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1. One of my most painful days as a pastor was standing over the casket of an 8 year old boy, 

Billie Titus.  He had been killed in a farm accident while he was visiting family with his 
Grandma.  There he was in his Boy Scout uniform in Kitchener, with his teddy bear and 
baseball glove in the casket--with his Mom and Dad and two sisters sitting right in the front 
row crying. That was a tough funeral.  

  
-Not long after that, Billy’s Dad, a cabinet maker, lost 4 of his fingers while using a table saw 
and his Mom, Kathy, was in a bad automobile accident that left her in chronic pain.  Why? 
Pain and suffering is one of the issues that makes people want to pick a fight with God.  
Some fight; some just turn their back and seethe with anger.    
 
a. In just the past 25 years we’ve seen the Boxing Day Tsunami that killed over 200,000 

people, 9-11, the school shootings--and the ongoing sex trafficking and slavery that 
haunts our world, the thousands of children who die every week from preventable 
diseases and polluted drinking water--and we want to blame and hate someone.  
And in our world, the most handy Being to blame and hate is God.   

 
Scottish philosopher David Hume said,  
 

"Is God willing to prevent evil but not able? Then He is impotent. Is He able to, but 
not willing?  Then He is malevolent.  Is he both willing and able? Why then is there 
evil?"  
 

b. And this gets personal, doesn’t it?  Lori’s Mom was diagnosed with cancer when Lori 
was in her early 20’s.  When it began to take over, virtually paralyzing her hundreds 
of her friends prayed for her.  Some told her that God had reassured them--that He 
would heal her.  Then at the age of 65--she died.   

 
-Lori was only 28; what made the loss more devastating was her Dad’s comment as 
we pulled away from the gravesite: “God played a dirty trick on your Mom!”               
C.S. Lewis, the great Christian writer traveled, doing a lecture series on suffering--but 
when he lost Joy, his wife of only a few years, to cancer--he almost lost his faith.  
  
-If you’ve been studying the Case For Faith, Charles Templeton said that it was a 
picture from Life magazine of a Mom in Zimbabwe, wailing, holding a child who’d 
died of starvation that drove the final nail in God’s coffin for him. How could a GOOD 
God let that happen!  All she needed was RAIN! 

 
c. So, that’s what I want to talk about this morning.  For people who love God, the 

problem of evil and suffering is huge issue.  Here’s what’s surprising; evil and 
suffering is an even bigger issue for people who don’t believe in God!    

 
2. Here’s what I know; pain and suffering isn’t just philosophy--it’s personal. Is there anyone 

here who has never experienced pain--either first-hand, or second-hand? Pain always 
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seems unfair, unjust--and sometimes unbearable.  When our children experience pain--it 
just makes us desperate and angry.   

 
-And then I think, “If I’m a child of a God who could stop my pain, why doesn’t He do 
something? The only answer I have in times like that is, “Okay--I’m not the first person to 
experience what feels like unfair pain.  So…if I could see good beyond the immediate pain  
--maybe that would change things.”  
   
-Let me give you some examples.  You were born at some point--I’m assuming; when that 
happened, someone went through a lot of pain, right?  But you being here is a good thing   
--and they gladly went through the pain--cuz babies bring joy.  That is, until they’re about 
4…or 14!   
 
-Sometimes people pay for a course of study that costs a lot--too much--and consumes 
years of their lives--and tons of energy.  Why?  It’s because the reward will hopefully 
outweigh the pain.  We get that.  But what about the evil of natural disasters?  Of people 
who do incredibly wicked things to each other? 
 
a. First, the Bible itself doesn’t ignore the issue of pain.  The first two chapters of 

Genesis, this poetic intro to God are pain free--and the result is a world full of 
wholeness and beauty.  By chapter three of this intro, evil and suffering are a part    
of life on this planet. And one of the oldest books, Job, raises the issue of God’s 
responsibility in the excruciating pain he feels.   
 
-By chapter 6 of Genesis, the evil of human kind brings God, the one who made it all, 
to a point of great pain.  David and other prophets ask, “How long O God?  How 
long is this pain going to last? 
 

b. Revelation describes the martyrs who have been senselessly killed for their faith ask, 
“How long?”  How long till you avenge our deaths?” My point is that the entire Bible-
-as the revelation of God--is not stoic and distant from suffering; it’s taken very 
seriously. 
  

