How to Handle the Things You
Hate But Can’t Change

Sue Bohlin presents her personal testimony of how Christ led
her to a biblical worldview understanding of her physical
state. She explains how understanding her situation ministered
to her and others spiritually and emotionally.

The most unique and distinctive thing about me is something I
absolutely HATED when I was growing up. I'm one of the last
polio babies. I got polio when I was eight months old, in
October of 1953, just a few months before the vaccine was
developed. My left leg was paralyzed from the hip down, but a
couple days after I got sick with polio, some limited use
started to return to my virtually dead leg.

Polio left me with one leg shorter than the other, one foot
smaller than the other, weakened muscles, and a serious limp.
I had several orthopedic surgeries and went to physical
therapy once a week. Every day until I was 14, I did exercises
with a weighted boot strapped onto my shoe. I would cry, “But
I don’t want to do my exercises!!!” and my mother would
insist, “But you have to do your exercises!!!” Before I
learned to walk, I was fitted with a full-length steel and
leather brace. I was so glad when the movie Forrest Gump came
out, because my kids were able to see what braces looked like,
since they never knew that part of my life!

Polio profoundly affected my body, but it only crippled my
body a little compared to what it did to my self image. I
hated the way I looked. I hated what the polio had done to me,
and I despaired every time I looked in the mirror, thinking,
“Ugly! You are so UGLY!!”

So I got good at two things. One was repressing the polio
altogether. I got in the habit, which I actually have to this
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day, of avoiding looking in mirrors, or seeing my reflection
in store windows, or even acknowledging my shadow. I don’t
want to see the way I walk, because it hurts to see the way I
walk. I consider myself an expert on denial; in fact, one of
these days I have to get that T-shirt that says, “Call me
Cleopatra—Queen of Denial!”

The other thing I got good at was a very special fantasy. It
was so private, so personal, that I never even wrote it down.
I loved to fantasize that when I grew up, I would become a
princess, and my polio troubles would be behind me because
those sorts of things don’t bother princesses! Now, the
chances of a vacuum cleaner salesman’s daughter from Highland
Park, Illinois, becoming a princess are mighty slim, but I
loved my fantasy.

In high school, the polio got in the way of dating. No one
seemed able to just accept me as someone worth going out with.
I had friends who were boys, but hardly anyone was interested
in anything more than friendship. My sixteenth birthday was
bittersweet because I was “sweet sixteen and never been
kissed.” High school boys then, like now, weren’t exactly
paragons of sensitivity and acceptance! My self-esteem dropped
even lower.

I went to college at the University of Illinois to work on a
degree in Elementary Education. One day in my sophomore year,
something happened that changed the entire course of my life.

A friend was handing out flyers inviting students to see that
evening’'s performance of an illusionist-magician. I thought,
“Great! I love magic!” I love to see women get sawn in two,
and the fake levitating, and all that David Copperfield sort
of stuff, and I started to get excited about it. But then I
noticed the small letters at the bottom of the flyer: this
performance was sponsored by a campus religious organization.
“Forget it,” I thought. “I am NOT interested in Jesus freaks.”
But as the day wore on, I felt like a huge magnet was pulling



me to the performance, and I found myself buying a ticket and
planning on going. I'm so glad I did.

The illusionist, Andre Kole with Campus Crusade for Christ,
was excellent. But I don’t remember his magic nearly as much
as I remember his message. For one thing, he stopped halfway
through the evening and said, “Ladies and gentlemen, we'’re
going to take a short intermission. After the break I’'m going
to use my illusion to illustrate some spiritual principles. If
this will offend you, I want to give you an opportunity to
leave during the intermission.” I thought, “What in the world
is this gquy going to say?” Besides, I had spent one whole
dollar on my ticket and I was going to get my money’s worth!

When he started again, he said some things I'd never heard
before, but which were quite intriguing. He quoted a famous
philosopher who said that we each have a God-shaped vacuum
within us, and nothing will fit that shape or fill that
emptiness except for God Himself. He quoted someone else who
had said that our hearts are restless until they find their
rest in God. He pointed out that there’s a huge difference
between Christianity and “Churchianity.” Churchianity, he
said, is man trying to earn favor with God, trying to work his
way to heaven. But Christianity as the Bible explains it is a
relationship. It’s God reaching down to man and calling us
into an intimate friendship with Himself, not because of
anything we deserve or anything we can do to please Him, but
because He desires to have a relationship with us.

Andre Kole really got my attention when he asked, “Do you know
what a Christian really is?” I thought, “0f course I do! A
Christian is someone who isn’t Jewish!” But he said that
according to the Bible, Christian means “Christ-in-one,” and
that a true Christian is actually indwelled by Jesus Christ
Himself. That blew me away.

Then he said, “I’'m going to use my illusion to illustrate some
points. Just as there are physical laws that govern the



physical universe, so there are spiritual laws that govern the
spiritual universe.

The Four Spiritual Laws

“The first law is that God loves you and He offers a wonderful
plan for your life. When Jesus was on earth, He said, ‘I have
come that you might have life and have it abundantly.’ Now
what do you suppose He meant by ‘abundant life’? I think He
meant a life filled with purpose and joy and direction and
fulfillment. But as you look around the world today, you see
that, obviously, most people are not living that kind of life.
Something is terribly wrong.

“That brings us to the second spiritual law: Man is sinful and
separated from God. We don’t like to use the word ‘sin’ today,
but it’s a word the Bible uses a lot. It’s actually an archery
term, and it means missing the mark or the target. It doesn’t
matter if you miss the target by one inch or one mile, you're
still missing it. God commands us to be holy and perfect, just
as He is holy and perfect. But we don’t even meet our own
standards, much less God’s!

“The Bible also tells us that ‘the wages of sin is death.’
That means that the penalty for missing the mark of being
absolutely perfect and holy is death—-not only the physical
death of our bodies, but that when we die, we can’t ever be
with God in heaven. It means the death of our spirits as well.
And once we commit one sin, there’s nothing we can do to
restore ourselves. We’'re stuck. There’s a huge chasm between
us and God, and there’s nothing we can do to cross it.

“That’'s where the really good news comes in. The third
spiritual law is that God has provided a solution to this
dilemma. Since the Bible says that the punishment for sin 1is
death, someone has to die because of our sin. God didn’t want
us to have to pay that penalty, so He sent His own Son, Jesus,
from heaven to earth. He took on human flesh—-that’s what



Christmas is about—and lived a perfect life. Then He died a
heinous death on a cross, even though He was innocent, and He
died in our place. Three days later, God raised Him from the
dead because He was pleased with Jesus’ sacrifice.”

Now, I had heard a lot of this stuff before when I was growing
up in church, but it had never had any impact on me. I knew a
lot of religious facts, but they didn’t affect my life in any
way. I believed that George Washington was the Father of our
Country, I believed that Abraham Lincoln was the best
president (I was from Illinois, remember. . .”the Land of
Lincoln”!), and I believed that Jesus Christ died for the sins
of the world. They were all in the same category in my head,
and they all had the same affect on me-— which is to say, none
at all.

But I had never, ever heard what he said next, the fourth
spiritual law. “Each of us must accept Christ’s gift of
eternal life personally.” He explained that Jesus was offering
each of us the gift of eternal life, which means not only
going to heaven when we die but, starting that moment, He
would live His powerful, holy, beautiful life from INSIDE US.
Whoa!! This was a totally new concept!! I thought that God
stayed in His corner of the universe, and I limped along in my
little corner, and never the twain shall meet. But suddenly I
was hearing something completely new and different-that God
Himself loved me so much He wanted to come live IN MY
HEART!!!! As I sat there, reveling in this new information and
this incredible offer, I saw that all along, I had thought I
was doing all right with God because I was basically a “good
girl.” But now I realized that I was missing the boat
entirely, because I had never entered into a personal
relationship with God at all; I had been caught up in rules
and rituals and traditions, and had rejected them all because
they had no meaning to me. And here was God offering me
HIMSELF instead of those dead rules and rituals and
traditions!



like a flower turning to the sun and bursting forth in full
blossom. Andre Kole prayed a short prayer, which I followed
along in my heart, but my real prayer consisted of one
incredibly joyful “YES!!!”

I went home to my dorm, where I told my roommates, “Guess
what? When I left tonight, we were in a triple, but now we’re
in a quadruple, because Jesus is now living in my heart!” They
just groaned, “OH NO!! You got RELIGION!!” They dismissed what
I was saying: “We know what this means, Sue. There’s a guy
involved in this somewhere. We know how you work. Every two
weeks or so you fall in love with somebody new, and whatever
the guy believes, that'’s your new philosophy. Last month you
were in love with Tony Hunter, and you thought you were
Jonathan Livingston Seagull! So this is nothing more than a
fad, and it will pass when THIS guy doesn’t work out either.”

So my roommates waited for the fad to pass. That was 1973.

Just a fad? No way!

It wasn’'t a fad, and it didn’'t pass, because my new
relationship with Jesus Christ was the most real thing that
had ever happened to me. My life became a perpetual surprise
box. No one warned me that when God came to live inside me,
He’'d be making all sorts of wonderful changes! They just
started happening.

For one thing, my language cleared up. When I was still at
home, I was a “good girl.” But when I went to college, my
crippled self- esteem made me crave the acceptance of my
friends. And since they all had mouths like sailors, I started
talking like that too. I was never really comfortable with it
(because princesses don’t swear!). But within about two weeks
of the night I trusted Christ, I realized that it was as if
God reached down into my vocabulary box with a great big soapy
sponge and cleaned out all the garbage that was 1in



there—without asking Him to!

I discovered that, for the first time in my life, I wanted to
go to church. The friend who had invited me to the Andre Kole
show also invited me to his church, which was a block from my
dorm but somehow I had never noticed it. I didn’t even own a
dress, but I got one, and went to church of my own free will
for the first time in my life. I made a startling discovery.
The church was filled with college students who were there
because they WANTED to be, not because their parents had made
them go! From the very first time I went, I was captivated by
the lights on in everyone’s eyes. These people were honestly
joyful and so glad to be there! Not only that, but they sang
all the verses of the hymns, with enthusiasm! This was a whole
new experience for me. Then, the pastor got up and taught us
from the Bible, relating it to our 20th-century lives. I loved
it!

And the third thing that happened was a new hunger to read the
Bible. I didn’'t own one of those, either. I had tried it a
couple of times; when I was in elementary school, a priest had
told us one day that if we wanted to read a love letter from
God, to go home and look in our family Bible and read the
epistles. So I tried it. Didn’t look like any love letter *I*
wanted to read! It was too hard to understand, and seemed so
dull and boring, I shut the dusty book and put it back on the
shelf. Another time, another priest told us that if we wanted
to see how the end of the world would happen, to read the last
book of the Bible. What a disaster that was! But now I really
wanted to read and understand the Bible, so I went to the
college bookstore and found the Living Bible, a modern-day
paraphrase that I could easily understand. In the first few
pages, I found just what I needed: “If you’'re new to this
book..” It gave a suggested order for reading certain books,
and I knew I had the help I needed. I couldn’t wait for 4
o'clock every day, when I could go back to my dorm room and
read about Jesus, this new, wonderful Friend who was now



living in my heart.

But it wasn’t the immediate changes that I want to talk about.
Far more important are the long-term changes that God has been
working in my life, healing my self-image and helping me deal
with the polio.

Healing a Crippled Self-Image

The more I read and studied the Bible, the more I learned to
see myself as God said I was, and realized that what He said
was so much more accurate and trustworthy than how I felt. I'm
a woman, and the way I felt about myself completely depended
on external things like whether my hair was clean, whether I
was wearing make- up, and the time of the month. So I could
wake up, force myself to look in the mirror, and whimper in
defeat—then, 30 minutes later, not be so depressed once I'd
had a chance to do something about myself. But as I learned to
embrace the truth about what God said I was, that it was more
valid than my fleeting feelings, it profoundly changed the way
I felt about myself.

When I studied Genesis, the first book of the Bible that
explains the beginnings of everything, I learned that when God
made Adam and Eve in His image, that made them infinitely
valuable—-not because of themselves, but because of their
Creator. And, because I'm descended from Adam and Eve, I
learned that I was also made in the image of God, and that
makes me infinitely valuable as well. But this was a truth I
only learned in my head; I didn’t learn it in my heart until
my first son was born.

The whole time I was pregnant with Curt, I prided myself on
being a thoroughly modern, non-emotional mother. I knew that
newborn human babies weren’t particularly beautiful, as
compared to, say, newborn lambs. When I saw my baby, I was
going to say, “Yes, that’s a baby all right. Take him and
clean him up, and when you bring him back we’ll bond.”



And then Curt was actually born.

When I first laid eyes on this child who was made in my
husband’s and my image, this child that God had made by taking
Ray’s intangible love for me and my intangible love for him
and creating a tangible baby that we could hold and love, I
thought, “WHOA! This is THE most BEAUTIFUL baby the world has
ever seen!” I instantly fell in love with this little bundle
of baby, and he was infinitely valuable to me, NOT because of
anything intrinsic with him-I mean, all babies do is eat and
sleep and poop and cry-but because he was made in our image.

