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There Is So Much Suffering: Is God Neither Great Nor Good?

Category: Suffering; God can’t be both good and great
Example A)

“Either God can do nothing to stop catastrophes like this, or He doesn’t care to,
or He doesn’t exist. God is either impotent, evil, or imaginary. Take your pick and
choose wisely.”

Sam Harris
Example B)

“He took pride in a man; man was his finest invention; man was his pet after the
housefly, and he could not bear to lose him wholly; so, he finally decided to save
a sample of him and drown the rest...Providentially that is the word. For the fly
had not been left behind by accident. No, the hand of Providence was in it.
There are no accidents. All things that happen, happen for a purpose. They are
foreseen from the beginning of time, they are ordained from the beginning of
time...and so, by foreordination from the beginning of time, this fly was left
behind to seek out a type of corpse and feed upon its corruptions...from that one
housefly... billions of sick beds have been stocked... and billions of cemeteries
recruited with the dead.”

Mark Twain

Example C) (mine)

“Bill, I want to believe, but who wants to believe in a God who allows such
suffering in His world? | mean, a friend of mine, 39 years old, is dying of cancer.
Is that fair? Can’t God stop it? Or, does He just not care? Can He be good if He
doesn’t care? If He does care and wants to stop the suffering my friend’s
enduring, is He not able to stop it?”

Example D)

“If God is all-powerful, He cannot be all good and if He is all good, then He
cannot be all-powerful.”

Jesse Eisenberg
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Example E)

“Is God willing to prevent evil, but not able? Then He is not omnipotent.
Is He able, but not willing? Then He is malevolent.

Is He both able and willing? Then whence cometh evil?

Is He neither able nor willing? Then why call him God?”

Epicurus

There are many ways this is posed to you in conversation, but normally it is a

version of an example given here. It is someone’s “particular” suffering that’s on the
sincere person’s heart. But most often this charge is levied by a mean-spirited,
close-minded skeptic. How should we reply?

Food for Thought

| think it is best to reply to Epicurus’ example.
“Is God willing to prevent evil, but not able? Then He is not omnipotent.
Is He able, but not willing? Then He is malevolent.
Is He both able and willing? Then whence cometh evil?
Is He neither able nor willing? Then why call him God?”
Epicurus

My response...
“Woe to him who strives with his Maker! Let the potsherd strive with the
potsherds of the Earth! Shall the clay say to Him who formed it, ‘What are
you making?’ Or shall Your handiwork say, ‘He has no hands’?”
Isaiah 45:9

“For His dominion is an everlasting dominion...”

Daniel 7:14
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“All the inhabitants of the Earth are reputed as nothing; He does according
to His will in the army of heaven and among the inhabitants of the Earth. No
one can restrain His hand or say to Him, ‘what have you done’?”

Daniel 4:35

| do not hesitate, when a man’s smugness and arrogance are all too apparent in
his tone, to quote Isaiah 45:9 to him like this:

“Before | answer your question by reasoning through it, | want to quote a
Bible verse to you that comes to mind when | hear, once again, this
question or smug objection repeated.”

Then | quote Isaiah 45:9 (with a wry smile). Don’t expect a reply.

“Do you sincerely want an answer or are you just self-satisfied with
asking the question?” | wait for a response.

If the tone quiets, | say thank you and ask that the question be repeated. It is
then that | ask questions.

“Are you familiar with Epicurus?” | do so to ascertain how well-read the
man may be, a reference which will help me frame my questions. Plus, it is
humbling to admit that you do not know something once you’ve begun so
arrogantly.

“No, that’s fine, say do you have a piece of paper or a napkin? I'd like to
put down what Epicurus said about 2500 years ago to see if it fairly
states what you are stating.?” Then | write down what Epicurus said (you
may find it convenient to just have it on your phone).

After writing it down and reading through it together, there will likely be a nod
from the man.

“Do you see any flaws at all in the way Epicurus reasoned?” From here
on, simply listen and respond. | do not have a formulaic manner of replying; |
abhor such. Be yourself.

| am, in no special order, going to address:

e Evil: What it is and where it came from
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e God’s abilities

e God’s attitude toward evil and sin

Then | will attempt to repeat these 2 lines by Epicurus.

“Is He (God) both able and willing?

Then where cometh evil?”

| shall explain:
“My friend, what do you suppose old Epicurus means by ‘evil’?” Look
at evil in line #1, what do you suppose Epicurus meant by evil? Stumped or
stammering? Relax, you are not going to know many things that come up.
Embrace it. Take out that familiar phone of yours and go to Dictionary.com.
Keep Epicurus’ context in mind when hunting a definition that corresponds

to his usage.

Guess what? None of them fits well. “You know what, friend, I’'m not
sure any of them fit the way Epicurus uses ‘evil’. What do you think?”

| wait, | listen, and | respond. Eventually, | will offer this in some form.
“Think old Epicurus really means bad things, suffering, and calamities
like cancers and tsunamis?”

Your friend will agree.

I might ask, could God be all powerful and at times be willing to
prevent calamities from happening while, in wisdom, permitting
calamities to happen at other times?”

