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Of all the topics that we’ve covered in the series, this is perhaps the most universally 
applicable and therefore most universally challenging to address.  It is not possible to 
talk about the question of good things and bad things happening in the world without 
acknowledging that good things and bad things happen to every human being regardless 
of race, creed, gender, orientation, or any other label we happen to be wearing at the 
moment. 
 
To have what we would call the problem of pain in the world requires that we make a 
couple of assumptions first.  On the one hand, we have to assume that there is a good 
God who created the world to be full of goodness.  At the same time, we have to also 
assume that this God is not only good but powerful – in Christian theology especially, all-
powerful.  If we have a God that is not good, then we don’t have to worry about the 
problem of pain, because we could accept the idea that there was a God who was only 
partially good, or hesitantly good, or good in only certain circumstances and who 
therefore wouldn’t mind pain and suffering among his creatures. 
 
And if we have a God who is not all-powerful, but only partially powerful we don’t have a 
problem of pain and suffering either, because we would accept that there is another 
power equal or greater to God’s that causes the pain and suffering in the world.  But if 
we have a good, all-powerful God, then we have a problem like this [SLIDE]: 
 

“If God is both good and all-powerful, he would always want that which is good 
for his creatures.  If he always wants what is good for his creatures, he would 
always use his power to accomplish what is good for his creatures, which would 
eliminate the problem of pain and suffering in the world.  The presence of pain 
shows that either God is not good, or God is not all-powerful.” 
 

For a long time, centuries in fact, people who have believed in both a good and all-
powerful God have struggled with the question we’re talking about today.  In its simplest 
terms, it was asked to me this way:  “How can you thank God for the good things that 
happen to you and not blame him for the bad things?”  How can you reconcile the belief 
in this God with the present reality of the human condition, which is so copiously full of 
pain and suffering?  The technical term for writing about this problem is a “theodicy” 
[SLIDE]; the attempt to reconcile faith and reality around the idea of human suffering.  
 
For our talk this morning I have to confess that I will draw from two of the best theodicies 
I’ve ever read.  The first is a book of the bible called Job – you’ve probably heard of it 
before even if you’ve never actually read it.  The second is not a book of the bible, but 
rather a book by C.S. Lewis called The Problem of Pain.  Both Lewis and the writer of 
Job are wrestling with the question of God’s goodness in the midst of human pain and 
suffering, and both do so from an important point of view that we have to examine before 
we jump into what they actually write. 
 
Both authors seem to believe that God is the center of the universe, and that mankind is 
orbiting around that center, rather than the other wary around.  That sounds like an easy 



thing to grasp, but in practice it’s rather difficult.  In fact, we flip these two around all the 
time and act as if we are the center of the universe and God revolves around us.  So if 
we’re going to resolve this tension, then we’re going to have to start there – with God the 
Creator and us the creation, which means that whatever we believe about God, we’re 
going to have to believe that his will and purpose is somewhat larger than our own. 
 
This God – good and all-powerful – creates a universe to exist outside of himself.  In 
creating this world outside of himself, he creates a world in which it is possible for his 
creatures to meet and interact with one another.  In that world the creatures have the 
freedom of will and choice because that is inherent to their being created by a good and 
powerful God.  He would not create objects to be manipulated, but rather creatures who 
could reflect his goodness.  Among those creatures are the human beings – Adam and 
Eve – who live in a garden of endless possibilities.  They are fee to experience all the 
beauty and goodness of a world that was, in some respects, created for their enjoyment. 
 
The opening of the book of Job paints the picture of Job in a relative paradise of his own.  
[SLIDE]  Job 1:1-3 says, “In the land of Uz there lived a man whose name was Job.  
This man was blameless and upright; he feared God and shunned evil.  He had seven 
sons and three daughters, and he owned seven thousand sheep, three thousand 
camels, five hundred yoke of oxen and five hundred donkeys, and had a large number of 
servants.  He was the greatest man among all the people of the East.”  He has 
everything that one could ask for – family, wealth, honor, respect, friends, and maybe 
most significantly he has what God describes as an upright heart approved by God 
himself.   
 
In the creation of the world, and in the life of Job, God’s creative power and goodness 
are both at work.  From our perspective the goodness of God seems to be primarily 
demonstrated by the provision of some material “goods” that we recognize [SLIDE] – 
family, friends, wealth – all of these seem to confirm God’s goodness for us.  But Lewis 
says it this way [SLIDE]: 
 

“The problem of reconciling human suffering with the existence of a God who 
loves, is only insoluble so long as we attach a trivial meaning to the word ‘love’, 
and look on things as if man were the centre of them.  Man is not the centre.  
God does not exist for the sake of man.  Man does not exist for his own sake.” 
 

God creates out of genuine love, and sets himself at the center of the created universe 
as the central goodness.  The world, as originally created, is good, but all of its goodness 
is derived from the goodness of the Creator. 
 
The pinnacle of that good creation is the human being, made in the image of God with 
the freedom of his own will, and with the ability to express his own goodness as a 
created being.  The introduction of evil to the world is the work of man in his willingness 
to assert his will against the goodness of God.  Adam and Eve experienced beauty and 
joy in their submission to God and his will for them.  Lewis paints an incredible picture of 
their original state in which submission to God is not a duty or a pain, but a joy and 
pleasure beyond anything that we can possibly imagine.  But they take the goodness for 
granted and instead choose to assert their own will, their own pursuit of goodness and 
happiness according to their design. 