A few days later, in the hospital, I had him on my lap doing a
finger and toe check, and just sort of smelling his awesome
newborn-baby smell, when I suddenly realized with a rush of
mother- tiger protective love, that IF ANYONE SO MUCH AS LAID
A HAND ON THIS CHILD, I WOULD PERSONALLY TEAR THEM LIMB FROM
LIMB!!!! I didn’t know I could love anyone that much, but I
loved my baby with a ferocious, passionate love that surprised
and overwhelmed me. (Okay, okay, I realized this was probably
hormones, but it sure felt real enough at the time!) Then, as
I lay there in the hospital bed overtaken with these strong
emotions, I suddenly realized something else: that if I, being
such a finite and limited human being, could love my child so
ferociously and passionately, how much more must my heavenly
Father, who is infinitely huge and powerful, love me? God
loved me even more ferociously and passionately than I could
imagine, and that meant that even if the rest of the world
thumbed their noses at me and rejected me, if I knew that God
loved me like that, it wouldn’t matter.

Another truth that God used to heal my broken self-image came
when I read in the gospel of John that “as many as received
Christ [and I had], to them He gave the right to become
children of God, even to those who believe in His name.” I
learned that simply being a human being doesn’t make us a
child of God-that just means we are creatures made in His
image. I became a child of God when I trusted Christ to save



me from my sins, and according to what Jesus said, I was born
again at that point into God’s family. Shortly after I learned
about being a child of God, I came across one of my favorite
names for God in the Bible: “King of Kings and Lord of Lords.”
Then suddenly I put the two things together: if God is the
King of Kings, and I am a child of God, then the female child
of a King is a PRINCESS!!

I made it!! When you look at me, I might not look like much on
the outside, but I know that I am a princess on the inside
because my heavenly Father the King made me one when I became
His child!!

The Hole in My Soul

The other area where God keeps working with me is the whole
issue of polio. After I'd been a new Christian for a few
months, I heard about a counselor who was sometimes able to
pray for people and they received physical healing. So I made
an appointment and went to see her.

I said, “Look, I've had polio almost all my life and I don’t
want it anymore. Would you please pray for me and heal me?”

She replied, “Well, I must tell you that sometimes God chooses
to heal people in heaven, but first, tell me about how you
feel about your polio.”

“I don’'t like it, and I want you to heal me.”



“Not so fast. How do you feel about God for letting this
terrible thing happen to you?”

“Everything’s fine with God and me. Could we just get on with
this?”

“No, wait. Having polio is an awful thing. Aren’t you just a
little bit angry with God for letting this bad thing happen to
you?”

I instantly thought, “Good girls don’t get mad at God,” and
said, “NO, I'M NOT ANGRY WITH GOD!! Please, just pray for me
and I'll get out of here.”

The counselor smiled gently at me and said, “Sue, I'm afraid
that no amount of healing is going to happen in your Llife
until you'’re honest with God. I can see that you have a great
deal of anger and bitterness and resentment toward God for
letting you have polio, and you need to deal with that first.”

“You’re not going to heal me?” I asked plaintively.

She shook her head and said, “I’'m not the One who does the
healing. I think you need to go pray about what’s going on
inside of you first.”

I was terribly disappointed. I had had such hope that finally-
FINALLY-I would be rid of the awful, horrible effects of this
disease! Polio had ripped a huge wound in my soul as well as
damaging my body, but this woman wasn’t going to do things my
way. Sadly, I got in my car and drove home.

Along the highway, I prayed, “God, this woman seems to think I
have all this anger and bitterness and resentment stored up
against You because of the polio. Is there anything to this?”

It was as if God said, “Finally, My precious daughter, you ask
the right question!” I realized that I had been stuffing a
lifetime of disappointment and pain into an emotional
basement, and God was opening the door that I had kept shut



for years. Feelings and memories started coming back to me out
of the basement, like the time I was about ten years old.

I knelt next to my bed one night and poured out my heart to
God. “God, please PLEASE heal me! I hate this polio, You know
how much I hate this polio! Please, please give me two normal
legs! I hate my body, I hate limping, I hate doing the
exercises with the boot, I hate going to physical therapy. I
hate the l1ift on my shoe, and I hate having my left leg
shorter than the other, and I hate having to wear such ugly
shoes. Oh God, I want to go into a shoe store and buy one pair
of beautiful shoes so bad! I hate having to wear different
size shoes! And You know I can’t wear high heels with my leg
and foot being so weak. And God, if I can’t wear high heels,
how can I get married? Everybody knows that brides wear high
heels on their wedding day! Besides, who would want to marry
me with polio anyway? I hate this toothpick leg, and I hate
hate HATE the way people stare at me in public, especially
little kids. God, please PLEASE heal me tonight while I'm
sleeping!”

Then I proceeded to help God out by giving Him helpful
suggestions on how to go about healing me. “You can take the
extra muscle from my right leg and transfer it over to my left
leg. Then stretch the left leg so it’s as long as the right,
and pull on my toes so they’re not crumpled up anymore. And in
the morning I'll run downstairs yelling, “Mom! Mom! God healed
me!” and she’ll call the Chicago Sun Times, and it’ll be on
the front page: “God Heals Suburban Girl.” And I won’t be able
to go to school because I'll need to go to a shoe store and
pick out some beautiful shoes like everybody else’s, since my
different-sized shoes won’'t fit. Oh! And God, I'll be able to
SKIP down the street! I’'ve never been able to skip!! It’ll be
great! Now, I'll just go to sleep and while I'm sleeping, You
work a miracle. Then, in the morning, I won’t even have to
throw back the covers to see what You’ve done. I'll know.” I
fell into bed exhausted, having poured out my hurting heart to



God, and so hopefully confident that He had heard me and would
do what I asked.

In the morning, I was right: I didn’t have to throw back the
covers to see what had happened during the night. I knew
without checking: absolutely nothing. NOTHING!! God had
ignored me! I was furious. “God, how could You? I poured out
my heart to You and You ignored me! You KNOW how much I hate
the polio, You KNOW how much I want to be healed! It’'s no big
deal for You to do this for me! If You could part the Red Sea,
I know you could heal me! HOW COULD YOU????"” Then suddenly, I
realized that, in my little ten-year-old heart, I was yelling
at God, and I was horrified. Good girls don’t get mad at God!
So I took all the feelings of anger and disappointment and
grief and stuffed them all down in my basement, along with all
the other feelings I'd stuffed down there over the years.

And now, here I was, 20 years old, and all these feelings and
memories were flooding back, and I realized that the counselor
was right. I did have a huge amount of anger and bitterness
and frustration stored up against God. . .and I didn’t have a
clue as to what to do about it. I’'d never heard anyone speak
on “What To Do When You’'re So Mad At God You Want to Spit in
His Face.” That sounds blasphemous! But that’s how I felt, and
I didn’t know what to do about it.

So I prayed, “God, I don’t know how to handle all these
feelings, so I'm asking You to show me what to do. And God, it
looks like You’'re not going to heal me of the polio either,
are You? So please help me deal with it. I’'ve always hoped
that when I was grown up, it would magically go away, but that
isn’t going to happen. You'’re going to have to show me how to
deal with the polio, too.”

God is faithful, and He answered my prayer. In two ways.



God is Always in Control

First, I learned what has been the single most comforting
truth I've ever learned as a Christian: that God has always
been in control, and nothing has happened to me that He did
not allow to pass through the grid of His love and purpose for
my life. It was as if there were a suit of armor around me
from the moment I was conceived, and nothing has touched my
life that God did not purposely allow to get past the armor. I
did not get polio by accident; there was a reason for it. When
God saw that polio virus heading for me, He allowed it to do
the exact amount of damage to my body that was in His plan for
me. But once again, this was a truth I only learned in my
head, and the heart-understanding didn’t come until the day I
took my second son Kevin to an immunization clinic for a shot.

I held him in my arms so that he was facing outward, his
little thigh exposed. When the nurse stuck him, he wheeled
around, and just before letting out a huge yell, he fixed me
with a look of intense betrayal. I knew that if he had been
able to put into words what he was feeling, he would have
screamed, “You’'re my MOTHER!! I can’t believe you let this
woman attack me with that huge STICK!!” I thought, “Oh Kevin,
I know you can’t understand why I would allow this woman to
attack you with that stick. Honey, I drove you here so she
could attack you with that stick.”

What I wanted to say, but it would have been pointless, was
“Baby, I know how hard it is for you to understand what'’s
happening. But my Mommy mind is so much bigger than your Baby
mind, there’s no way I can explain that I know what I'm doing,
and I'm letting you hurt because I love you and I'm acting in
your best interests, even though all you can feel right now 1is
the pain. I'm so sorry, but you’'re just going to have to trust
me."”

I thought, “I'm going to take you home and give you some
Tylenol, and you’'ll start to feel better, and in a few days



all the pain and discomfort will be gone, but the good
medicine inside you will make you strong and healthy for many
years. Some day you won’'t even remember that today happened,
but the benefits of this shot will last for a long, long
time.”

Right about then we walked out into the sunlight, and God
spoke to me very quietly, on the inside: “My precious Sue, I
know how much you hurt because of the polio. I hate it too—in
fact, I hate it even more, because it was never part of My
perfect Creation in the beginning. When sin entered the world
and spoiled everything, polio was unleashed into My beautiful
world. I hate for you to suffer like this. But just as My ways
are higher than your ways, and My thoughts are higher than
your thoughts, I can’t explain to you what I'm doing with the
polio any more than you can explain what you’re doing to
Kevin, and that his suffering 1is good. Sweetheart, you’'re just
going to have to trust Me.”

Then I realized that just as Kevin’s pain was going to go away
in a matter of days, leaving him years and years free from the
pain from the diseases he wasn’t going to contract, I needed
to see the pain of my polio’d body in the scope of eternity.
If my body lives to be 100, which is a very generous estimate,
and I have to deal with polio for over 99 years, all that time
is still only going to be the length of a pinprick compared to
the billions and billions of “years” I'm going to live 1in
heaven—in a perfect body. My life on earth does have it
difficulties and pain, but it’s still temporary when I
remember that the majority of my life will be lived in heaven
where all pain will be behind me. And just as Kevin'’s
vaccination produced health in his body, I realized that God
was using polio to produce character and depth and His kind of
beauty in me, which will last for all eternity.



Giving Thanks for Everything

The other way God answered my prayer was in discovering a
little book (Merlin Carrothers’ Power in Praise) that said God
wants us to give thanks for everything that happens to us. Not
just in everything, not just the things we think will work out
all right, but everything that comes into our lives. The
reason we can give thanks is because of the first lesson I
learned, which is that God is in control and has unseen,
unknown purposes for what touches our lives. The Bible never
tells us to FEEL thankful; it just says to give thanks, which
is an act of the will and not of emotion. I looked it up, and
sure enough, in black and white, there it was Ephesians 5:20.
Even in the Greek!

The book is full of story after story of how God changed
people’s hearts when they thanked Him for things they hated
but couldn’t change, and I knew I had stumbled across some
wonderful wisdom. I remember where I was the first time I told
God “thank You” for the one thing I never, ever thought I
could give thanks for: my polio.

“God,” I started, “I certainly don’t FEEL thankful for polio,
but Your word doesn’t say to go by feelings but by faith, and
Your word says to give thanks for all things. So I thank You
for letting me have polio. Thank You for my limp. Thank You
for the problem that shoes constantly give me, and how hard it
is to find them for my mismatched feet. Thank You that I will
never be able to wear high heels. Thank You for the way people
stare at me. Thank you for all the physical therapy I had to
go through, thank You for the boot, thank You for the
surgeries, thank You for the brace I had to wear. Thank you
that I don’t know how well my body will hold up as I get
older. I thank You for all these things.”

As I disciplined myself to say “thank You” for these things I
hated but couldn’t change, something interesting started to
happen. I realized that saying “thank You” enabled me to



relinquish all the pain and anger I had stored up in my
emotional basement, and God took it away and replaced it with
His peace. Pain had carved huge caverns in my heart, but now
instead of being filled with all the negative emotions I had
hidden in there, all that space was now filled with peace and
a marvelous joy that came from trusting in the One who loves
me perfectly. (In fact, since I'm only 5 feet tall, sometimes
I think I'm bigger on the inside than I am on the outside!)

Something else that was interesting happened as I made myself
give thanks for this horrible thing I hated but couldn’t
change. In addition to giving thanks by faith but not by
feeling, I found that there were a bunch of things that I
could easily, and with feelings of gratitude, give thanks for.
I thank God for my parents, who loved me enough to make me
exercise and endure surgeries so that I could walk as well as
I did. I thank God for my husband, who, even though he’s a
runner, has never made me feel in the least bit inferior for
not being able to keep up with him, and who is exceptionally
gracious and sensitive 1in making allowances for my
limitations. I thank God that if I had to have polio, it was
in my leg and not in my arms. I'm a calligrapher, and it would
be awfully hard to do hand lettering with my toes! I thank God
that, even though I have to use a wheelchair in places like
airports and amusement parks and malls, when I get to where
I'm going, I can get up and walk. And there isn’t a day that
goes by that I don’'t thank God for my handicap permit! I get
the best parking spaces!

