Is God Good?

“Life isn’t fair” (Calvin and Hobbes?) <Slide 1>
Suffering seems arbitrary – good things happen to bad people, bad things happen to good people.  Famine, war, terrorism, natural disaster, abuse, genetic diseases…all befall the righteous and the sinner, the obedient and the rebellious.  Job says “It is all the same; that is why I say, ‘He destroys both the blameless and the wicked.’” <slide 2>
This idea seems so contradictory with the idea of a loving God that we have come up with all kinds of ways to try to explain it.  Since recorded history began, people have theorized that if something bad happened to you, it was God punishing you for doing something wrong or God trying to warn you to straighten up.  When hurricane Katrina hit, when the earthquake hit Haiti, when the tsunami hit the south pacific, we heard theories about how God was punishing people for this sin or that.
<Slide 2>

In the book of Job, this view is represented by the three friends – Eliphaz, Zophar and Bildad.  Their basic position on Job is that he is being punished and if he confesses and repents from his sins, his suffering will be relieved.  He must have done something wrong or he would not be in this position.  However, when Job challenges them to name his sin, they cannot.  This theory is actually still very alive and well today but today it’s called the prosperity gospel.  The prosperity gospel is basically the idea that if we follow God and we live according to his plan and the worst versions of it focus on “if you put your money in the plate” then God will bless us with peace and prosperity.  The basic premise of the prosperity gospel is that if you’re a good person, good things will happen.  The only problem with this theory is it doesn’t work.  It doesn’t reflect our experience.  We know from watching the news and reading the paper that the innocent and righteous suffer right alongside the guilty.  This theory also doesn’t reflect the story of Jesus.  He was sinless and perfect and yet he suffered in body and in spirit.  At its core this theory says that we are in control instead of God. <click> That if we do the right things we will avoid suffering and sget what we want out of God: protection, wealth, and peace.
Of course another possible theory is that God either doesn’t exist, can’t control anything, or doesn’t care about us.  This position is represented by Job’s wife who tells Job to “curse God and die.”  <slide> This is basically atheism, agnosticism, or deism – maybe God exists, maybe God created everything, but he’s far too busy or far too distant to care about anything that happens to me or anything that I do.  The only problem with this theory is it doesn’t work either.  It doesn’t reflect our experience.  We know from the prayers we’ve had answered and the miracles we’ve witnessed that God is powerful and God does care.  This theory also doesn’t reflect the fact that God sent Jesus.  God obviously cared enough to send his only son to die for us.  At its core this theory says that if we cannot wrap our heads around God’s goodness, God must not be good.
Thankfully, Job rejects both of these theories and he does something which I think is surprisingly faithful.  He calls God out.  Job demands that God tell him why things have happened the way they have.  The reason I think Job’s demand is so faithful is because it shows that he believes God is in control, he believes God is good, and he believes God cares about him.  <slide> Ultimately, Job knows that there is a contradiction between God’s goodness and the randomness of his suffering.  He knows that things are not adding up and so he longs for an explanation from God to bring him relief and comfort from his dilemma.  <click> And this feeling of confusion reflects the exact same feeling that Jesus felt himself.  On the cross, Jesus cried out “Father, father, why have you forsaken me?”  Jesus felt this confusion, this abandonment, this loneliness when he was faced with the contradiction between God’s goodness and his suffering.
Now admittedly, Job does get in trouble with God because making demands of God is generally not a good idea.  But God does appear!  He does not explain himself - in fact he tells Job that it’s not Job’s place to know the reason – but he appears and reveals himself to Job.  And what’s interesting is that Job’s dilemma is resolved simply by God’s appearance.  Job is relieved by the knowledge that God has a reason, even if he himself doesn’t understand what that reason is.  Knowing that God has a reason allows Job to experience suffering and at the same time believe that God is in control, God is good, and God cares.
(I want to put a little caveat here from a pastoral care standpoint.  When someone else is suffering, just about the worst thing we can say to them is “God has a reason.”  That phrase, while totally true and supported by many different passages of scripture, is a conversation killer.  It prevents the sufferer from sharing themselves with God or with us and shuts down relationship with people and God, which is the very thing that brings Job relief in the end.)
When we encounter suffering in our lives, how do we respond?  It is faithful to be confused.  It is faithful to be angry.  It is faithful to be lonely.  It is faithful to feel like God has abandoned us.  “Father, father, why have you abandoned us?!” we cry out.  We wonder, “Is God good?”  “Does God care?”  “Is God powerful?” Like Job, we long for God to reveal himself to us.
<Slide>

And this is when it is most important to turn to Christ.  Not because Christ reveals God’s wisdom, but because Christ so clearly reveals God’s goodness.  In Christ we do not see God’s reasons for everything, but we do clearly see that God is good.  God leaves the 99 to go after the 1.  God protects the weak and lifts up the broken hearted.  In Christ we can clearly see that God cares.  God wept when he saw the sorrow of Lazarus’ family and God himself suffered death on a cross.  And in Christ we can clearly see that God is powerful.  God defeated the cross and the tomb.  God defeated sin and death itself.
We may not understand suffering.  We may not know God’s reason.  We may feel like God has abandoned us.  But in Christ’s suffering, God has revealed that he is good.  God has shown that he cares.  And God has shown that he is powerful. 
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