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Introduction:  If you have a Bible, please open it to James 4:14.  Let’s get started with prayer because we have a LOT of ground to cover.  

[Open in prayer] 

Scripture and Theme: Our subject this morning is one of our Big Questions: “How Can a Loving God Allow Suffering?”  And thankfully, this Big Question truly has a Real and satisfying Answer!
I. Before we actually answer the question, I want us to consider the awful Reality of suffering and death in our PRESENT WORLD.  I want to read a Bible verse to you that lays out the greatest dilemma that we all face.  
James 4:14 really says it all: “ye know not what shall be on the morrow. For what is your life? It is even a vapour, that appeareth for a little time, and then vanisheth away.”   Life is a vapour that is vanishing away.  It is painfully clear that death and suffering are constantly one breath away.    
A. We all understand that Death is a fact of life.  They say two things are sure in this life: death and taxes.  The first we can all certainly affirm.  In one hundred years, it is almost certain that everyone in this building, including the infants in the nursery, will all be dead.  Most of you lost loved ones in 2007.  Someone you know will probably die this year.  It is a fact of living on this earth.  Ten out of ten people die!  Those of you who have dealt with life threatening illness don’t need me to tell you that life is short and fearfully feeble. At times we all walk on the teetering edge of eternity.  Life is uncertain.  You may get a call from your doctor with bad news. Life is a vapour that appears for a little while and vanishes!  Death is a fact of life.  Your life will most certainly end.   
1. Life is short.  What this verse is saying is that you need to get a grip on reality.  Life is short!  You ought not be so sure of tomorrow.  Suffering and death are a very real part of life.  Daily aches and pains remind us that our bodies are getting weaker, our minds are getting more forgetful (at least mine is!), and we are all slowly progressing toward our ultimate end.  
2. People die in a variety of ways: Some are killed by drunk drivers, others choke on food.  Many are taken by illness and disease.  

3. Some people die peacefully in their sleep.
4. Many people die suddenly and unexpectedly.  
· Infants die.  My brother Robert died at two months old in his crib from Sudden Infant Death Syndrome.  My father went to pick him up one morning, and my brother was dead.  Two months old.

· 46 million babies will die in the entire world this year because their mother took their life in abortion.

· Millions of women have miscarriages, and some of you here today have had multiple miscarriages. 

· I remember speaking with my cousin Brett one Thanksgiving who was 20 years old.  I had no idea I would never see him again.  He died within a month in a car accident.  
· Parents die prematurely.  I was fifteen years old when my mother died.  She was 49. 
Now I’m not trying to tell you all the sorrow of my life, but what is surprising is that my life is not unusual.  All of you have similar experiences of friends and loved ones dying suddenly.  It is only surprising to us because we do all that we can to remove the pain of these kinds of events from our memories.  

5. We try to avoid thinking about death, but none of us is going to bypass it.  It is the ultimate statistic: ten our of ten people die.  You are definitely going to die in a very short time.  Whether you die young or old, it is relative.  Your life is short if you live to a twenty or a hundred and twenty.  Our life appears only for a little while, and then seems to suddenly vanish away.  We should not be surprised by death.  It is the most certain thing in this world!  
Death is bad enough, but we all have to face the fact that all of us are going to suffer on the way to our final day.  And we ask, why?  
B. We see that suffering is universal.

1. There are the famines in Africa.  20,000 people die every day from starvation.

2. There are national tragedies like 9-11. Three thousand people’s lives were taken in just a few moments.  
3. The sufferings that occur in war across the world are truly beyond description.  

C. There is so much Suffering!  Suffering comes in many forms.  All people suffer both young and old. 
1. The young suffer.
a. Some are born physically or mentally handicapped.

b. There is such a thing as children’s leukemia.

c. Last month Luke Allen from our church, all of six months old, was diagnosed with cystic fibrosis.
d. Children suffer with many other diseases such as autism, and diseases too numerous to name.
2. Many who are born just fine get into accidents and are maimed for life.  Some go blind because of diabetes.  Some suffer with constant pain.  We all want to live, but to live means to suffer a little more.

3. Some suffer emotionally who are abused or neglected.  

4. Others inflict pain upon themselves; some waste their minds and bodies away with drugs and alcohol; and others take their own life.

5. And even if you have escaped many of these things, growing old isn’t necessarily pretty!  And yet every one of us is headed there.  We can see this in a nursing home or in the home of someone trying to care for an elderly family member.
Illustration (Nursing Homes): We have all been through the halls of a nursing home.  It can be a pathetic site.  You might see in one corner several people sitting in silence, gazing into nowhere.  People are talking, but they’re not making sense—saying the same words over and over and over again.