I love happy endings, but this story doesn’t have one. At
least not as far as my earthly life is concerned. I still have
to discipline myself in my reactions and attitudes concerning
my body, because I'm now forced to deal with post-polio
syndrome. 30 to 35 years after the onset of polio, a whole new
set of symptoms crop up: bone-crushing fatigue, increasing
muscle weakness, and pain. So far I don’t have much trouble
with the pain part (thank You LORD!!!!), but I’'ve had to



completely restructure my lifestyle to accommodate a body that
is losing strength and ability.

One day, as I was reading 2 Corinthians 12, I puzzled over
Paul’s re-statement of what God told him concerning his thorn
in the flesh: that His power was perfected in weakness. I knew
there was a nugget of comforting wisdom in that, and asked God
to reveal to me what He meant. He answered my prayer one day
when I was looking out a large plate glass window. Next to it
was an expanse of brick wall. I was able to look out through
the window and see not only a beautiful landscape outside, but
I noticed that the sunlight was streaming in through the
window. The sun was shining on the other side of the brick
wall, too, but I couldn’t see it. Then I realized that a glass
window is fragile, transparent, and easily broken, but it lets
the light shine through. A brick wall is strong, opaque, and
is difficult to break it down, but nothing gets through it.
When we are weak, whether physically or emotionally, we’re
like the fragile glass window, and God’'s power can stream
through us, bringing power where we are powerless. When we’re
strong, like the brick wall, it’'s difficult to trust God
because we’re content in our own human strength—-but no light,
no supernatural power comes through. I am at the place where
I'd rather be a window than a wall, because I want God’s power
and light to shine through me more than I want strength within
myself.

At the time of this writing, I’'ve had a chance to share my
story with over 10,000 women, and I’'ve never yet found a
person who didn’t have some sort of private heartache.
Everyone has something about herself that she hates but can’t
change. Mine is on the outside, but for the majority of women,
their heartbreak is on the inside. Allow me to encourage you
to think about two things as you consider your private
heartache.



What To Do With the Things You Hate but
Can’t Change

First, think about how much God loves you. He proved it once
and for all by sending His only Son to die a horrible death in
your place, so that you could be reconciled to Him. One truth
has been of untold comfort to me: His love is stronger than my
pain.

Second, the way to truly relinquish the anger about your
private heartache is to give thanks for it. It occurred to me
one day that every difficulty in our lives 1is a beautiful gift
wrapped in really ugly wrapping paper. That’'s because God
loves paradoxes, and He wraps His best gifts in tremendously
daunting “paper.” Imagine if someone held out a gift to you
wrapped in the newspaper that had spent several days at the
bottom of the garbage can, soaked in chicken juice (ew YUCK!)
and covered with coffee grounds, with maggots crawling all
over it. You'd say, “What in the world kind of gift could
possibly be inside such a grotesque wrapping?”and shrink back
from it. But God does exactly that. Many of us never get past
the paper to open the gift. But that’s what giving thanks will
do for you—get you past the ugly wrapping paper to the choice
gift inside. For me, it was a heart full of peace and joy. For
others, who were sexually abused for example, it’'s the delight
of discovering He will restore the chunks of your soul that
other people stole from you. For still others, it’s learning
that even though you never had the earthly Daddy you should
have had, you have a heavenly Daddy who loves you more
perfectly and intimately than you can ever know till heaven.

But giving thanks is not a magic formula; it doesn’t do any
good unless you first have a personal relationship with God by
knowing and trusting His Son, Jesus Christ. It is essential
that you turn from depending on yourself and your own efforts,
and trust Jesus to save you from your sin, placing yourself in
God’'s hands. If you're feeling like there’s a rope wrapped



around your heart and it’'s being tugged from the other end,
please let me encourage you to identify that as God Himself,
pulling you toward Himself and saying, “I love you! I created
you to be in fellowship with Me! Please come to Me and give Me
yourself so I can give you Myself.” If that’'s what you're
feeling, I suggest you tell God something similar to what I'm
going to share with you, and what Andre Kole shared with me
the night I trusted Jesus:

“Dear God, I realize I'm a sinner and You are a holy, perfect
God. Thank You for sending Your Son Jesus to die on the cross
in my place. I trust Him now to save me from my sin and to
come live inside me. Please make me into the person You want
me to be. Amen.”

Shark Victim Surfer Girl’s
Simple Faith

Bethany Hamilton 1looks like any fun-loving young American
teenager—bright eyed, smiling, excited about what she enjoys
doing. She’s athletic, attractive, trim, tanned and
blonde—qualities that in this culture can open many doors.

But Bethany faces a special challenge that many her age do
not. She is missing her left arm just below the shoulder, lost
to a shark attack while surfing in Hawaii in the fall of 2003.
The 1,500-pound tiger shark also chomped a huge chunk from her
surfboard. She’s fortunate to be alive.

Bethany, who lives on Kauai, was the state’s top-ranked female
amateur surfer before the attack. Such a loss might seem
devastating. USA Today reports that Bethany seems undismayed.
Merely three months after the mishap, she was surfing
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competitively again. She aims to be among the world’s best
surfers.

Rather than hiding her left arm under clothing, she displays
it in tank tops and calls it “Stumpy.” When her prosthetic
turned out to be too light in color to match her suntan, she
nicknamed it Haole Girl, slang for a non-Hawaiian. She peels
tangerines by holding them between her feet and using her
right hand.

How to account for her bright spirits? Determination and
dedication seem part of her makeup. But is there something
more?

Her dad gives a clue. “She’s not suffering,” Tom Hamilton told
the newspaper. “Somehow God gave Bethany an amazing amount of
grace in this. I am in awe. She never says, ‘Why me?'”

Bethany confirms her father’s analysis: “This was God’'s plan
for my life, and I'm going to go with it.. I might not be here
if I hadn’t asked for God’'s help.”

This surfer girl’s simple faith astounds observers. She has
become a media darling—with TV appearances on Oprah, 20/20 and
Good Morning America. Book and movie offers have come. She
threw out the first pitch for baseball’s Oakland Athletics on
opening day. Through it all, her family ties remain strong.

Her optimism echoes that of an early follower of Jesus, Paul,
whose 1life-experience 1log included unjust imprisonments,
beatings, stoning, shipwrecks and social ostracism. He was
convinced that “God causes everything to work together for the
good of those who love” Him.

Life can throw many curve balls: serious illness, accidents,
terrorism, domestic strife, employment hassles, theft and
more. Answers to “Why me?” and “What to do?” are often
complex. Accompanying feelings of fear, confusion, grief or
despair should not be ignored or minimized.



But perhaps a perspective that includes God in the picture can
be a starting place for coping. Maybe the surfer girl’s belief
and trust have something valuable to say to a society filled
with pain and risk.

During a winter New York City media tour, Bethany
spontaneously gave her ski jacket to a homeless girl sitting
on a Times Square subway grate, then called off a shopping
spree, citing her own material abundance.

Something very significant 1is happening in this young
athlete’s life. Watch for more.

© 2004 Rusty Wright

“Why Wouldn’t God Let Me
Commit Suicide?”

Hi Sue,

I just read your article Do People Who Commit Suicide Go to
Hell?”. I believe everything you say to be true and
biblical..and then I get stuck.

I have bi-polar depression, I thank God that I am now stable,
but last year there were many times when I seriously
considered suicide. I believe in God, His grace, and Christ’s
death for all sinners, and I believe, like Romans 8 says that
we can never be separated from Him — but my one question is,
“Why am I still here? Wouldn’t it have been/be much easier to
die and be with Him in His glory for eternity?” I mean I'm not
sure that the suffering is worth it..

I believe God kept me from suicide..but I still wonder if it’s
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so easy to be with Him (in death) then where’s the catch?

Dear ,

Bless your heart. I have friends who are bipolar and we have
gone through some DEEP depression with our son over this.

What's the catch, you ask?

Well, to make what'’s probably a weak analogy, are you familiar
with the NBA draft that has signed young basketball players
just out of high school? Oh wait, I see you are in another
country. Oh well-I bet you can appreciate it anyway. . . There
is a promise of money and fame and glory for these young
athletes, so why “waste” their time in college when they could
be making big bucks playing basketball? Sounds good-only, they
are too young to appreciate the maturing process that happens
in college. So often, they crash and burn once they turn
professional because they’re not ready. The trials of being a
college student, it turns out, are deeply beneficial for
maturity and character development; they prepare students for
life as professional athletes.

Our life on earth isn’t a holding tank or a detention center
where we impatiently wait out our time until we’re given a
“green light” to die and go to heaven. (I know, it’s easy to
think of it this way, particularly for sensitive people who
really hate living in a fallen world.) God’s purpose 1in
leaving us on earth once we are saved is to grow holiness and
maturity and strength in us, a process that would be short-
circuited by an early death. It would mean we enter heaven in
a state of “arrested development,” so to speak. Since the
scriptures speak of being given power, authority and
responsibilities in heaven, the only place and time we have to
develop our stewardship is here on earth.

I understand your feelings of not being sure if the suffering
is worth it, but that’s because of not having an adequate view
of God and of heaven and of your future, not to mention not



understanding the value of suffering. (If I may be so bold as
to recommend my own article on that subject. . . it’s the best
thing I've ever written: “The Value of Suffering.”)

Yes, it would be a lot easier to be in heaven than to continue
to live in a fallen world and a fallen body on earth, but God
isn’t into “easy,” God is passionately committed to fashioning
us into the image of His Son. I'm afraid there are no
shortcuts, but you can be assured that every difficult day you
endure, every trial and every heartache, 1is being used to
achieve that “weight of glory” in you (2 Cor. 4:17). God never
wastes suffering, not a scrap of it. He redeems all of it for
His glory and our blessing. Every single tear you have shed 1is
so precious to your heavenly Father that He has them stored in
a heavenly bottle. He hasn’t turned away or forgotten you.

, I pray you will know His comfort and peace like a warm
blanket enveloping your soul.

Sue Bohlin
Probe Ministries
(Follow-up e-mail from Sue)

I have continued to think about your question and my answer,
and the Lord put it on my heart to send you a P.S.

I have a young friend (early 20’'s) who attempted suicide
several years ago but survived. She couldn’t understand why
God didn’t just take her to heaven, either. Why wouldn’t He
honor her (seemingly) reasonable request to be with Him in
glory?

Well, not too long after her suicide attempt she met a
wonderful man, got married, and just had a precious little
baby. On both her wedding day and then especially when she
first held her newborn infant in her arms, she was overwhelmed
with thanksgiving that God DIDN’'T take her home to be with Him
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when she wanted it. She realized that God still had blessings
to lavish on her that couldn’t come in heaven. As a cystic
fibrosis patient, she understands that she also has certain
trials and pain ahead of her, but the joy far outshines the
darkness.

This brings up one of answers to the question, What is the
purpose of life? —For God to bring glory to Himself by
lavishing His love and grace on us. All of creation, including
the unseen realities in the heavenlies, 1is given the
opportunity to see evidence of God’s character and heart as He
pours out His blessings on the people He made in His image.
And that’'s one of the reasons why so many people who have been
tempted to kill themselves are prevented from doing so—because
God still has blessings in store and we need to be HERE on
earth to receive them.

Warmly,

Sue

““Saying Someone Else’s Path
1s Wrong Misses the Mark”

Firstly let me say, I read your site with interest. Secondly I
come from a VERY religious background and spent my formative
years attending Sunday School, church, youth fellowship etc.

(I have a very strong set of moral beliefs but they revolve
around personal responsibility, honesty, integrity and REVENGE
— not upon blindly following the words of others.)

In all that time I was treated with nothing but contempt (I
never did fit in - yes, I do love thrash metal). This is a
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source of much anger to me.

I have never gained ANYTHING from worship or religion, if god
existed he never would have let half the things happen in my
life/family that have happened, therefore, I have rejected
him.

I feel fine, better for it in fact and I think that for me at
least, I have chosen the correct path. Maybe your choice is
right for you but to say that someone else’s is wrong (just
because you believe it to be so) is nonsense. Basically, I
feel you miss the mark.

Still, that’s your personal choice and as such that’s your
right.

Dear ,

When bad things happen to people, I have to admit that is a
very powerful argument against the existence of God, or at
least against the goodness of God.

However, all of us at Probe have been convinced that the
evidence that God truly exists and that there is a purpose
beyond the horrible things that happen, 1is greater than the
weight of the argument of pain and suffering. Personally, I
believe that the shame and contempt that “church people” heap
on those who don’t fit their mold, like yourself, makes God
both angry and extremely grieved. Since the Bible says God
made us in His image, then we’re supposed to reflect what He
is like to the world and most especially, to others who are
also made in His 1image. When people treat others with
contempt, they are telling a lie about what God is like, and I
think none of us understands the depth of His anguish about
that.

I think I understand where you’re coming from in terms of
wanting to castigate us for saying that someone else’s path is
wrong since it is different from ours. That would, indeed, be



an arrogant and revolting position to take if it didn’t matter
because there is no God and thus no purpose in life, no
afterlife, and no ultimate meaning. On the same plane, I
guess, as saying that someone is wrong for choosing Neapolitan
ice cream because chocolate is right.

