So they blamed Him.  And they got us all in big trouble.
Don’t blame Him; claim Him.  How can you do that?  Let me suggest a couple of applications.

A.
First, I can’t think of anything that has kept more people from trusting Christ than the misconception that God is somehow responsible for all the evil and suffering in the world.  Don’t blame Him; claim Him.  You can claim Him this morning by believing in Jesus for eternal life.  Jesus says in John 12:46,
NKJ John 12:46 “I have come as a light into the world, that whoever believes in Me should not abide in darkness.”
B.
Second, I can’t think of anything that has kept more believers from living abundantly than the misconception that God has somehow given them a raw deal—that somehow God must not have their best interests at heart.

Take an inventory of your own suffering.  Are there some things that invite you to become bitter?  Perhaps a chronic illness, or financial hardship, or a divorce, or the loss of a loved one, or the loss of a job, or depression, or a betrayal, or simply an abiding, quiet desperation.  Or maybe you’re just not happy with the way God made you.  Is God holding out on you?  No.  Don’t buy the lie.  Don’t blame Him; claim Him.
NKJ 1 John 1:5 . . . God is light and in Him is no darkness at all.
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