I used to visit the nursing home where my wife worked.  I would always love to see my friend Mae.  Mae was always glad to see me.  I remember the first time I met her.  She looked me in my eyes with her eyebrows up and a grin from ear to ear on her face and said, “I LOVE YOU!!!”  I didn’t even know this woman, but I looked right back at her and I said, “I don’t know you, but I love you too!”

It’s not always that exciting though to be in a nursing home.  As you walk down the hall, you hear periodic groans.  Some people sit motionless.  Some stare glassy-eyed at the television set.  
Many of the people there lived very full lives, raised children, gave their all in life.  On the walls of their rooms are photos of these dear people—they are images of the life they had before these horrible sicknesses took over.  The contrast is so stark you can hardly believe you are looking at the same people.
Transition:  What an awful thing to realize: death and suffering are a REALITY!  It is impossible to deny.  But it wasn’t always like this! There was a time in world history when there was absolutely NO death and suffering.  
II. In order to understand where death and suffering came from, we need to Return to the CREATION OF THE WORLD.  We think the beauties of our present world are amazing, and they are, but this world is a shadow of what it once was!  Let me show you this from the Bible.  Turn to the very first verse in the Bible, Genesis 1:1, and then we’ll look in the same chapter at verse 31.
Genesis 1:1, 31 tell us “In the beginning God created the heaven and the earth…[AND VERSE 31] And God saw every thing that he had made, and, behold, it was very good.”  
When we ask the question: if God can do anything, and he is a God of love, then how can there be suffering and death in the world? We are coming at it as if all of this is God’s fault.  It is not God’s fault.  All that God has done has been exceedingly good.  
I believe that we are incapable of imagining the perfection that existed in Eden at that time.  Animals were tame.  There was never an angry word.  Never a worry.  The lions laid down with the lambs.  It was all VERY GOOD.
But with just a quick glance at the evening news, it is painfully clear that we no longer live in the beautiful world that God made.  Murder, divorce, abortion, starvation, and war are all the norm!

And devastation is not only man-made.  We’ve all seen natural disasters like Katrina that killed thousands and left tens of thousands without homes.  And none of us will forget the Tsunami that hit Asia.  Just as Christmas ended at 1 o’clock in the morning, December 26, 2004, an earthquake triggered a series of devastating tsunamis along the coasts of most landmasses bordering the Indian Ocean, killing more than 225,000 people in 11 countries—most of them in Indonesia.

People’s lives are taken in many ways.  Last night I pulled up the latest headlines, and across the top read: NYC Crane Collapse Kills Four.
  

It’s easier to deal with death and suffering when it is on the evening news.  But many times during your life, disease and calamity and death are going to come “home”.  And that is the time when you start looking for answers.  REAL ANSWERS!

III. As we look at the world God created to our present world, we have a Riddle!  Here is something we can’t figure out!  If God created everything good, then what happened?  

A. First let’s establish that Adam and Eve lived in a paradise called Eden.  

1. Objection: And the first question you are asking me is this: Pastor Black, are you telling me that you believe that Adam and Eve were literal people?  The short answer is YES!  
· Answer: The longer answer is that Jesus referred to them as literal people.  All the Jews at the time of Jesus life, referred to them as literal people.  
· Secondly, there are only two options as to where you came from:

(1) You either believe that “in the beginning” a loving God created all things and designed everything in this world, and every animal was created and reproduced after its kind, just like we can observe today, or…

(2) You believe in Darwinian evolution which teaches that a massive ball of condensed matter exploded in space, and over millions of years one of the rocks from the explosion formed a soup that eventually became me.  There are some impossibilities with this.  

a. First, even if life evolved from non-life, which is impossible, let’s imagine that somehow one lower life form came to be.  Let me ask you a question—was that lower life for a boy or a girl?  

b. Secondly, how would the lower life form reproduce?  

c. Now even if that were possible, this would have to spontaneously occur billions of times to get something so complex as me and you and millions of other complex life forms on this planet.

I have several more objections to this that we will cover in the morning service, but let me make an observation. 
2. Observation: I believe it takes an extraordinary amount more of faith to believe that all of the awesome complexities of microbiology in the body and the complexity of the universes in the night sky which are extraordinarily designed and positioned by laws and order all came from a chaotic explosion and chance.  I believe it is much more reasonable to come to a conclusion not only from science, but also from the study of the human soul, and human personhood.  We are intelligent human beings, not non-reasoning, non-rational animals.
We will go further with this in the morning service, but suffice it to say, God created.  He created a paradise of an earth.  It was an amazing unimaginable place.  There was no death or disease or destruction.  There were no tears!  There was no pain!