Sit back and tune in. If the discussion continues, you may be in for the time
you hoped for.

A reminder, you are not trying to win, but to persuade. You will be pleased if
you either see an incremental move in his thinking or if you are able to
plant an “idea bomb” under his porch, the type that blows up on him one
day in the future.

Say, “Would you agree that if God is well able to do what He wants to
do when He wants to do it, but chooses to stop calamities only part of
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the time, in wisdom, then the snide remark Epicurus made about
being malevolent is out of order?”

Folks, this section is not easy for your friend. It’s likely not easy for you

either. Everything worthwhile is difficult. Remember, you are defending
God’s honor by telling a fallen, immortal soul what God is really like and
why God uses His power as He does (always wisely).

You may actually mess this question up and ask it incorrectly. | have done
so as well, so relax. Whatever the reply (likely nonsensical), head toward,
“Then whence cometh evil?” (Bad things for Epicurus)

You must wrestle through this to fortify your own understanding. Your
thinking, may itself, require a thought chiropractor; good, | have such a
license.

* A Tip — Every Epicurus wants God to be ommootent (all-powerful), but no

wants to be Klnq (soverelqn) Every Eplcurus wishes to teII God what to do.
Purer arrogance is hard to find. Go back to the Isaiah 45:9 quote —
Epicurus was an arrogant potsherd (shard from a broken piece of pottery;
Job used such to scrape the boils on the bottom of his feet).

Now is the time to discuss “evil” in the way the Bible normally utilizes it and
the secondary way the Bible at times uses it. It is fair to note that the Bible,
at times, does use evil as a contrast to a kindness God brings.
Unfortunately for our friend, in such cases, God is bringing catastrophes on
a man or a nation.

When God permits an ‘evil’, say a car wreck that results in a broken back
for you, could He have stopped it? Of course, He could have stopped it.
Why then, Bill, didn’t God stop it? God does ALL in wisdom. That is certain.
Must God answer to me or to you? The Potter, infinitely wise as He is,
needn’t reply to or explain to His foolish, sin-riddled creation, His clay. We
should all brush up on sovereignty and providence.

Evil in Its Majority Usage

“... the tree of life was also in the midst of the garden, and the tree of the
knowledge of good and evil.”

Genesis 2:9
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“Then the serpent said to the woman, You will not surely die. For God
knows that in the day you eat of it, your eyes will be opened, and you will
be like God, knowing good and evil.” (Speaking of man)

Genesis 3:4-5

“He devises wickedness on his bed; he sets himself in a way that is not
good; he does not abhor evil.”

Psalm 36:4

As you consider the Scriptures, you find that the majority of the time, evil is
contrasted with good.

Ask,“Would you agree that the Bible usually uses ‘evil’ to mean
wickedness? That is, as something that is done in rebellion against
what God commanded and said was good?”

Sit back and listen.
Okay, let me ask this, “Must God be just, | mean fair?”

Whatever the response, I’'m going to eventually weave in, in some form,
“Look, if people do evil in disobeying God or denying His existence,
like you do, wouldn’t it be fine if the suffering you and they went
through wasn’t diminished? How many kings let rebellious subjects
go unpunished?”

Lastly, I'm going to ask when suffering began. Why? Because | want to
know why there was no suffering in Eden, but then death and suffering
came to stay. Of course, the answer is sin. Man brought suffering on

himself. What is difficult to comprehend is that God mitigates any of the
suffering. Justice insists on suffering and death, that’s just. But God shows

mercy to some — that is nearly unfathomable.

Folks, this question, objection, assertion — whatever it is leads to a
slap-dash, unexpected road trip of a conversation if it goes well.

People reason poorly, make outlandish statements, and make faces. That
is, again, if it goes well. It is why | ask as many questions as possible.
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People do not like lectures and neither do I. This convoluted conversation
can be a powerful thing in the hands of the Holy Spirit.

It is our hope that Lois can video a few of these conversations when they
break out at a pub or coffee house or wherever. You will see that | follow no
formula, and you will second-guess what | do say. | am not an expert, just a
man who has had a few of these meandering conversations.

Here is the foundation, in my mind, that | work from:

1. I remind myself to lead with questions as often as possible.

2. | remind myself to discard any formulaic idea | might have.

3. | hope to introduce, in no certain order, the points | listed earlier:
e Evil: What it is and where it came from
e God’s abilities
e God’s attitude toward evil and sin

Then | repeat Epicurus’ two lines (and they needn’t be perfect).
“Is he (God) both able and willing?” Then “Whence cometh evil?”

After some thought, | hope you will agree with me that sin, suffering, and
Hell are easy to understand.

“God is a just judge, He is angry with the wicked every day.”

Psalm 7:11
What is difficult to understand is mer
Later | will discuss evangelism, and it will be my version of Luther’s “Bad
News Before Good News”. | do not hesitate to warn a man that Hell is
gaping open before him. He is in danger. Only then will | explain that there

is a way of escape, the person and work of Christ (the Gospel).

*This discussion will overlap question #27: Why do bad things happen to
good people and why do good things happen to bad people?