However, if God has truly spoken and revealed true truth to
us, and if He determines what is the right path and the wrong
path because He is God and He has the right to do that, then
simply agreeing with what He says 1is neither arrogant nor
revolting.

I wish you peace, and I pray for you the ability to sift
through what you learned when you were young and sort out what
was true from what was merely man’s teaching and from the pain
you received and understandably rejected. I pray that somehow,
God will communicate to you the tears HE cried because of the
way you were treated. He made you, He loves you, and He died
for you. You were never supposed to experience contempt.

Cordially,

Sue Bohlin
Probe Ministries

“Why Did God Create a Flawed
World Where Eve Could Eat the
Forbidden Fruit?”

I found Rick Rood’s article on The Problem of Evil helpful in
some way, but I was hoping to find some additional
information. No where in my search have I seen anyone address
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the issue of why God allowed Eve to eat from the tree of
knowledge. Surely God knew Eve would be tempted by Satan (the
serpent). Why did he allow this? Surely he must have known
this would be the downfall of his creation, Earth? And
subsequently the root of all pain, hate, and evil to come in
the world, both behind and ahead of us. If God had intended
for us to live in a Paradise here on Earth, he never would
have permitted this event to occur, indeed the event that
destroyed what civilization could have been. Instead, God MADE
it necessary to save us from ourselves through Jesus. WHY WAS
THIS NECESSARY? WHY THE DRAMA? IS GOD SO LONELY AND SELFISH HE
CONCOCTED THIS FANTASTIC REALITY SO THAT MANKIND WOULD LOVE
AND REVERE HIM? TO THINK THAT WE COULD ALL BE HAPPY AND LOVING
AND TOGETHER AS A PEOPLE HERE ON EARTH, RATHER THAN THE
CESSPOOL WE HAVE TODAY, MAKES ME SCREAM OUT IN ANGER AT THE
GOD WHO SAYS HE LOVES US.

THE EVIDENCE THAT GOD IS NOT ALL POWERFUL AND ALL LOVING IS ON
TV. DOES GOD LIKE THE ATTENTION? IS ANY ADVERTISING GOOD
ADVERTISING FOR HIM?

It seems to me God wanted this to happen-he made it happen. He
WANTS us to suffer, in order to be driven TO Him. That must be
the only way he figured we would love and come to Him? I’ve
heard that God does not need us. But surely he does, or he
would not have introduced pain and suffering to the world to
drive us to him. Without it, why would we need him, goes the
argument.

We have the perfect Villain-Satan-to blame everything bad on.
But Satan did not create Adam and Eve. Satan did not make the
Tree. And where was God when the Serpent came sliding in in?
Did God not know Eve would eat it? TO ME, THIS IS THE MOST
CRUCIAL QUESTION IN ALL OF HUMANITY. Assuming God is all
knowing, he knew what would happen, the chaos for all time it
would bring, and chose to do nothing. Or rather, let it
happen. Had God stepped up at the crucial moment, we would all
be loving and happy and together here on Earth, JUST AS IT WAS



INTENDED. GOD MADE THE WORLD WHAT IT IS TODAY. GOD CREATED
MAN’'S HEARTS, GOD IS RESPONSIBLE FOR ALL THAT HAPPENS. UNLESS
YOU BELIEVE SATAN IS ON PAR AT EQUAL STRENGTH WITH GOD, THEN
GOD HAS TO BE ACCOUNTABLE. IT’'S TIME RESPONSIBILTY WAS PLACED
WITH THE RIGHTFUL OWNER.

Hi ,

I will be happy to talk to you about this, but first I have a
question: do you have any children?

Sue Bohlin

Thank you for your response, I really do appreciate it. No, I
don’t have any children. I smell an analogy using children
coming...Something like “As a parent, we do things in the best
interest of our children, and it is only until later in life
that those same children understand the actions that were
taken..”. One analogy I have heard puts God in the example as
the parent and us as the children. I would never have children
until I was able to resolve these questions in my own mind and
heart. Otherwise I am sure I would pass on the same
frustration about God to my family.

After even more thought, I guess the Root of my
problem/question is creation, and specifically why God created
a flawed world intentionally. I use the word “flawed” in the
sense that he

e Knowingly created an access point for evil for all the
world (apple tree)

e Had foreknowledge Eve would eat from it

* Knew that eating from it would result in Sin throughout
mankind

e That the sin would cause great suffering to all of God’s
People



e That it would be necessary for God to “save” the world
through his Son

Is God so selfish he would intentionally and knowingly cause
all this so we would “choose” him through the salvation in
Jesus and 2) He must have known it would turn out like this
(the hell that is our world today).

I must sound like a maniac, but I'm 29, well educated,
catholic raised and partially practicing, with a good heart. I
want to love God, but when I am honest with myself I realize I
don’t. In fact I hate the person I have concluded God to be. I
love Jesus, and of course do believe he died for my sins. My
problem is with the Father, and why this grand scheme to make
everyone love him was necessary. He could have designed us
that way. I finally stopped prayer almost entirely 3 years
ago, because I would get so mad and angry at God during
prayer—because I would find myself 1) praying for the same
stuff with no result 2) many of the things I was praying about
were caused by God (natural disasters, human suffering, etc.)
When I say human suffering is caused by God, of course I
understand free will and that people cause suffering. I hold
God accountable for allowing evil and pain and suffering to
exist.

Hope this provides you with a little more insight into my
problem. If you are able to assist or offer a new perspective
that would be great. Thank You.

Dear ,

I believe the answer to your question is the fact that God has
a very big plan for creation that we cannot see from our
vantage point in space and time. He knew before He created
anything, what would be the best way to get to His final
desire, which 1s to provide a Bride for His Son. Just as any
man wants a woman to marry him freely and out of love and
commitment and support, the Lord Jesus wanted a Bride who



chose Him freely. The only way to have a Bride who chose Him
freely was to create people who could also choose freely to
reject Him.

Could God have made people who couldn’t have chosen NOT to
love Him? No. Love means choice, and the other alternative
would have been to create automatons who were programmed to
behave in a certain way. If I read your e-mail correctly, you
believe God could have made a world in which we were “happy
and loving and together as a people here on earth,” but He
didn’t and you’'re mad at Him for that. People without choice
cannot be happy and loving. (Have you ever used a word-
processing program that automatically changes what it thinks
are misspellings and punctuation errors? No matter what you
type, the program rearranges your letters, removing your
choice. I don’t know about you, but “happy and loving” doesn’t
describe me when I growl, “That’s not what I meant! Let me
type things MY way!”<smile>)

I would suggest that an ant colony is busy and productive,
ant-wise, but they are not happy and loving. They ARE
together, but in the scope of eternity, what does it matter?
Their behavior is programmed, but there is no depth to any of
it.

God created a world in which the people WERE happy and loving
and together, and they chose to trash it. I guess you don’t
have any trouble accepting that reality; if I'm not mistaken,
what you want 1is all the benefits of Eden without the choice
to trash it. I can certainly understand that! [J But you also
haven’t seen the end of the story, either, when everything 1is
made right again, and that'’s exactly what we will have. I
respectfully suggest that that’s the part you’re missing. The
big picture where God restores creation to its original
perfect state. I also respectfully suggest that the evidence
of the world today that God is not all-powerful and all-
loving, is actually evidence that God is very patient. He's
not finished yet. He’s allowing a certain amount of pain and



suffering—which He will redeem, every bit of it-because there
is a larger purpose behind it. Our inability to see it doesn’t
mean it’s not there.

I asked if you if you had children because this is one of the
things we can learn about God as parent when we have children.
I passionately love my children, but I allowed them to
experience pain of immunizations and school tests and other
things they hated because I had a larger purpose for them
besides preventing discomfort and pain in their lives. For
instance, now that my son is in college, he’'s glad I made him
do his homework in 5th grade although he sure didn’t at the
time. I never lost sight of the big goal, of maturity, because
I am his mother who loves him and wants the best for him. God
never loses sight of His big goal either.

You have a lot of company in being angry with God for allowing
pain and suffering to exist. In fact, many wise people have
said that pain and suffering is the single biggest evidence
that God is not good. Or that He doesn’t exist. (But then, 1if
there were no God, and we evolved by chance, then where did we
get this idea that life is unfair and broken? Life just IS,
according to that worldview. But we are haunted by the sense
that things should be much better than they are. And sure
enough, God has revealed that we live in a fallen and broken
world that is so much less than what He originally created for
us. We’'re the ones who blew it.)

But you’re not there; you know God exists, and you apparently
resent Him for being a bad God for allowing life as we know
it.

I'm afraid all I have to offer you is what God has revealed to
us: that there IS a bigger plan, than He will make all the
pain and suffering worth it some day. If you insist that there
was a way for God to create people who could freely choose to
either love Him or ignore/hate Him AND there be no chance for
pain and suffering in the exercise of that choice, then I



guess you will continue to be irreconcilably angry. You may as
well fume over God not making a “square circle” or “light-
filled darkness.” God is a powerful God, but He is not able to
create nonsense.

You know that Jesus came to earth and was tortured and died to
pay the penalty for our sin. And bless you, you love Him for
it. Jesus coming into the midst of our suffering and pain is
the clearest indication of the Father’s heart there is. He
didn’t do or say a single thing that was not the Father’s
will, and to see Jesus is to see the Father. So to hate the
Father and love the Son is inconsistent. They are one God with
one heart. It cost the Father everything to let the Son pay
for our sins, and it cost the Son His life. That’'s how
valuable we are to Them.

The bottom line here, , 1s that what you want God to
have done 1s something He couldn’t do. He couldn’t make a
world for Him to lavish with His love that didn’t include the
ability to reject that love. Otherwise creation would have

been pointless, and God never does anything pointlessly.

May I suggest, humbly, that you try a prayer again, even
though it’s been three years, and ask God to show you what
you're not getting? Ask Him to open your eyes to see the truth
about Him and His ways? And ask Him to help you deal with your
anger? He’'s not intimidated by it; He fully understands your
frustration. And He’'d love to relieve you of the burden of
that anger and replace it with His peace.

I hope this helps, even a little.
Sue Bohlin
Posted July 2002

© 2002 Probe Ministries



Where Was God on Sept. 117
The Problem of Evil

Dr. Ray Bohlin explores the problem of evil in light of the
terrorist attacks on the U.S. on Sept. 11, 2001.

Why Didn’t God Prevent the Terrible
Attacks?

The events of September 11th are indelibly etched in our
hearts and minds. The horrible memories of personal tragedy
and suffering will never really go away. As well they
shouldn’t. As Christians we were all gratified to see so many
of our national, state, and local leaders openly participate
in prayer services and calling upon people of faith to pray
for victims’' families and injured survivors.

What was lost underneath the appearance of a religious revival
was the clear cry of many that wondered if our prayers were
justified. After all, if we pray to God in the aftermath and
expect God to answer, where was He as countless individuals
cried out to Him from the planes, the World Trade Center and
the Pentagon? The skeptical voices were drowned out because of
the fervent religious outcry seeking comfort and relief. But
make no mistake; the question was there all the time. Where
was God on September 11th? Surely He could have diverted those
planes from their appointed destinations. Why couldn’t the
hijackers have been intercepted at the airports or their plots
discovered long before their designed execution?

Why so many innocent people? Why should so many suffer so
much? It all seems so senseless. How could a loving God allow
it?


https://probe.org/where-was-god-on-sept-11-the-problem-of-evil/
https://probe.org/where-was-god-on-sept-11-the-problem-of-evil/

It is important to realize also that the suffering of those
initial weeks is only the tip of the iceberg. There will be
military deaths and casualties. The war on terrorism will be a
long one with mounting personal and economic costs. The clean
up will also continue to take its ever-mounting toll in
dollars, lives, and emotional breakdowns.

Former pastor Gordon MacDonald spent time with the Salvation
Army in caring for people and removing debris and bodies from
the rubble of the World Trade Center. He relates this
encounter from his journal of September 21 in Christianity

Today: {1}

“Later in the night, I wandered over to the first-line
medical tent, which is staffed by military personnel who are
schooled in battlefield casualties. The head of the team, a
physician, and I got into a conversation.

“He was scared for the men in the pit, he said, because he
knew what was coming ‘downstream.’ He predicted an unusual
spike in the suicide rate and a serious outbreak of manic
depression. . . . Many of the men will be unable to live
with these losses at the WTC. It’'s going to take an
unspeakable toll on them.”

So why would God allow so much suffering? This is an ancient
question. The problem of reconciling an all-powerful, all-
loving God with evil is the number one reason that people
reject God. I will try to clarify the question, provide some
understanding, and make some comparisons of other
explanations.

Psalm 73 and Asaph’s Answer

The Bible answers the question of where God was on September
11 in many passages, but I would like to begin with the answer
from Asaph in Psalm 73. My discussion will flow from the
excellent discussion of the problem of evil found in Dr Robert



Pyne’s 1999 book, Humanity and Sin: The Creation, Fall and
Redemption of Humanity.{2}

In Psalm 73, Asaph begins by declaring that God is good.
Without that assumption, nothing more need be said. He goes on
in verses 2-12 to lament the excess and success of the wicked.
In verses six and seven he says, “Therefore pride is their
necklace; they clothe themselves with violence. From their
callous hearts comes iniquity; the evil conceits of their
minds know no limits.” (Psalm 73:6-7). From this point Asaph
lets his feelings be known by crying out that this isn’t fair
when he says in verse 13, “Surely in vain have I kept my heart
pure; in vain have I washed my hands in innocence.”