B. But something horrible happened!  Sin entered into the world!  And in the book of Romans we have one of the greatest minds of the ancient world commenting on this—the apostle Paul.  He says in Romans 5:12, “Wherefore, as by one man sin entered into the world, and death by sin; and so death passed upon all men, for that all have sinned:”  The curse of Genesis 2:17 came true.  God said to Adam, ‘If you disobey me “thou shalt surely die.”  
Sin has terrible consequences.  The moment Adam sinned, God cursed the earth, and the animals became vicious and aggressive.  Pain began to well up in Adam’s body.  Eve had pain for the first time too especially in child birth.  They began to feel weary.  They began to die because they were now separated from God and His enemies.   
Suffering and death is what life feels like without God.  It’s painful.  Because of our sin, God has withdrawn some of his sustaining power.  We do not die immediately, but we are slowly falling apart.  Hell is eternal death.  In other words, eternal separation from God is filled with nothing but intense misery and suffering.  It is an eternal death.  It is dying forever.

Adam and Eve and you and me brought all of this upon ourselves.  Sin and suffering and death are not God’s fault.  Adam decided to live by his own rules, and we have been doing that ever since!  And since you and I are created by God, we belong to God.  But the Bible says we’ve all denied the God who is love, and we proudly and irresponsibly and recklessly go our own way.  If there were no sin in the world, there would be no sickness and no death.  Death is the ultimate ‘sickness’ that we all have to face as a result of sin.  

Ok, knowing that sin, and thereby suffering and death is our fault, not God’s, let’s ask ourselves the question again.
IV. Where is God as all this death and suffering is taking place?  

A man ignites a truck bomb outside a Federal Building in Oklahoma City.  The collapsing building crushes a day care filled with children.  Where was God when THAT happened? What about the Holocaust?  What about the Tsunami with hundreds of thousands of poor and thousands of children are swept in moments to an ocean grave.  Can there really be a God of LOVE?!

The Christian believes that God is love, that He cares, that He is everywhere present, and that He is all-powerful.

Yet how can a God of love allow children to be abused and people starve to death every day?

Ok, now I’m going to get to the very core of the answer, so hang on to your seats.  I’m going to answer it from several directions.  And if you see this, it will absolutely change your life, and it will change how you view suffering and death.  If you are here today not sure if you will be with God when you die, the answer to this question may change your eternal destiny.

So, where is God as all this death and suffering is taking place?  

A. First of all, you had better be glad that God is fully present in our sin and suffering.   The Bible calls him the “Judge of all the earth” (Genesis 18:25).  People who sin will be judged.  The suffering they put upon other people will all be judged perfectly and righteously.  It may seem like God is standing by, but God will bring justice to every single sin—great or small.

At this point you are saying, “Now wait a minute, I don’t want God to deal with every single sin!  I just want him to deal with the really bad sins”.  Ah, you know very little about true justice.  What would you think of a judge who let all people who committed misdemeanors say like writing bad checks and misdemeanor robbery and battery all go free.  And he only dealt with the really bad criminals like murderers and rapists?  That would be a corrupt judge.

God is not corrupt.  God says in Jeremiah 17:10, “I the LORD search the heart, I try the reins, even to give every man according to his ways, and according to the fruit of his doings.”

And so my first point in answering the question: where is God as all this death and suffering is taking place—is that God is fully present at every event, He knows even the hearts and minds and intentions of all people, and HE WILL JUDGE US.

So in order to make sense of sin and suffering, we need to all agree that God is present in this world.  There either is an all powerful, all loving, just and holy God or there is not a God.  I want you for a moment to think of the alternative.  And if there is no God then what you do in this life has absolutely no meaning.  There are absolutely no consequences for your actions beyond this life.  It doesn’t matter what you do.  If you hurt people or if you love people, you both have the same destiny.  There is no final justice.  Murderers who’ve gotten away with it go free.  
But that means that liars and thieves and blasphemers will not go free either.  You say, then who gets to enter heaven?  Only those who are perfect.  It has always been this way.   And there is no other alternative.  God only has people there that are as perfect as he is perfect.  He cannot dwell with sin even for a moment.  That may not be comforting, but it is the truth.  
You say, well then heaven is going to be very empty.  I mean if God cannot have even one sin in His presence, then who is going to be in heaven?

David asked the same question in Psalm 130:3.  He asked, “If thou, LORD, shouldest mark iniquities, O Lord, who shall stand?”

That brings me to the second point of my answer.