3. But there’s something else that we have to acknowledge; evil and suffering is not a just 
Christian problem.  Every worldview--even atheism and agnosticism--has to address the 
issue of evil and suffering.   

 
a. One of the popular worldviews right now is New Age--which borrows it’s thinking 

from eastern religions--especially Hinduism and Buddhism.   
  

-The goal of New Age thinking is to be one with everything and used meditation, 
prayer and positive thinking to attain a greater state of enlightenment.  The basic 
position is the evil and suffering don’t actually exist--they are an illusion. That is, 
they deny the reality of evil.   
 
-And this has actually entered some parts of Christianity in the word of faith 
movement. That if we acknowledge cancer, suffering and evil--we empower it.    
And that is simply not biblical or true!  The Bible clearly teaches that evil and 
suffering are real.  So real that God came here in Jesus to deal with them. 
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b. Hinduism says that evil and suffering come from karma.  Karma in essence says, 
“Well you brought this on yourself through the evil you did in a previous life!”  Some 
people naively say they believe in karma--until they get to parts of the world where it 
has been institutionalized.  This gets ugly and tragic when, in this system, people 
won’t relieve suffering--because helping people creates more suffering in the next 
life. This way of thinking justifies us saying to people who are starving or stuck in 
poverty, slavery or sex trafficking, “I’m sorry--but it’s karma, baby!  You got what 
you deserved!”   

 
-When Jesus’ disciples were approached by a blind man, they asked, “So, who 
sinned, Lord, this man or his parents?”  Jesus said, “Neither!  His blindness is an 
opportunity for God to demonstrate His power and compassion!”   
 

c. Buddhism’s answer to suffering is nirvana--to come to a place where you have no 
desire--good or bad.  If you eliminate desire--then pain, evil and injustice don’t 
matter; suffering exists only in your mind.  

   
d. Atheism argues that because evil and suffering exist, God cannot possibly exist.   

The awful things in our world--the tsunami in Japan, someone slamming a van into a 
crowd of people in downtown Toronto--someone spraying a class of first graders with 
bullets--are all evidence that a good and loving God is a myth.  Because suffering 
causes people to turn to atheism--like Charles Templeton, it’s been called the rock of 
atheism. 

 
4. Here’s what I know; saying, “God can’t exist because evil and suffering does”--doesn’t 

make it true. Here’s what Christians believe, as pointed out by a philosopher named Alvin 
Plantinga.   

 
 *God exists 
 *God is all-powerful 
 *God is all-knowing 
 *God is pure--wholly good 
 *Evil exists 
 
 -It’s not enough to just say that all five of these assertions can’t be true at the same 

time.  For example, could God stop every act of evil and never allow it to affect anyone 
else.  Like, when you’re about to throw a rock at a window--or another kid--could God grab 
your arm?  He could--but then to do that violates one of his most profound gifts:  free will.  
He would, in essence, turn us into robots--unable, really, to truly choose good.   

 
-Has anyone her besides me ever made a decision you thought would get you want you 
want--but it was a bad decision.  Actually--it was selfish--it hurt you and others.  Now, 
would you have loved and respected God if he had stepped in and shut you down?  No--
cause you’re human!    
 
-See, the issue is not, Is God good enough and powerful enough to totally shut down 
evil?  It’s, “Is God powerful enough and good enough to bring all things together, make 
all things right--and reverse the effects of evil and suffering--into something better than we 
ever dreamed?  See, that’s what I believe--and it’s what the Bible teaches.   
 



 4 

a. Let’s start here; evil and suffering--for the atheist, presents huge problems.  Here’s 
why.  The official atheistic position as presented by Richard Dawkins in his book, The 
Blind Watchmaker, is that everything that exists came into being through a random, 
unfeeling process of natural selection called evolution.     

 
 -To be clear, in a process like this, there is no right or wrong, good or evil--only the 

survival of the fittest.  Do germs have a conscience or sense of right and wrong?  
No. What about mosquitoes, snakes, alligators, zebras or buffalos?   
No.  In evolutionary theory--all that matters is what helps you survive.     
 