The wicked seem to snub their noses at God with no apparent
judgment, while Asaph strives to follow the Lord to no
benefit. We have all experienced this in one form or another.
Some things in this world simply aren’t fair. In the last ten
verses of the psalm, Asaph recognizes that the wicked will
indeed realize their punishment in the future. God’'s judgment
will come. He also realizes that God is always with him and
that is sufficient.

18th century philosopher David Hume stated the classical
problem of evil by saying that if God were indeed all powerful
He would do something about evil, and that if He were all-
loving He would want to do something about evil. Since evil
exists, God must either not be able or not want to do anything
about it. This makes God either malevolent or impotent or
both. But Hume chooses to leave out the option, as Asaph
resolves, that God is patient. Hume, like many before him and
after him, grows weary with a God who is patient towards evil.

We long for immediate justice. But before we pray too
earnestly for immediate justice, we’d better reflect on what
that would be like. What would instant justice look like?
Immediate justice would have to be applied across the board.
That means that every sin would be proportionately and



immediately punished. We soon realize that immediate justice
is fine if applied to everybody else. Dr. Pyne quotes D. A.
Carson as saying, “The world would become a searing pain; the
world would become hell. Do you really want nothing but
totally effective, instantaneous justice? Then go to hell.”{3}
I think we’'re all quite comfortable with a God that does not
apply immediate justice.

Evil and the Sovereignty of God

Next, I want to focus on God’s sovereignty. We understand that
God knew what He was doing in creating people with the ability
to choose to love Him or hate Him. In order for our love for
Him to be real, our choice needed to be real and that means
creating creatures that could turn from Him as well as love
Him. In order to have creatures with moral freedom, God risked
evil choices.

Some would go so far as to say that God couldn’t intervene in
our evil choices. But in Psalm 155:3, Psalm 135:6, and in
Nebuchadnezzar’'s words of praise in Daniel 4:34-37 we're told
it is God who does whatever He pleases. However, God does
perform acts of deliverance and sometimes He chooses not to.
We are still left with the question “Why?” In the book of Job,
Job basically proclaims his innocence and essentially asks
why? God doesn’t really give Job an answer, but simply reminds
him who is in charge. (Job 38:2-4) “Who is this that darkens
counsel by words without knowledge?” the Lord asks Job.

The parameters are clearly set. God in His power 1is always
capable of intervening in human affairs, but sometimes He
doesn’t and we aren’t always given a reason why. There 1is
tension here that we must learn to accept, because the
alternative 1is to blaspheme by assigning to God evil or
malevolent actions. As Asaph declared, God is good!

This brings us to the hidden purposes of God. For although we
can’'t always see God’'s purpose, we believe He has one 1in



everything that occurs, even seemingly senseless acts of
cruelty and evil. Here is where Jesus’ sufferings serve as a
model. The writer of Hebrews tells us that Jesus endured the
cross for the joy set before Him. (Hebrews 12:1-3) So then, we
should bear our cross for the eternal joy set before us.
(Hebrews 12:11, 2 Corinthians 4:16-18) But knowing this
doesn’t always make us feel better.

When Jesus was dying on the cross all His disciples but John
deserted Him. From their perspective, all that they had
learned and prepared for over the last three years was over,
finished. How could Jesus let them crucify Him? It didn’t make
any sense at all. Yet as we well know now, the most important
work in history was being accomplished and the disciples
thought God was absent. How shortsighted our perspective can
be.

The Danger of a Nice Explanation

But with this truth comes the danger of a nice explanation.
Even though we know and trust that there is a purpose to God'’s
discipline and His patience towards ultimate judgment, that
doesn’t mean we should somehow regard evil as an expression of
God’s goodness. In addition, we can be tempted to think that
if God has a purpose to evil and suffering, then my own sin
can be assigned not to me but to someone else, namely God
Himself because He had a purpose in 1it.

Dr. Robert Pyne puts it this way.

We may not be able to fully resolve the problem of evil, and
we may not be able to explain the origin of sin, but we can
see the boundaries that must be maintained when addressing
these issues. We share in Adam’s guilt, but we cannot blame
Him for our sin. God 1is sovereign, and He exercises His
providential control over all things, but we cannot blame
Him either. God permits injustice to continue, but He
neither causes it nor delights in 1it.{4}



Another danger lies in becoming too comfortable with evil.
When we trust in God’s ultimate purpose and patience with evil
we shouldn’t think that we have somehow solved the problem and
therefore grow comfortable in its presence. We should never be
at peace with sin, suffering, and evil.

The prophet Habakkuk sparred with God in the first few verses
of chapter 1 of the book bearing his name by recounting all
the evil in Israel. The Lord responds in verses 6-11 that
indeed the Babylonians are coming and sin will be judged.
Habakkuk further complains about God’s choice of the godless
Babylonians, to which God reminds him that they too will
receive judgment. Yet the coming judgment still left Habakkuk
with fear and dread. “I heard and my inward parts trembled: at
the sound my lips quivered. Decay enters my bones, and in my
place I tremble. . . . Yet, I will exult in the Lord.”
(Habakkuk 3:16-19.) Habakkuk believes that God knows what He
is doing. That does not bring a smile to his face. But he can
face the day.

“We are not supposed to live at peace with evil and sin, but
we are supposed to live at peace with God. We continue to
trust in His goodness, His sovereignty, His mercy, and we
continue to confess our own responsibility for sin.”{5}

He Was There!

Though we have come to a better understanding of the problem
of evil, we are still left with our original question. Where
was God on September 11th?

While the Christian answer may not seem a perfect answer, it
is the only one which offers truth, hope, and comfort.
Naturalism or deism offers no real answers. Things just
happen. There is no good and no evil. Make the best of it!
Pantheism says the physical world is irrelevant or an
illusion. It doesn’t really matter. Good and evil are the
same.



To answer the question we need to understand that God does, in
fact, notice when every sparrow falls and grieve over every
evil and every suffering. Jesus is with us in all of our
suffering, feeling all of our pain. That’s what compassion
means, to suffer with another. So the suffering that Christ
endured on the cross is literally unimaginable.

“The answer is, how could you not love this being who went
the extra mile, who practiced more than He preached, who
entered into our world, who suffered our pains, who offers
Himself to us in the midst of our sorrows?”{6}

We must remember that Jesus’ entire time on earth was a time
of sacrifice and suffering, not just His trial and
crucifixion. Jesus was tempted in the manner of all men and He
bore upon Himself all our sin and suffering. So the answer is
quite simple. He was there!

He was on the 110th floor as one called home. He was at the
other end of the line as his wife realized her husband was not
coming home. He was on the planes, at the Pentagon, in the
stairwells answering those who called out to Him and calling
to those who didn’t.

He saw every face, knew every name, even though some did not
know Him. Some met Him for the first time, some ignored Him
for the last time. He is there now.

Let me share with you one more story from Gordon MacDonald’s
experience with the Salvation Army during the initial clean up
at the World Trade Center.

“There is a man whose job it is to record the trucks as they
leave the pit with their load of rubble. He is from Jamaica,
and he has one of the most radiant smiles I’'ve ever seen. He
brings a kind of spiritual sunshine to the entire
intersection. “I watch him-with his red, white, and blue
hard hat—-talking to each truck driver as they wait their
turn to go in and get a load. He brightens men up. In the



midst of those smells, the dust, the clashing sounds, he
brings a civilizing influence to the moment.

“Occasionally I go out to where he stands and bring him some
water. At other times, he comes over and chats with us. We
always laugh when we engage. “I said to him last night,
‘You're a follower of the Lord, aren’t you?’ He gave me an
enthusiastic ‘Yes! Jesus is with me all the time!’ “Somehow
this guy represents to me the quintessential picture of the
ideal follower of Christ: out in the middle of the chaos,
doing his job, pressing a bit of joy into a wild situation.”

{7}
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When the Good Guys Don’t Win

Pop! Pow! Gunfire crackled from the house next door. My
neighbor John, high on marijuana, was shooting at his friend
who crouched in fear behind a corner of the building. No one
was injured and the arrival of police calmed John down.
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That’s strange, I thought to myself another sunny morning as I
left my home to jog. Why would my car windshield be covered
with ice crystals? It’s July. As I drew nearer, I realized the
“ice crystals” were broken glass, courtesy of some Fourth-of-
July vandals.

Fear, confusion, anger, helplessness. Life can seem out of
control when we are violated. Each nighttime creak could be an
intruder. Were the walls thick enough to stop bullets should
John'’s cannabis exploits resume? What did I do to deserve
this?

An alleged rape victim feels cheated when the DA refuses to
prosecute the accused perpetrators. A medical exam showed rape
trauma; two reliable eyewitnesses saw her pushed partially
clad down some stairs and heard her screams for help. “It
seems to me that I am the one on trial,” she complains in
frustration. A rape is the only crime where the victims are
treated with disrespect.”{1} An African-American mother says
she’s paranoid that her well-behaved teenage son will be
falsely suspected of being a criminal because of his race.
Fear and fury drive her to nag him before he goes to the
store: “Keep your hands out of your pockets. Don’t reach under
your shirt. If there’s an itch, just live with it. In winter,
keep your jacket open.”{2}

Terrorist Massacre

Members of a multi-racial Cape Town, South Africa, church were
enjoying a beautiful duet when the front door burst open.
Terrorists sprayed the congregation with automatic rifle fire
and tossed in two grenades, leaving 11 dead and 53 wounded.
Lorenzo Smith pulled his wife, Myrtle, to the floor and lay on
top of her to protect her. The second grenade exploded 6 feet
away, sending a piece of shrapnel into her left side near her
heart but missing him entirely. She died en route to a
hospital.



“You’re no longer working here,” the personnel chief informs
the career employee. The stellar worker had ruffled feathers
by challenging ethical and financial misconduct of several
company officers. Instead of applauding his integrity, the
company showed him the door. Whistle blowing can be lonely.

Palestinians find their homes bulldozed. Israeli shoppers are
massacred by suicide bombers in a crowded marketplace.
Rwandans are maimed and slaughtered in tribal violence.

Bad things sometimes (often?) happen to good or seemingly
innocent people. What should be done? How can the victims
cope?

First, recognize where the problem stems from.

Why Suffering?

“Why 1s there suffering in the world?” ranked first in a
national survey to determine the top 40 questions of life.{3}
Many human efforts to alleviate suffering and achieve
happiness have borne some fruit, but each also contains
examples of failure. Consider a few:

Psychology. Many psychologists offer hope based purely on
human resources. Still, sometimes even the best and brightest
give up in despair. Legendary psychoanalyst Bruno Bettelheinm,
who used his own survival of Nazi horrors to help heal others,
eventually took his own life. Upon learning of his suicide,
one colleague remarked, “It was as if the [psychological]
profession itself had failed.”{4}

Marxism. Pointing at class antagonism as the culprit, Marxism
aimed to create a “New Man” in a harmonious society devoid of
such antagonism. Instead, it created an elite “Rich Man” as
party chiefs lived in luxury while the masses remained
disillusioned. “Workers of the World, We Apologize,” read the
Moscow demonstrators’ banner as the Soviet Union crumbled.{5}
Today’'s Cubans eat lots of bananas and ride bicycles. North



Koreans starve.

Capitalism. Is this political theory the answer? The market
economy has raised standards of living, yet even nations like
the United States boil with crime, racism, sexual
discrimination and homelessness

Could we be missing the root of the problem? Could much human
suffering be rooted in something deeper than flawed political
systems or philosophical constructs? Could there be something
wrong with the human heart?

Heart Disease?

History is replete with confirming evidence A United Nations
conference on the role of the university in the search for
world peace ended early because “the delegates began
quarreling too vociferously.”{6} Various attempts to establish
utopian societies with uniform equality have crumbled due to
internal strife.

“Everybody thinks of changing humanity,” noted Russian
novelist Leo Tolstoy, “but nobody thinks of changing
himself.”{7} Simon Bolivar, the great liberator of Latin
America, admitted in his later years, “I was all my life a
slave to my passions. The essence of liberty is precisely that
one can liberate oneself “{8}

n

“We have met the enemy,
Pogo, “and he 1is us.”

announced the comic strip character

If, then, we live in a flawed world with people determined to
live out their own inner sicknesses, what can we do? How do we
cope with the resulting, unjust suffering? “Seek justice” was
a North Carolina woman’s strategy as she recently sued her
husband’s lover for destroying her marriage, winning a
million-dollar settlement. Sometimes the right cause prevails
in court. Often, though, both sides end up bitter and poorer.



Are there any other solutions? Anything that works?