B. God is not only present in our sin and suffering, but he has entered in to our suffering.  Now this is absolutely life changing news!  God is angry with our sin, but He has entered into this world to save sinners like you and me!  
Listen to the words of Isaiah 53:4-6, “Surely he hath borne our griefs, and carried our sorrows: yet we did esteem him stricken, smitten of God, and afflicted. 5  But he was wounded for our transgressions, he was bruised for our iniquities: the chastisement of our peace was upon him; and with his stripes we are healed. 6  All we like sheep have gone astray; we have turned every one to his own way; and the LORD hath laid on him the iniquity of us all.”
1 Peter 3:18, “For Christ also hath once suffered for sins, the just for the unjust, that he might bring us to God”.  
Jesus Christ not only died for your sin, but He suffered and died!  The God who created you came to this earth and he suffered!!  The one who created water said when he was on the cross, “I thirst”.  He could have commanded the tides of the seas to roll up to Calvary to quench His thirst.  But he suffered.  And no man has suffered the torments that Jesus suffered on that cross.

So, how can a loving, almighty, just God allow suffering?  He allows it to show his mercy.  Where is He when all the suffering is going on?  He is in heaven having hung on a cross for sin.

So what is God’s answer to suffering?  Now understand, this is suffering that is no fault of God’s.  It is suffering we all brought upon ourselves.  

C. Let me give you God’s final answer to suffering, and we are done.

1. His answer for those who know Him.  There are two.

a. First, “all things work together for good to them that love God, to them who are the called according to his purpose.  29 For whom he did foreknow, he also did predestinate to be conformed to the image of his Son” (Romans 8:28-29).  Paul said in the same chapter in Romans 8:18, “For I reckon that the sufferings of this present time are not worthy to be compared with the glory which shall be revealed in us.”

b. Second, for those who know God, all suffering will be wiped away!! Look at Revelation 21:3-6.  God will take away all suffering for His people—those who dedicate their lives to serving and loving Jesus Christ with their whole heart:  “And I heard a great voice out of heaven saying, Behold, the tabernacle of God is with men, and he will dwell with them, and they shall be his people, and God himself shall be with them, and be their God. 4  And God shall wipe away all tears from their eyes; and there shall be no more death, neither sorrow, nor crying, neither shall there be any more pain: for the former things are passed away. 5  And he that sat upon the throne said, Behold, I make all things new. And he said unto me, Write: for these words are true and faithful. 6  And he said unto me, It is done. I am Alpha and Omega, the beginning and the end. I will give unto him that is athirst of the fountain of the water of life freely.”  We all have a deep longing for the Garden of Eden—to live in a world of security, intimacy, provision, peace, pleasure, and prosperity.  And God put that in you.  But you will not find it in this world.  You can only find it by finding Jesus Christ.  And if you know Christ, when you enter to the other side, all your sufferings will be taken away!
2. Those without Christ:  But for those who do not know God, the prospect is frightening.  You will be eternally forgotten by God in misery and torment forever.  He’ll bring every sin into account.  He “will not at all acquit the wicked” (Nahum 1:3).  You say, that’s not fair!  Actually, it is exactly fair.  It is what we all deserve.  But it doesn’t have to be that way.  

John 3:16, “God so loved the world, that he gave his only begotten Son, that whosoever believeth in him should not perish, but have everlasting life.”  Verse 36 puts both choices right in front of you, “He that believeth on the Son hath everlasting life: and he that believeth not the Son shall not see life; but the wrath of God abideth on him.”  

Conclusion:  As we close, let me say that I truly hope that this life is not all that you are planning for.  If you are in this life trying to figure out how to suffer as little as possible, you are mistaken.  If you are spending all your time trying to stay healthy and happy on this earth, then you are misdirected.  
You may be rejecting Christ today because you have suffered so much.  You need to get beyond that.  God did not cause your suffering.  And no one on earth has suffered more than the Lord Jesus Christ.  We’ve answered the question as to why suffering and death exist, it is because of your sin.  The question is not why some people suffer more than others or why some people die sooner than others.  The point is that you will die and you need to be prepared for that reality.  

[Close in prayer]

� During the 1990s in America, 200,000 murders were committed.  In over 100,000 of those murders the perpetrators were never brought to justice.  And how about the family?  USA recently reported that fifty to sixty per cent of married couples in our country admit to adultery.  Many of us here were raised by divorced single mothers.  Today, in your United States of America, 3,287 baby boys and girls will die in an abortion clinic.  One in four babies in America have their lives ended because their mother considered them.  You all know that these are not nameless statistics.  We have all seen and experienced some of these things ourselves.  
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