 -A few weeks 20/20 aired a story about a guy in Sonoma, California who murdered 
his two bosses, his wife, his mother-in-law and her two young daughters--one of 
which he molested before killing her.  Than he took his three little girls--ages 4, 3             
and 2--to the town dump, slit their throats and left them there to die.   
 
-When he was caught and being extradited from Mexico to the US, a reporter asked, 
“Do you feel any remorse for what you’ve done?  With a smirk on his face, he said, 
“No, not really.”  One of his little girls survived and when asked what she saw in her 
Daddy’s eyes, she said, “Pure evil.”   
 
-How many of you have something inside of you that says, That’s pure evil!                
From a purely atheistic perspective, all you can say is, “I personally don’t like what 
he did”--but that’s it.  The female preying mantis eats the head of the male after 
mating.  Some animals eat their young.  That’s what we inherit.   
 

b. Atheists sometimes have protested that our moral instincts are only there because 
they helped us evolve.  Actually?  If it’s the survival of the fittest, then Auschwitz 
would be the natural outcome of atheistic evolution.  Take over, kill off--annihilate the 
people you feel are slowing down the evolutionary process and weakening the 
species.    

 
 -Some of you may remember the case of the Prom Mom from 1997.  An 18 year old 

high school senior named Melissa Drexler was at a Prom dance when she left the 
dance floor, went to the women’s washroom, and had a baby--then killed the baby 
and threw it in the garbage--and went back to dancing.   

  
-An evolutionary theorist named Steven Pinker wrote an article for the New York 
Times entitled, Why They Kill Their Newborns.  He basically said that this kind of 
brain circuitry was inherited from Moms who wanted to grow old enough to become 
grandmothers!  
  

c. What he was saying is true.  If there is no God--then how we treat our children is 
just preference. Most atheists don’t believe that.  Do you see how ridiculous it is to 
talk about suffering and evil--when there is no place for that in the survival of the 
fittest?  Doesn’t it seem crazy to put God on trial--someone you don’t believe exists--
for something that you have no categories for--cause what is…is?  I think we all 
know that doesn’t fit with human experience--or make sense!   
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5. Now, here’s precisely where we struggle in this issue of the goodness and power of God--
versus evil and suffering.  It’s the belief--quite rational, actually--that evil is pointless, so why 
would a good God let it continue?   

 

 -And that raises the question; is all evil and suffering pointless?  Like, would everyone and 
everything be way better if everything was easy, painless--kind of a straight line up and to 
the right?     

 

 -That is categorically not true for me.  Lori and I were tormented by struggling with infertility--
and living in a place where if couples even washed their underwear together they got 
pregnant.  That was our reality for 5 years!  As painful as it was, our daughter Kelly--an 
amazing girl--wouldn’t be ours.  As awful and cruel as infertility seemed, it brought 
incredible good. 

 

 -As some of you know, Lori and I went through a horrible time about 15 years ago where we 
got betrayed by friends and voted off the island.  There were some times when I just wished 
I could die.  It had a traumatic effect on every single member of our family.  But that’s how 
The Olive Branch was born, a strip club redeemed, hundreds of people saved--and an 
organization called RESTORE was born that has the potential to help people all across 
Canada.  I’ve often said, “I wouldn’t trade that experience for anything--AND--I hope it 
never happens again!  
 

a. The Bible teaches this over and over.  Abraham and Sarah struggled with infertility 
for 25 years--and out of that?  A nation that would give us the Messiah.  Joseph, a 
spoiled teen is hated by his brothers--and sold into slavery.  As he’s getting back on 
his feet, another betrayal lands him in prison in Egypt.     

 

-From the outside--this all seems like betrayal, pointless evil and suffering.  It’s 
interesting, his dreams incited the hatred of these brothers, but it was his God-given 
ability to discern dreams that made him useful to Pharaoh--and took him to a place of 
power where he could save the nation of Egypt from starvation.     
 