 Choose to look out for others. In a commencement
address at Duke University, ABC News commentator Ted
Koppel said: “Maimonedes and Jesus summed it up 1in
almost identical words: ‘Thou shalt love thy neighbor
as thyself,’ ‘Do unto others as you would have them do
unto you. ‘”{9} After Hurricane Andrew devastated parts
of Miami, I returned to my hometown to help rebuild. I
was amazed to discover that thousands of volunteers
from around North America had come at their own expense
to help the poor reconstruct their homes. Most were
with Christian mission organizations, motivated as Good
Samaritans by their love of God and love of people.

- Lessen the pain by sharing it. During a particularly
trying episode in my own life, my best friend deserted
me, some trusted co-workers betrayed me, and my health
and finances suffered. Close friends and my faith
helped me emerge wounded but growing. Building
friendships takes time and effort. Initiating
communication, offering to help another move or to
carpool, listening to hurts, offering a compliment or
word of encouragement . . . all can help build strong
bonds. Giving often motivates others to respond 1in
kind. “Bearing one another’s burdens” can make them
lighter for both of you when you each need it.

-Eliminate bitter roots. Asking and/or granting
forgiveness can help heal hearts. As Alabama governor,
George Wallace preached “Segregation now! Segregation
tomorrow! Segregation forever!” Two decades in a
wheelchair gave him time to reflect on life, suffering
and God. He eventually confessed his wrongs and asked
forgiveness of his former racial and political enemies.
South African Lorenzo Smith, who lost his wife to the
grenade 1in church, turned and forgave his wife’s
murderers. “Bearing a grudge can corrode your soul,”



affirmed one wounded warrior. “If you nurse bitterness
and refuse to forgive, it can keep you in bondage to
your enemies. If you let it go and forgiveregardless of
your opponent’s responseyou’re free.”

When the good guys don’t win, you can curse the darkness. Or
you can recognize the root problem and light a candle. May
yours shine brightly.
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The Problem of Evil

Rick Rood helps us understand the challenging question of evil
and why it is allowed to remain in this world. Speaking from
a Christian worldview perspective, he gives us a thorough
understanding of how Christians should consider and deal with
evil in this world. The Bible does not shirk from addressing
the nature and existence of evil AND our responsibility to
stand against 1it.

=] This article is also available in Spanish.

The Problem of Evil - Introduction

John Stott has said that “the fact of suffering undoubtedly
constitutes the single greatest challenge to the Christian
faith.” It is unquestionably true that there is no greater
obstacle to faith than that of the reality of evil and
suffering in the world. Indeed, even for the believing
Christian, there 1is no greater test of faith than this—that
the God who loves him permits him to suffer, at times in
excruciating ways. And the disillusionment is intensified in
our day when unrealistic expectations of health and prosperity
are fed by the teachings of a multitude of Christian teachers.
Why does a good God allow his creatures, and even his children
to suffer?

First, it’s important to distinguish between two kinds of
evil: moral evil and natural evil. Moral evil results from the
actions of free creatures. Murder, rape and theft are
examples. Natural evil results from natural processes such as
earthquakes and floods. Of course, sometimes the two are
intermingled, such as when flooding results in loss of human
life due to poor planning or shoddy construction of buildings.
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It’s also important to identify two aspects of the problem of
evil and suffering. First, there is the philosophical or
apologetic aspect. This is the problem of evil approached from
the standpoint of the skeptic who challenges the possibility
or probability that a God exists who would allow such
suffering. In meeting this apologetic challenge we must
utilize the tools of reason and evidence in “giving a reason
for the hope within us.” (I Pet. 3:15)

Second is the religious or emotional aspect of the problem of
evil. This 1is the problem of evil approached from the
standpoint of the believer whose faith in God 1is severely
tested by trial. How can we love and worship God when He
allows us to suffer in these ways? In meeting the
religious/emotional challenge we must appeal to the truth
revealed by God in Scripture. We will address both aspects of
the problem of evil in this essay.

It’s also helpful to distinguish between two types of the
philosophical or apologetic aspect of the problem of evil. The
first 1is the logical challenge to belief in God. This
challenge says it is irrational and hence impossible to
believe in the existence of a good and powerful God on the
basis of the existence of evil in the world. The logical
challenge is usually posed in the form of a statement such as
this:

1. A good God would destroy evil.

2. An all powerful God could destroy evil.

3. Evil is not destroyed.

4. Therefore, there cannot possibly be such a good and
powerful God.

It is logically impossible to believe that both evil, and a
good and powerful God exist in the same reality, for such a
God certainly could and would destroy evil.

On the other hand, the evidential challenge contends that



while it may be rationally possible to believe such a God
exists, it is highly improbable or unlikely that He does. We
have evidence of so much evil that is seemingly pointless and
of such horrendous intensity. For what valid reason would a
good and powerful God allow the amount and kinds of evil which
we see around us?

These issues are of an extremely important nature-not only as
we seek to defend our belief in God, but also as we live out
our Christian lives.{1}

The Logical Problem of Evil

We have noted that there are two aspects of the problem of
evil: the philosophical or apologetic, and the religious or
emotional aspect. We also noted that within the philosophical
aspect there are two types of challenges to faith in God: the
logical and the evidential.

David Hume, the eighteenth century philosopher, stated the
logical problem of evil when he inquired about God, “Is He
willing to prevent evil, but not able? Then He is impotent. Is
He able, but not willing? Then He 1is malevolent. Is He both
able and willing? Whence then 1is evil?” (Craig, 80). When the
skeptic challenges belief in God on the basis of the logical
problem of evil, he is suggesting that it is irrational or
logically impossible to believe in the existence of both a
good and all powerful God and in the reality of evil and
suffering. Such a God would not possibly allow evil to exist.

The key to the resolution of this apparent conflict is to
recognize that when we say God is all powerful, we do not
imply that He is capable of doing anything imaginable. True,
Scripture states that “with God all things are possible” (Mt.
19:26). But Scripture also states that there are some things
God cannot do. For instance, God cannot lie (Tit. 1:2).
Neither can He be tempted to sin, nor can He tempt others to
sin (James 1:13). In other words, He cannot do anything that



is “out of character” for a righteous God. Neither can He do
anything that is out of character for a rational being in a
rational world. Certainly even God cannot “undo the past,” or
create a square triangle, or make what is false true. He
cannot do what is irrational or absurd.

And it is on this basis that we conclude that God could not
eliminate evil without at the same time rendering it
impossible to accomplish other goals which are important to
Him. Certainly, for God to create beings in his own image, who
are capable of sustaining a personal relationship with Him,
they must be beings who are capable of freely loving Him and
following his will without coercion. Love or obedience on any
other basis would not be love or obedience at all, but mere
compliance. But creatures who are free to love God must also
be free to hate or ignore Him. Creatures who are free to
follow His will must also be free to reject it. And when
people act in ways outside the will of God, great evil and
suffering is the ultimate result. This line of thinking 1is
known as the “free will defense” concerning the problem of
evil.

But what about natural evil-evil resulting from natural
processes such as earthquakes, floods and diseases? Here it is
important first to recognize that we live in a fallen world,
and that we are subject to natural disasters that would not
have occurred had man not chosen to rebel against God. Even
so, it is difficult to imagine how we could function as free
creatures in a world much different than our own-a world in
which consistent natural processes allow us to predict with
some certainty the consequences of our choices and actions.
Take the law of gravity, for instance. This is a natural
process without which we could not possibly function as human
beings, yet under some circumstances it is also capable of
resulting in great harm.

Certainly, God is capable of destroying evil-but not without
destroying human freedom, or a world in which free creatures



can function. And most agree that this line of reasoning does
successfully respond to the challenge of the logical problem
of evil.

The Evidential Problem of Evil

While most agree that belief in a good and powerful God is
rationally possible, nonetheless many contend that the
existence of such a God is improbable due to the nature of the
evil which we see in the world about us. They conclude that if
such a God existed it is highly unlikely that He would allow
the amount and intensity of evil which we see in our world.
Evil which frequently seems to be of such a purposeless
nature.

This charge is not to be taken lightly, for evidence abounds
in our world of evil of such a horrendous nature that it is
difficult at times to fathom what possible purpose it could
serve. However, difficult as this aspect of the problem of
evil is, careful thinking will show that there are reasonable
responses to this challenge.

Surely it is difficult for us to understand why God would
allow some things to happen. But simply because we find it
difficult to imagine what reasons God could have for
permitting them, does not mean that no such reasons exist. It
is entirely possible that such reasons are not only beyond our
present knowledge, but also beyond our present ability to
understand. A child does not always understand the reasons
that lie behind all that his father allows or does not allow
him to do. It would be unrealistic for us to expect to
understand all of God’s reasons for allowing all that He does.
We do not fully understand many things about the world we live
in—what lies behind the force of gravity for instance, or the
exact function of subatomic particles. Yet we believe in these
physical realities.

Beyond this, however, we can suggest possible reasons for God



allowing some of the horrendous evils which do exist in our
world. Perhaps there are people who would never sense their
utter dependence on God apart from experiencing the intense
pain that they do in life (Ps. 119:71). Perhaps there are
purposes that God intends to accomplish among his angelic or
demonic creatures which require his human creatures to
experience some of the things that we do (Job 1-2). It may be
that the suffering we experience in this life is somehow
preparatory to our existence in the life to come (2 Cor.
4:16-18). Even apart from the revelation of Scripture, these
are all possible reasons behind God'’'s permission of evil. And
at any rate, most people agree that there is much more good in
the world than evil-at least enough good to make life well
worth the living.

In responding to the challenge to belief in God based on the
intensity and seeming purposelessness of much evil in the
world, we must also take into account all of the positive
evidence that points to his existence: the evidence of design
in nature, the historical evidence for the reliability of
Scripture and of the resurrection of Jesus Christ. In light of
the totality of the evidence, it certainly cannot be proven
that there are no sufficient reasons for God’s allowing the
amount of evil that we see in the world..or even that it is
improbable that such reasons exist.

The Religious Problem of Evil — Part I

But the existence of evil and suffering in our world poses
more than a merely philosophical or apologetic problem. It
also poses a very personal religious and emotional problem for
the person who is enduring great trial. Although our painful
experience may not challenge our belief that God exists, what
may be at risk is our confidence in a God we can freely
worship and love, and in whose love we can feel secure. Much
harm can be done when we attempt to aid a suffering brother or
sister by merely dealing with the intellectual aspects of this



problem, or when we seek to find solace for ourselves in this
way. Far more important than answers about the nature of God,
is a revelation of the love of God-—even in the midst of trial.
And as God’s children, it is not nearly as important what we
say about God as what we do to manifest his love.

First, it is evident from Scripture that when we suffer it is
not unnatural to experience emotional pain, nor 1is it
unspiritual to express it. It is noteworthy for instance that
there are nearly as many psalms of lament as there are psalms
of praise and thanksgiving, and these two sentiments are
mingled together in many places (cf. Pss. 13, 88). Indeed, the
psalmist encourages us to “pour out our hearts to God” (Ps.
62:8). And when we do, we can be assured that God understands
our pain. Jesus Himself keenly felt the painful side of life.
When John the Baptist was beheaded it is recorded that “He
withdrew to a lonely place” obviously to mourn his loss (Mt.
14:13). And when his friend Lazarus died, it is recorded that
Jesus openly wept at his tomb (Jn. 11:35). Even though He was
committed to following the Father’s will to the cross, He
confessed to being filled with anguish of soul 1in
contemplating it (Mt. 26:38). It is not without reason that
Jesus was called “a man of sorrows and acquainted with grief”
(Isa. 53:3); and we follow in his steps when we truthfully
acknowledge our own pain.

We cross the line, however, from sorrow to sin when we allow
our grief to quench our faith in God, or follow the counsel
that Job was offered by his wife when she told him to “curse
God and die” (Job 2:9b).

Secondly, when we suffer we should draw comfort from
reflecting on Scriptures which assure us that God knows and
cares about our situation, and promises to be with us to
comfort and uphold us. The psalmist tells us that “the Lord is
near to the brokenhearted” (Ps. 34:18), and that when we go
through the “valley of the shadow of death” it is then that
his presence is particularly promised to us (Ps. 23:4).



Speaking through the prophet Isaiah, the Lord said, “Can a
woman forget her nursing child, and have no compassion on the
son of her womb? Even these may forget, but I will not forget
you” (Isa. 49:15). He is more mindful of us than is a nursing
mother toward her child! It is of the One whom we know as the
“God of all comfort and Father of mercies” that Peter speaks
when He bids us to cast our anxieties on Him, “for He cares
for us” (1 Pet. 5:7). Our cares are his personal concern!

The Religious Problem of Evil — Part II

We noted that when suffering strikes it is neither unnatural
to experience emotional pain, nor unspiritual to express 1it.
But we also noted that when suffering strikes, we must be
quick to reflect on the character of God and on the promises
He gives to those who are enduring great trial. Now we want to
focus on one of the great truths of God’s Word-that even in
severe trial God is working all things together for the good
of those who love Him (Rom. 8:28). This is not at all to imply
that evil is somehow good. But it does mean that we are to
recognize that even in what is evil God 1is at work to bring
about his good purposes in our lives.

Joseph gave evidence of having learned this truth when after
years of unexplained suffering due to the betrayal of his
brothers, he was able to say to them, “You meant it for evil,
but God meant it for good” (Gen. 50:20). Though God did not
cause his brothers to betray him, nonetheless He was able to
use it in furthering his good intentions.

