
Alan Cairns, Dictionary of !eological Terms (Belfast; Greenville, SC: Ambassador Emerald International, 
2002).

!e question is o"en asked, “If God is 
all-powerful and all-loving why does He 
not intervene to stop all the evil and suf-
fering in the world?” Faced with this ques-
tion, liberals o"en conclude that God 
cannot be both omnipotent and good, 
and usually a#ribute His toleration of evil 
and suffering to some limitation of His 
power.

Some simplistic evangelicals adopt a 
species of dualism in which God is respon-
sible for all the good and Satan for all the 
evil, as if God and Satan were locked in a 
struggle in which Satan is not entirely 
under God’s control. While it is undoubt-
edly true that Satan’s malignancy causes 
much suffering in the world, the question 
remains, “Why does God allow it?” Dual-
ism has no answer; indeed, it flies in the 
face of the Biblical testimony to God’s 
sovereignty.

Others invoke God’s hidden purpose as 
the answer to the problems theodicy 
a#empts to answer. God permits evil, but 
He has an ultimate purpose of good in 
doing so. !is is very true (John 5:3), and 
it has the advantage of reminding man 
that he is neither all-knowing nor all-
controlling, but must walk by faith. But in 
itself this teleological theodicy does not go 
far enough.

!e Scripture acknowledges that the 

whole creation groans with suffering and 
bondage (Rom. 8:22). However, it does 
not admit us to the mystery of God’s eter-
nal decree to permit sin. It simply assures 
us that God is not the author of sin and is 
infinitely righteous in His person and 
working. Sin is the self-determined 
choice of the creature. Scripture there-
fore a#ributes all the sin and suffering in 
the world to the wilful choice of sin by 
our first parents and to the curse that sin 
brought on them and their descendants 
(Rom. 5:12; Gen. 3:16–19).

!is is not to say that each instance of 
suffering or calamity is the immediate 
result of some specific sin of the sufferer 
(John 5:2–3), but that all suffering is ulti-
mately the result of man’s rebellion 
against God. !e world is under the curse 
of sin, and the wrath of God is justly mani-
fested against all ungodliness and unrigh-
teousness of men (Rom. 1:18). Divine 
wrath is not merely future, but present, 
and explains some of the suffering in the 
world.

However, even God’s redeemed and 
justified people are not delivered from 
participation in the sufferings of the 
world. Job was the best of men, but God 
allowed him to suffer more than most. 
!e history of the church of Christ is a 
long record of how “bad things happen to 
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good people.” How can this be?
Paul explains that though Christians 

are now pardoned and justified, the 
redemption of their bodies awaits the sec-
ond coming* of Christ (Rom. 8:23). Until 
then, they are not delivered from the 
temporal and physical results of the 
fall*—they suffer, sicken, and die as other 
men.

"is reference to redemption, however, 
provides the key to a believing theodicy. 
"e cross and the resurrection of Christ 
remove any question about the reality of 
either God’s love for sinners or His power 
to deliver them. Even as His wrath is 
revealed against ungodliness and unrigh-
teousness, He is pursuing His redemptive 
purpose and will not leave it short of 
complete fulfilment. In that fulfilment, 
God promises His people a new heaven 
and a new earth, in which perfect right-
eousness and perfect happiness dwell side 
by side (Rev. 21:1–5).

It is in this light that the Christian 
views suffering and calamity: “Our light 
affliction, which is but for a moment, 
worketh for us a far more exceeding and 
eternal weight of glory; while we look not 
at the things which are seen, but at the 
things which are not seen: for the things 
which are seen are temporal; but the 
things which are not seen are eternal” (2 

Cor 4:17–18). We freely confess that we 
cannot penetrate the purposes of God 
(Rom. 11:33), but we know that His pur-
pose in Christ is what controls all His deal-
ings with us and the world. We are 
assured, therefore, that “all things work 
together for good to them that love God, 
to them who are the called according to 
his purpose” (Rom 8:28). God always 
deals well with His people, even when He 
permits them to suffer—sometimes espe-
cially when He permits them to suffer (Ps. 
119:65, 67, 71).

"is is the response of faith. It recog-
nizes that we cannot start with the prob-
lem of evil and reason our way up to God, 
either to justify or criticize Him. We must 
start with God as we know Him in Christ, 
and deal with the perplexities of life in 
the light of that knowledge.

Unbelievers respond to pain and suffer-
ing in the very opposite manner. "ey 
maintain their rebellion against God and 
then defiantly demand to know why God 
allows them to suffer, as if they deserved 
something be$er from Him. "ose who 
most loudly criticize God for allowing 
suffering and calamity are usually the 
very people who wish to reserve to them-
selves the right to think and act indepen-
dently of Him. "at was the essence of the 
sin that introduced suffering into the 
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perfect world in which God first placed 
man. It is thoroughly hypocritical for 
sinners to delight in indulging in the very 
thing that brought suffering into the 
world and then blame God for their suffer-
ing.
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