-And it gets better. Joseph’s brother come to Egypt to buy food--and then have to 
face and deal with him as Prime Minister.  And the story comes to a very dramatic 
and emotional close--with lots of tears, repentance, forgiveness, grace and 
restoration.  The brothers think Joseph is going to get even--make them pay!  Listen 
to what he says: 
 
“Don’t you see, you planned evil against me but God used those same plans 
for my good, as you see all around you right now—life for many people. Easy 
now, you have nothing to fear; I’ll take care of you and your children.”  
(Genesis 50:19-20 MSG) 

 

b. And the same happens with Jesus.  For years, the prophets tell people, “I’m going to 
send an Anointed King (Messiah) to save you!  To stop sin, to redeem evil, to lead 
you--and to ultimately make all things new and right!”   

 
 -God the Son showed up one night in Bethlehem--born to Mary--and is placed in a 

feeding trough.  But he grows up in Nazareth, fulfilled the prophecies, healed people, 
revealed the Father--and taught about this new Kingdom.  All He did was love and 
heal and tell the truth!  But the leaders of that day rejected him, called him a fraud 
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and a blasphemer, tortured him, and then nailed him to a cross--publicly displayed 
as a failed Messiah.   

 
 -Is there anything more evil than torturing and executing an innocent person--

especially the Son of God who came to save everything?  Evil, pointless suffering!  
And yet?  According to Jesus--and the eyewitnesses--God used horrible act for 
good!  To save, bring life, grace, and love to everyone--and to set everything right.   

 
c. Here’s what I know about difficult times. Just like steel grows strong and flexible 

when it is heated and pounded in a forge--just like glass strengthens when it is 
tempered in fire--just like gold and silver are purified by being heated and the dross 
scraped off the top--difficulty and suffering does change us for the better…if we don’t 
become bitter. 

 
 -By the way, this isn’t just a Christian thing; it’s recognized by secular thinkers, too.  

In his book, David and Goliath, Malcolm Gladwell documents the lives of a number 
of great people with learning disabilities.  Gladwell says that it’s possible that these 
people were all just so smart and talented that nothing could hold them back.   
Then this: 
The second, more intriguing possibility is that they succeeded, in part, because of 
their disorder--that they learned something in their struggle that proved to be of 
enormous advantage.  
(Malcolm Gladwell, David and Goliath, 110.)  

 
d. And this research fits the teaching of the Bible.  Let me ready just one of the many 

passages.  James, ultimately killed for his faith, writes:   
 
 Dear brothers and sisters, when troubles of any kind come your way, consider 

it an opportunity for great joy. For you know that when your faith is tested, 
your endurance has a chance to grow. So let it grow, for when your endurance 
is fully developed, you will be perfect and complete, needing nothing.   
(James 1:2-4 NLT) 
 

 -Now here’s what’s really, really important to understand.  God never, ever creates 
suffering or inflicts anything evil on us.  He simply frustrates the plans of our enemies 
by using it redemptively in our lives and in the world.  You see the irony, right?        
An enemy wants to take us down--and God uses it to make us better. 

 
6. Have you ever noticed that when there’s some kind of an awful tragedy, people don’t have 

any language to comfort apart from the hope the Bible gives for those who experience awful 
things.  Even atheists and agnostics--borrow words and phrases from Christian theology--
like, “Our prayers are with you!  There’s a reason for that.  

 
*See, contrary to karmic thinking--suffering is not the fault of the sufferer.   
*Contrary to Buddhist thinking, evil and suffering are real!   
 
*Contrary to the fatalism of the Muslim faith, suffering is overwhelming.   
 
*And contrary to secularism, suffering is meaningful. 
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-Here’s what I know; long before the problem of evil and suffering even started with our 
rebellion, God decided how He was going to redeem a terrible mess.  He could’ve stopped 
the process of evil entirely by figuring that free will, the ability and freedom to chose evil 
instead of God--was too dangerous.  He could’ve nuked it all and started over.                    
But He didn’t--because it didn’t surprise Him. At ALL!    
 