This is the great hope we have in the midst of suffering, that
in a way beyond our comprehension, God is able to turn evil
against itself. And it is because of this truth that we can
find joy even in the midst of sorrow and pain. The apostle
Paul described himself as “sorrowful, yet always rejoicing” (2
Cor. 6:10). And we are counseled to rejoice in trial, not
because the affliction itself is a cause for joy (it is not),
but because in it God can find an occasion for producing what



is good.

What are some of those good purposes suffering promotes? For
one, suffering can provide an opportunity for God to display
his glory—to make evident his mercy, faithfulness, power and
love in the midst of painful circumstances (Jn. 9:1-3).
Suffering can also allow us to give proof of the genuineness
of our faith, and even serve to purify our faith (1 Pet. 1:7).
As in the case of Job, our faithfulness in trial shows that we
serve Him not merely for the benefits He offers, but for the
love of God Himself (Job 1:9-11). Severe trial also provides
an opportunity for believers to demonstrate their love for one
another as members of the body of Christ who “bear one
another’s burdens” (1 Cor 12:26; Gal. 6:2). Indeed, as D.A.
Carson has said, “experiences of suffering.. engender
compassion and empathy.., and make us better able to help
others” (Carson, 122). As we are comforted by God in
affliction, so we are better able to comfort others (2 Cor.
1:4). Suffering also plays a key role in developing godly
virtues, and in deterring us from sin. Paul recognized that
his “thorn in the flesh” served to keep him from boasting, and
promoted true humility and dependence on God (2 Cor. 12:7).
The psalmist recognized that his affliction had increased his
determination to follow God’s will (Ps. 119:71). Even Jesus
“learned obedience from the things He suffered” (Heb. 5:8). As
a man He learned by experience the value of submitting to the
will of God, even when it was the most difficult thing in the
world to do.

Finally, evil and suffering can awaken in us a greater hunger
for heaven, and for that time when God’s purposes for these
experiences will have been finally fulfilled, when pain and
sorrow shall be no more (Rev. 21:4).

Note

1. The line of reasoning in the first three sections of this
article can be found in many sources on the problem of evil.



Chapters 3 and 4 of William Lane Craig’s book cited in the
resources below has served as a general guide for my comments
here.
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Is There Really a Hell?

Rick Rood discusses the biblical teaching on hell, as well as
the practical effects of this belief for
Christians.

This article is also available in Spanish.

The story has been told of C. S. Lewis listening to a young
preacher’s sermon on the subject of God’s judgment on sin. At
the end of his message, the young man said: “If you do not
receive Christ as Savior, you will suffer grave eschatalogical
ramifications!” After the service, Lewis asked him the
question, “Do you mean that a person who doesn’t believe in
Christ will go to hell?” “Precisely,” was his response. “Then
say so,” Lewis replied. (1)

This story illustrates something that most Christians know,
but few articulate: that of all the doctrines of the Christian
faith, the one we feel most uncomfortable discussing is the
doctrine of eternal punishment or hell. And it 1is not
difficult to understand why this is so. The doctrine of hell
is offensive to unbelievers, and contradicts the emphasis on
tolerance and on human potential that dominates our times. Who
of us enjoys alienating our friends by speaking of eternal
judgment for sin? For many of us, the doctrine of hell is also
difficult to reconcile with the the love and grace of God.
Furthermore, we are well aware of Christians who have misused
the doctrine of hell by using it to manipulate and control
other people. In seeking to distance ourselves from the abuse
of this doctrine, and to avoid appearing intolerant and
uncaring, many of us have eliminated the word “hell” entirely
from our vocabulary (making our belief an entirely personal
matter).
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Recent surveys have revealed some very interesting facts about
current attitudes toward hell. A survey conducted by George
Gallup in 1990 revealed that just under 60% of Americans
believe there is a hell (down over 10% from 1978), though only
% believe that hell was their own personal destination. A
survey in the mid-1980s of American evangelical college and
seminary students revealed that only one in ten believed that
the first step in influencing unbelievers for Christ should be
to warn about hell. 46% of seminary students believed that to
emphasize to non-believers that eternal judgment would be a
consequence of rejecting Christ was “in poor taste.” A survey
conducted in 1981 revealed that 50% of theology faculty
believe in the existence of hell (61% of Roman Catholics, and
34% of Protestants)! (2)

In spite of the prevailing current attitudes toward hell
revealed by these surveys, however, it is still apparent to
most Christians that the doctrine of hell is firmly grounded
in the teaching of Scripture. All but one of the letters of
the Apostle Paul mention the wrath or judgment of God on sin.
And of the twelve uses of the word gehenna (the strongest word
for hell) in the New Testament, eleven come from the lips of
Jesus himself! In fact, the Savior taught more about hell than
He did about heaven! Of the more than 1850 verses recording
the words of Christ, 13% pertain to the topics of judgment and
hell. Of the 40 or so parables uttered by Jesus, more than
half relate to God’s eternal judgment on sin. Surprisingly,
the much beloved “Sermon on the Mount” contains some of Jesus’
most straightforward words about hell!

What Does the Bible Teach About Hell?

In his book simply titled “Inferno,” Dante Alighieri describes
in great detail his imaginary tour through nine levels of
hell. Dante’s book makes for fascinating reading. But to learn
what hell is really like, we must turn to another source: the
Bible.



As we begin reading through the 0ld Testament, we find
frequent references to “sheol” (the world of departed spirits)
as the abode of all the dead (cf. Deut. 32:22). As we continue
reading, we find also that a day will come when the bodies of
all who are in sheol will be resurrected: some to “everlasting
life” but others to “everlasting contempt” (Dan. 12:2).

The common belief of godly rabbis during the intertestamental
era that sheol was divided into two sections is reflected in
the New Testament, which refers to the abode of the righteous
as “Paradise” (Lk. 23:43) or “Abraham’s bosom” (Lk. 16:22),
and the abode of the unrighteous as “Hades” (Lk. 16:23). After
Christ’s resurrection, it appears that those who resided in
Paradise were ushered into the presence of God in heaven where
they await the future resurrection of their bodies. But those
who are in Hades await a resurrection to a different
destination— hell.

The word that is used most frequently in the New Testament for
hell is Gehenna. Gehenna is a reference to the Valley of
Hinnom located on the south side of Jerusalem, which served as
the city’s “garbage dump” during Jesus’ time. The fires that
burned here never went out.

As did his contemporaries, Jesus referred to Gehenna as the
place where “the fire is not quenched” and where “their worm
does not die” (Mk. 9:48). Whether He implied a literal flame
and a literal worm is not of great importance. Jesus also
described hell as a place of “outer darkness” (Mt. 22:13). But
it is clear that He meant us to understand that hell is a
place of continual deterioration and suffering for those who
inhabit it! Jesus also referred to those who were cast into
hell as being “cast outside” (Mt. 8:12), or as Paul simply
puts it “away from the presence of the Lord” (II Thess. 1:9).
Hell is a place of exclusion and loss of every blessing that
comes from God. Hell is described as a place of “contempt” by
the prophet Daniel (Dan. 12:2)-where every person 1s despised
by every other inhabitant. As one writer has put it: “Sinners



in hell will have company but no sympathy” (3)

Jesus said hell will be a place of “weeping and gnashing of
teeth” (Mt. 13:42). The weeping no doubt speaks of terrible
remorse and grief. But the gnashing of teeth speaks of intense
anger—anger at oneself, anger at Satan, anger at God. Paul
speaks of hell’s inhabitants as experiencing “wrath and anger
.. trouble and distress” (Rom. 2:8-9).

The Bible also tells us that in hell not all will be judged
alike. Jesus made it clear that there will be degrees of
judgment in hell. He said that the one “who knew his master’s
will and did not .. act in accord with his will, shall receive
many lashes, but the one who did not know it, and committed
deeds worthy of a flogging, will receive but few” (LK.
12:47-48). But though not all will be judged equally, all will
be judged with certainty. Exodus 34:7 tells us that though the
Lord is “compassionate and gracious, .. yet He will by no means
leave the guilty unpunished.”

Why Would a Loving God Send People to
Hell?

Does the Bible teach that hell is a place of eternal conscious
punishment for sin? One alternative proposal is that for many
(if not all) a second opportunity will be given after death to
respond to the grace of God. Appeal is usually made to the
statement in Peter’s first letter that “the gospel .. has been
preached even to those who are dead” (4:6). William Barclay
states that in this passage we find a “glimpse of nothing less
than the gospel of a second chance” (Commentary on the
Epistles of Peter). Yet, the context makes clear that he 1is
speaking of those to whom the gospel was preached during their
lifetime, but who now were deceased! There is no indication at
all that a “post-mortem” opportunity to repent exists.

In John 8, Jesus says that for those who “die in their sins”
there is no possibility of joining Him in heaven (vv. 21,24).



In contrasting the expectation of the believer of being
reunited with loved ones in heaven, he says that unbelievers
“have no (such) hope” (I Thess. 4:13). These statements are
difficult to reconcile with the belief that the deceased are
offered a second opportunity after death. Hebrews 9:27 says
that “it is appointed for men to die once and after this comes
judgment.”

Another proposal, that is gaining a wider acceptance today, 1is
that unbelievers will simply be snuffed out of existence or
“annihilated.” Support for this belief is often sought in
statements throughout Scripture that describe sinners as
“perishing” or being “destroyed.” The psalmist says, “May the
wicked perish before God” (68:2). The same word, however, 1is
used in Isaiah 57:1 to refer to the righteous: “The righteous
perish and no one ponders it in his heart.” It is clear that
in the latter case, the word implies “severe suffering.” It
could not possibly mean that the righteous are “extinguished.”
There is, therefore, no reason to believe that the opposite 1is
the case when the word is used to describe the fate of
sinners. To “perish” or be “destroyed” means to “suffer ruin,”
not to be “annihilated.”

That the Bible teaches eternal conscious punishment for sin in
hell, is the only deduction that can be reached from the fact
that the most emphatic words available to the biblical writers
were consistently used to describe hell’s endless duration, as
well as to describe the duration of heaven, and even the
eternal existence of God! Just as Jesus described the destiny
of the righteous as “eternal life,” so He described the
destiny of the unrighteous as “eternal punishment” (Mt.
25:46). Just as John described God as the one who “lives
forever and ever” (Rev. 15:7), so He described the fire of
hell as lasting “forever and ever” (Rev. 14:11).

Sometimes it is said that the Greek word for eternal (aionios)
really means “age lasting,” implying that at the end of a
series of ages God will empty hell of all its inhabitants.



Those who hold this interpretation, however, fail to recall
that while this present age is finite in duration, it was the
common understanding among Jesus’ listeners that the “age to
come” was eternal!

In reference to the fate of Judas, Jesus said: “It would have
been better for him if he had never been born” (Mt. 26:24). If
indeed it is as terrible a fate as these words suggest, and if
it is eternal in duration, why would a loving God send people
to hell? If God is a God of love, why would He consign anyone
to an eternity as terrible as the Bible describes the fate of
those whose destiny is hell?

Perhaps the biblical doctrine of hell can begin to make more
sense to us when we reexamine our understanding of two other
teachings of Scripture: the nature of God, and the nature of
man and of sin.

One of the wonderful revelations of Scripture is that God is a
God of infinite love and grace. Who of us is not refreshed
when we read the words of the psalmist: “But Thou, O Lord, art
a God merciful and gracious, Slow to anger and abundant in
lovingkindness and truth” (86:15)7 Yet it is the same God who
is also described as the One who “will by no means leave the
guilty unpunished” (Ex. 34:7)! The God who loves the sinner is
also the God whose “eyes are too pure to approve evil” and who
cannot “look on wickedness with favor” (Hab. 1:13). The
psalmist quotes God at one point as saying, “You thought that
I was just like you” (50:21). But we are in need of the
realization that just as God’s love is far beyond our own, so
the purity of his holiness exceeds all our conceptions! When
Isaiah was granted a vision of the Lord on his throne, he was
shaken by his impression of his holiness (Isa. 6:3)! For sure,
God is a God of indescribable love, but He is just as much a
God of absolute holiness and righteousness! When we gain a
vision of the holiness of God as it is portrayed in the Bible,
we begin to understand the reasonableness of the doctrine of
hell.



We are also helped when we allow Scripture to more fully
inform us in our comprehension of the nature of man and of
sin. The emphasis in our generation on the value and dignity
of the human person has been a welcome corrective to a past
overemphasis on the depravity of man. Yet it is easy for us to
lose sight of the fact that though we are indeed created in
the image of God and of very special value in His eyes,
nonetheless we are also deeply and indelibly stained by sin in
every area of our being. The God who knows every thought and
motive of every human heart, said that it “is more deceitful
than all else, and is desperately sick; who can understand
it?” (Jer. 17:9). Jesus himself said that “from within, out of
the heart of men, proceed (all manner of evil)” by which we
are defiled (Mk. 7:21-23)!