 -What He did was plan, at that moment, to enter into it and defeat it from the inside out.   
And that is really difficult to understand--because it’s not something we would do.  And that 
actually makes sense.   

  
 a. See, what God loves doing is sabotaging the evil that people carefully plan against 

others.  I’m convinced, from the stories I hear, that He did that with Hitler.  That’s 
exactly how the massive, thick Iron Curtain of Communism came crashing down with 
hardly a shot being fired.  Listen to this passage--where God is speaking through 
Isaiah: 

 
  “For my thoughts are not your thoughts, neither are your ways my ways,” 

declares the LORD. “As the heavens are higher than the earth, so are my ways 
higher than your ways and my thoughts than your thoughts.”                         
(Isaiah 55:8-9 NIV) 

  
  -Here’s the question; do we need to understand everything God does or allows for it 

to be true and right and redeemable?  Like, does it have to be okay with me?  
 
 b. God’s plan is--and always has been to renew the earth, redeem and restore it’s 

people--and offer forgiveness and grace to everyone who will receive it--and to work 
personally, in their hearts, through His Spirit to persuade them to come to Him.   

 
7. The key to understanding Who God is and what He’s like--is the cross.   
 John Stott writes:  
 
 I have entered many Buddhist temples in different Asian countries and stood respectfully 

before the statue of Buddha, his legs crossed, arms folded, eyes closed …detached from 
the agonies of he world.  But each time after a while, I’ve had to turn away.  And in my 
imagination I have turned instead toward that lonely, twisted, tortured figure on the cross, 
nails through his hands and feet, back lacerated, brow bleeding …mouth dry and intolerably 
thirsty, plunged in God-forsaken darkness.  That is the God for me!  He laid aside His 
immunity to pain.  He entered our world of flesh and blood, tears and death.  He suffered for 
us!  (The Case For Faith, p. 54) 

 
 -God could’ve avoided our pain--but entered it.  Easter gives us a huge hint about the end of 

the story for suffering and evil.  Jesus--according to the Christian tradition--defeated evil.  
What about the suffering?  Jesus rose from the dead--but He didn’t limp out of the tomb, 
holding his side.  According to the eye witnesses, the scars were still there, but He had a 
glorious, whole body.  The point?  It’s not as it seems!   
 
-Does that go contrary to what everyone expected?  Did that make it difficult to believe that 
He was, in fact God?  Did that leave the power structures in place temporarily until He 
could, through His people collapse them?  YES!   
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a. No one who’s struggled with poverty can say, “God, you don’t know what this is 
like!”  He does!  No one who’s been bullied in school can say, “You don’t know what 
it’s like to get laughed at and bullied!”  Jesus was seen as the illegitimate son of 
Mary--and lived in a small town.  Guess what that was like! Jesus knew what it was 
like to lose a parent and have siblings reject Him. 

 
 -Pain?  Betrayal?  Rejection?  Jesus knew it all.  If you’ve ever felt abandoned by 

God--Jesus was abandoned by the Father He’d spent eternity with.   And through it 
all, God made a way to restore all of creation, right every wrong, and show patience 
and mercy to every person who’s lived.  

 
 b. The ways God works--are not our ways.  See, the way God usually works is to, 

over time, reverse evil and accomplish good through it.  Not only does God step into 
these situations and patiently and quietly work in the hearts of people engaged in 
evil--His great plan is to ultimately turn--reverse incredible evil by bringing good out  
of it.  

 
8. Here’s what you and I need to know:  We’re not the only ones who question God.  Earlier 

I mentioned the book of Job--which is pretty much a rant against God from a man in pain--
who had lost everything--including his health, his reputation and his children.  It’s like Job 
holds up his fists and challenges God; Don’t hide from me!  Come down and face me like a 
man!”  

   
 -And God did come--and it’s like He straps Job in a chair and forces him to watch the 

Discovery Channel.  And then God asked the questions:  “You’re smart, right Job?  So--why 
don’t you explain how I formed the earth--and threw stars into the sky?  If you can judge me 
and tell me you think you can do my joy--please explain this stuff!”  Job says, “Uhhhh, 
maybe there are some things I don’t understand!”    

 
 -I think what God was saying in the short time we spend here--we see only a tiny fraction--a 

single frame of a full-length movie.  There’s something else; when God made it all--He 
actually entrusted the supervision of the earth to us; including those who are vulnerable to 
abuse and neglect.   

    
 a.  See, I wonder if God might ask us, "Why do you look out for your self--and never lift 

a hand to restrain evil?  Maybe God would ask, “Why do you trivialize evil--and 
suffering by watching movies about it to entertain yourself?    

 
  -Think about it, wouldn’t God have the right to ask our world why kids suffer and drink 

polluted water and starve when their actually is enough to solve these problems?  
Some of us are followers of Jesus.   

  That stats say that if we just obeyed God by giving a tenth of what we have--we’d 
solve poverty in our world!  Will we do even that?  Most say, “I can’t afford to do 
that!   

 
  -Let me say this.  Christians and the church of Jesus has been the target of a lot of 

criticism--and I get that.  We deserve some of that.  The other side of that is that for 
2000 years, the Church of Jesus has been at the forefront of solving virtually 
every injustice and form of suffering you can name:  slavery, disease, AIDS, 
racism, hunger and polluted water.  



 9 

  -Why?  It’s because when God redeems people--which is His core plan--the 
selfishness and self-pre-occupation levels go down--and compassion and kindness 
levels go up!  People become more important than money. People’s wallets and 
wills get surrendered to Him! 

 
c. Maybe God would say to the philosophers who sit around and speculate about and 

write blogs about whether or not God exists or gives a flying rip, “Will you stop 
blaming me and become part of the solution?   

 I’ve chosen to deal with the evil and need and pain in this world through ordinary 
people--just like you!  Find the joy of letting me work through you!”   

 
   -It’s easier, isn’t it, to cross our arms, roll our eyes--and blame stuff on God, or 

systems, or the greedy, uncaring people out there!  But the biggest evil isn’t someone 
else’s evil--it’s my evil!  I have brought pain and suffering into other people's lives--
and still do.  And God’s been working on me for years!   

 
9. For some of you, this issue of evil and unnecessary suffering is very personal--because you 

suffer.  Every day.  Here’s what I know.  The promise of the cross is that God is able to 
redeem suffering. 

 
 -Here’s what you must remember.  No one really knew the end of the story at the cross 

when Jesus was pried off of it.  That night—and all day Saturday—it all seemed so stupid 
and meaningless.  But Sunday?  Well, that was when this verse from Romans 8 weighed 
in.   

 
 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.  (Romans 8:28 NIV) 
 
 -Sometimes stuff happens--and you think--I think--“How is God going to fix this?  Two very 

close friends of ours, Dave and Pat Dunmire seemed to go more than their share of 
sadness.  You wouldn’t know about it--cause they didn’t whine.  But they struggled with 
infertility--and adopting brought so much pain.  The first girl they adopted and had for                     
8 years--was suddenly ripped out of their lives when the birth mother came back.  

 So they adopted a boy--and he had to eventually be institutionalized for schizophrenia.   
 They succeeded with adoption--then Dave’s Mom got really sick with cancer.                      
 Then Pat -- in the middle of her doctoral studies got cancer. It looked like the surgery 

worked--and then it came back as lung cancer.  The last time I saw Pat before she died, I 
remember her staring at the floor of their home--stunned at the thought of leaving 2 young 
sons behind.  Pat died in February of 1994, 44 years old.  Why?  Did evil and suffering 
win?  

 
 -In faith…in faith…I have to believe that as puzzling as this is, a picture is never complete--

until the artist has finished it.  Pat’s story isn’t over yet--cause the tremendous influence she 
and Dave had isn’t over.   

  
 -Somehow--and I’m not sure how--God tells us that He will overwhelm and actually reverse 

all suffering and sadness.  What is broken will become unbroken; what is sad will become 
un-sad. See, in the end love--which is way more powerful than evil--wins.  Jesus is the final 
judge of this world--and He has already pronounced judgment on evil--and those who do it.  
Jesus told us to overcome evil with good--cause that’s how He does things! 
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 -Until then, He asks you and me to think big--really BIG--and trust Him.  You have a free 
will--you can do that.  Or not.  Suffering is not an illusion--it’s real.  We don’t suffer because 
of a previous life--it’s unfair.  Suffering is a reality we experience with God--if we let Him in; 
or without Him if we lock the door.  I choose with!   
 
And we know…we know…that God causes everything to work together for the good 
of those who love God and are called according to his purpose for them.        
(Romans 8:28 NLT)     
 
 
 