When Ezra learned of the disobedience of the people of Israel
in marrying unbelievers, he said, “I tore my garment and my
robe, .. and sat down appalled” (Ezra 9:3). When the Apostle
Paul saw the city of Athens filled with idols, “his spirit was
. provoked within him” (Acts 17:16)! Is it possible that we
have lost something of the sense of the seriousness of sin
that seemed to grip the heart of these two men?

Some have objected that while sin is certainly worthy of
punishment, a “finite” sin is hardly worthy of the “infinite”
punishment of hell. But that our rebellion against God should
be considered “finite” in nature is not entirely clear.

When we consider that the One against whom we have rebelled is
the One who gave us life, who is the source of every good
thing that we know in life, and who has extended his love by
giving his own Son as payment for our sin, how can we possibly
measure the gravity of our sin or the punishment it deserves?
When we consider too that there is no indication that those in
hell will ever experience a “change of heart” in attitude
toward God, perhaps we can see that God’'s judgment is entirely
just.



The Doctrine of Hell: What Difference
Does It Make?

We want to focus on three areas of life that should be
impacted by our understanding of the biblical doctrine of
hell.

The first is our attitude toward sin .. particularly our own. A
number of years ago, Dr. Karl Menninger wrote a book entitled
Whatever Happened to Sin? In it he challenged the popular
notion that all of our thoughts and actions can be accounted
for by factors beyond our own personal control, that we are
rarely responsible for our own conduct. For sure, there are
“mitigating” factors in most of our lives that influence our
character and conduct to greater or lesser degree. And God 1is
not unaware of these things. “He knows our frame, that we are
but dust” (Ps. 103:14). He knows as well that we are born with
a sinful nature that is beyond the power of human will to
overcome (cf. Rom. 7:14-25). But He also knows that the choice
is our own as to whether we approve and condone the fruit of
our sinful nature, or whether we turn to Him for grace to hold
in check our sinful impulses and to learn to follow his will.
In his book The Screwtape Letters, C.S. Lewis said that there
are two kinds of people in the world: those who say to God,
“Thy will be done,” and those to whom God says, “Thy will be
done.” The choice is ours as to which kind of person we will
become.

When we realize that we are responsible for what we choose to
do about our sin, and that it is more than merely an act that
may result in unpleasant consequences for ourselves, but that
it is also a disposition of rebellion against God, that
requires his holy judgment, we cannot help but become more
sensitive to its presence in our lives!

The second result of a biblical understanding of hell is a
much greater appreciation for the grace and salvation we have



received from God! Our appreciation for the immense value of
this gift is greatly enhanced when we fully comprehend the
nature of that from which we have been delivered. Our
perception of the awesomeness of salvation is determined in
large measure by our perception of the awfulness of hell!

Finally, a biblical understanding of hell should move us to
include in our proclamation of the gospel a clear warning
about the consequence of failing to respond. We need to be
more forthright than the preacher whom Charles Spurgeon
reported as saying, “If you do not love the Lord Jesus Christ,
you will be sent to the place which it is not polite to
mention.” (4) C.S. Lewis once said: “If Christianity only
means one more bit of good advice, then Christianity is of no
importance. There has been no lack of good advice for the last
four thousand years. A bit more makes no difference.” (5) If
there really is a hell, then Christianity is far more than one
more bit of good advice!

In his book Our Guilty Silence, John Stott recounts how the
seventeenth century Jesuit missionaries to China, not wanting
to offend the sensitivities of the Chinese, excluded the cross
of Christ and other details from their message. Quoting Hugh
Trevor- Roper, Stott says, “We do not learn that they made
many lasting converts by the unobjectionable residue of the

story.” (6)

There is little question that the doctrine of hell has at
times been abused. But as one writer has well put it: “May its
misuse not result in its disuse” in our efforts to lead people
to Christ.
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Hope For a World Gone Bad

n

“Give me your money,” snarled the young intruder. He climbed
my staircase, brandishing a knife and flashlight. Noises 1in
the basement had distracted my Sunday afternoon study. I
investigated when the sounds persisted. On the way to the
basement I came face to face with a menacing looking 20 year-
old. Recognizing the danger, I gave him the dollar bill in my
wallet, then opened drawers as he ordered. My eyes kept
darting back to the flashing knife blade. He snatched a small
plastic bag containing white detergent. “What’s this?” he
demanded. “Laundry soap.” “No, it’s drugs,” he countered.

Perhaps he was on drugs or out for revenge and had the wrong
house. I assured him I hadn’t stolen his truck. When he seemed
convinced of his error, he became nervous, cut the kitchen
phone line, and headed for the door, “Just don’t call the
cops,” he pleaded. Then he fled.

On the phone to 911, my heart pounding, I described the
invader. Reports, investigations, and questioning ensued. For
the next several nights’ sleep was fitful. Reinforcing the
doors helped increase feelings of security. So did the news
that this criminal was captured and sentenced to three years
in prison.

But if this could happen in my own home, what hope was there
for genuine safety?

FARAWAY THOUGHTS

The petite, fortyish woman sat in the imposing gray room with
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a high, ornate ceiling, her thumb toying with the ring on her
left hand. Despite murmuring in the background, Melissa’s
thoughts were far away in the past, 15 years earlier—her
wedding day. Bright 1lights, festive flowers, and joyful
friends filled the church. She felt secure seeing Tom’s smile
and welcoming gaze as she strode down the aisle. “Do you take
this woman to be your lawful wedded wife .. for as long as you
both shall live?” asked the black-robed minister. “I do,”
replied Tom with confidence,

A tear meandered down her cheek. Suddenly everyone in the gray
room rose as 1if something important were happening. The
entrance of another black-robed man interrupted Melissa’'s
daydream. She heard Tom’s voice: “Your honor, I am convinced
that this marriage cannot be saved. There 1s no hope of
reconciliation.”

No hope? she wondered. Does he think that our 15 years of
life, work, children, promises, struggles and successes
amounted to nothing?

With her dreams dashed, the possibility of more unrealized
expectations loomed enormously painful, was anything worth
hoping for anymore?

IMAGES OF OUR WORLD

“Turning to international news we have some startling video to
show you from Eastern Europe,” intoned the television
newscaster somberly. “We must warn you that the pictures you
are about to see are quite graphic and, because of the
violence they depict, may not be suitable for small children.”

The screen fills with images of emaciated, shirtless men,
apparently prisoners behind a barbed-wire fence. The despair
on their faces haunts you. Next come scenes of what was an
outdoor marketplace. A bomb had landed at midday, sending
shredded canvas, shattered tables, bloodied limbs, and broken



bodies everywhere. Then the scene switches to hot, tired,
thirsty Caribbean refugees in overloaded rafts, bobbing in the
ocean.

The TV images seem familiar by now and almost blend together.
Where was that carnage and starvation? Somalia? Rwanda? Sudan?
South Africa?

A vulture stalks a starving infant. Middle Eastern children
throw stones. Their relatives wield automatic weapons. Their
leaders shake hands and hail peace on the White House lawn.
Will it last? Might a terrorist state harvest a nuclear bomb?

Can peace come to these troubled nations? Agreements are
signed and broken. O0ften chaos reigns. “The world has gone
bad,” you decide, “What hope is there of people ever getting
along?”

There is a good chance that you or someone you know has been a
crime victim. Marriage 1is supposed to last forever. Now
divorce increasingly rips apart hearts and homes, and with
prospects of international peace rising and falling like a
refugee raft on a stormy sea, 1is there anything that can save
us from destroying ourselves? Will a baby born into our world
today live to reach adulthood?

HUNGRY FOR HOPE

Two millennia ago a baby was born into a similarly troubled
world. A foreign power occupied his parents’ homeland.
Poverty, greed, theft, and corruption were commonplace.
Marriages faltered. Authorities ruled that a husband could
divorce his wife simply for burning supper.

At the time of this baby’s birth, people were hungry for hope.
They wanted freedom from violence, family strife, and
political uncertainty. They wanted the assurance that somebody
loved and cared for them, that life counted for something,
that they could muster the strength to face daily challenges



at home and work.

Ironically, some saw hope in the birth of this particular
baby. His mother, during her engagement, had become pregnant
out of wedlock while strangely claiming to remain a virgin.
Though he was born in a humble stable, learned leaders
traveled great distances to have the child as a king.

In his youth scholars marveled at his wisdom. In his thirties
he began to publicly offer peace, freedom, purpose, inner
strength, and hope to the masses. His message caught on.

A woman who had suffered five failed marriages found in his
teaching “living water” to quench her spiritual and emotional
thirst. A wealthy but corrupt government worker decided to
give half of what he owned to the poor and repay fourfold
those he had swindled. Hungry people were fed. Sick people
became well.

The young man’s family thought he had flipped. His enemies
plotted his demise and paid one of his followers to betray
this innocent man. His closest friends deserted him. He was
tried, convicted, sentenced, and executed. In agony during his
execution he yelled out a quotation from one of his nation’s
most revered ancient writers: “My God, my God. Why have you
forsaken me?”{1} At that moment he felt very alone, perhaps
even hopeless.

FORSAKEN

Many crime victims feel forsaken by God. So do many divorced
people, war prisoners, and starving refugees. But this young
man’s cry of desperation carried added significance because of
its historical allusion.

The words had appeared about a thousand years earlier in a
song written by a king. The details of the song are remarkably
similar to the suffering the young man endured. It said, “All
who see me mock me; they hurl insults, shaking their heads ...



They have pierced my hands and my feet... They divide my
garments among them and cast lots for my clothing.”{2}

Historians record precisely this behavior during the young
man’s execution.{3} It was as if a divine drama were unfolding
as the man slipped into death.

Researchers have uncovered more than 300 predictions or
prophesies literally fulfilled in the life and death of this
unique individual. Many of these statements written hundreds
of years before his birth-were beyond his human control. One
correctly foretold the place of his birth. {4} Another said he
would be born of a virgin. {5} He would be preceded by a
messenger who would prepare the way for his work, {6} He would
enter the capital city as a king but riding on a donkeys back
{7} He would be betrayed for thirty pieces of Silver, {8}
pierced, {9} executed among thieves, {10} and yet, though
wounded, {11} he would suffer no broken bones.{12}

Peter Stoner, a California mathematics professor, calculated
the chance probability of just eight of these 300 prophecies
coming true in one person. Using conservative estimates,
Stoner concluded that the probability is 1 in 10 to the 17th
power that those eight could be fulfilled by a fluke.

He says 10'silver dollars would cover the state of Texas two
feet deep. Mark one coin with red fingernail polish. Stir the
whole batch thoroughly. What chance would a blindfolded person

have of picking the marked coin on the first try? One in 10",
the same chance that just eight of the 300 prophecies “just
happened” to come true in this man, Jesus. {13}

In his dying cry from the cross Jesus reminded His hearers
that His life and death precisely fulfilled God’s previously
stated plan. According to the biblical perspective, at the
moment of death Jesus experienced the equivalent of eternal
separation from God in our place so that we might be forgiven
and find new life.



He took the penalty due for all the crime, injustice, evil,
sin, and shortcomings of the world-including yours and mine.

Though sinless Himself, He likely felt guilty and abandoned.
Then-again in fulfillment of prophecy {14} and contrary to
natural law-He came back to life. As somewhat of a skeptic I
investigated the evidence for Christ’s resurrection and found
it to be one of the best-attested facts in history. {15} To
the seeker Jesus Christ offers true inner peace, forgiveness,
purpose, and strength for contented living.

SO WHAT?

“OK, great,” you might say, “but what hope does this give the
crime or divorce victim, the hungry and bleeding refugee, the
citizen paralyzed by a world gone bad?” Will Jesus prevent
every crime, reconcile every troubled marriage, restore every
refugee, stop every war? No. God has given us free will.
Suffering—even unjust suffering—is a necessary consequence of
sin.

Sometimes God does intervene to change circumstances. (I'm
glad my assailant became nervous and left.) Other times God
gives those who believe in Him strength to endure and
confidence that He will see them through. In the process,
believers mature.

Most significantly we can hope in what He has told us about
the future. Seeing how God has fulfilled prophecies in the
past gives us confidence to believe those not yet fulfilled.
Jesus promises eternal life to all who trust Him for it:
“Whoever hears my word and believes him who sent me has
eternal life and will not be condemned; he has crossed over
from death to life.”{16}

He promised He would return to rescue people from this dying
planet.{17}

He will judge all evil.{18}



Finally justice will prevail. Those who have chosen to place
their faith in Him will know true joy: “He shall wipe away
every tear from their eyes; and there shall no longer be any
death; there shall no longer be any mourning, or crying, or

pain.” {19}

Does God intend that we ignore temporal evil and mentally
float off into unrealistic ethereal bliss? Nor at all. God is
in the business of working through people to turn hearts to
Him, resolve conflicts, make peace. After my assailant went to
prison, I felt motivated to tell him that I forgave him
because of Christ. He apologized, saying he, too, has now come
to believe in Jesus.

But through every trial, every injustice you suffer, you can
know that God is your friend and that one day He will set
things right. You can know that He is still on the throne of
the universe and that He cares for you. You can know this
because His Son was born (Christmas 1is, of course, a
celebration of His birth), lived, died, and came back to life
in fulfillment of prophecy. Because of Jesus, if you
personally receive His free gift of forgiveness, you can have
hope!

Will you trust Him?
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