 
It is the ultimate risk inherent in the act of creation – [SLIDE] the rebellion of the 
creatures against the goodness of the Creator in an act that is hard for us to even 
understand, born as we are on the other side of the fall.  Our nature is inclined away 
from God’s good will, but Adam and Eve had no such inclination, only the possibility of it.  
Their disobedience results in the possibility becoming a reality.  When the world is not as 
it was created to be, when I am not as I was created to be, then I am not good, no matter 
how good I feel about myself.  But my lack of goodness does not in any way diminish 
God’s goodness because I am not the greatest object or will in the universe.  All of my 
goodness is as subordinate to God as a painting’s greatness is subordinate to the 
goodness of the artist who painted it.  You could say that it was better not to create, but 
better for whom?  Does the painting get to tell the artist that it should never have been 
painted?  
 
In such a world, with the freedom of the will, there is the inherent possibility of pain.  We 
can do damage to one another in our relationships – a reality none of us would argue – 
and we also experience pain in the normal circumstances of our lives that make us 
unhappy.  There are parts of our experience here that are incredibly joyful, making us 
feel the goodness of God, and others that are incredibly painful making us doubt the 
same goodness.  It’s not just physical pain, but the deeply disturbing emotional and soul 
level pain that gets to us. 
 
It’s what happens to Job when suddenly all of his goods are lost – his family, wealth, and 
even his reputation in the community as an upright man are all consumed in a matter of 
a few hours.  Job finds himself sitting in the shambles of a life that had been so good, so 
fulfilling and filled with happiness.  It’s the ultimate tragedy because you can’t even point 
to anything in his life that would indicate that he somehow deserved what was happening 
to him.  In fact, if you take it at face value, he seems to have deserved everything he had 
before, and none of what happens in that moment. 
 
But perhaps there is a problem with our conception of the situation.  What if the problem 
is with our own sense of happiness and goodness?  We seem to keep struggling to keep 
the universe in perspective, making our happiness the central theme and relegating God 
to a lesser place.  Even further, since the disobedience of Adam, we are likely to think 
that our happiness and pleasure can be found most perfectly when our will is 
unrestrained and we can be the captain of our own ship.  [SLIDE] We believe that our 
will leads to our happiness, which we define as what is “good for us”.  Anything that 
frustrates our will, or our purpose, goes into the category of “bad” things.  When we look 
at life that way we are very likely to do exactly what the question suggested this morning 
– look at the things that make me happy as good things and the things that make me 
unhappy as bad things.  In that framework, the most natural ting is to thank God for what 
makes me happy and blame God for what doesn’t make me happy. 
 
But when we seek our happiness through the pursuit of our own will, we are destined to 
be unhappy.  Lewis says it this way:  “When we want to be something other than the 
thing God wants us to be, we must be wanting what, in fact, will not make us happy.”  
Eventually the pursuit of happiness our way leads us away from God’s intent for our 
lives, for his creation.  As long as we insist on goodness and badness being measured 
this way, we will never understand pain and suffering because we will see them as a 



deprivation of our rights to be happy.  In that sense we will continue to demand that God 
submit his will to ours, looking for him to act in a way that will ensure our happiness as 
his ultimate object. 
 
But if and when we can accept that there is a greater power and will at work in the world, 
including my own very small part of the world, then we can start to test goodness and 
badness in a very different way.  Sometimes our happiness and God’s goodness may 
not be aligned.  That’s not something we want to hear, but something that we may need 
to hear.  It certainly wasn’t what Job wanted to hear, or even what Jesus wanted to hear 
when he prayed in the garden that the cup would pass from him, but it allows us to shift 
our understanding of pain and suffering from a human-centered perspective to a God-
centered perspective. 
 
As long as we humans think that all is well with our lives, we are hesitant to admit that 
we should submit our will to anyone else’s but our own.  But if we persist in that 
direction, we will ultimately get what is bad for us, not what is good for us, because 
goodness for us has mainly to do with our alignment with God’s goodness, with his 
intention for our creation.  As long as we think we are happy, we will not surrender our 
will to God’s.  But as Lewis famously says [SLIDE], “God whispers to us in our 
pleasures, speaks in our conscience, but shouts in our pain:  it is His megaphone to 
rouse a deaf world.”  [SLIDE] God actually pursues our pleasure through pain at times, 
which means that from time to time we are apt to attribute evil to him rather than 
goodness.  Unwilling to push past the limits of our understanding to find his purpose for 
us, we put his goodness to the test of our happiness and find it lacking, even if that’s a 
completely wrongheaded approach. 
 
Sometimes our neglect of God’s purpose and will for our lives extends for such a long 
period of time, and we move so far from his goodness that the only possible way to bring 
us to change our perspective is through pain.  We struggle with that, but then we think 
about how we change anything in our lives, and understand that it comes down to pain.  
Even when we are young, the way we learn to move and to communicate is through a 
kind of pain – the inability to move and talk pushes us to learn how to do those things.  
When you want to get your body to a healthier place, the only way you begin to change 
your eating and exercise habits is when the pain of staying the same actually grows 
beyond the pain of the changes required.  That simple experience of pain moves us 
beyond the current place to a preferred outcome.   
 
This is precisely how God works with pain in our lives, and the ultimate example is Job’s.  
Not only is his pain magnified beyond what we would normally consider “bad”, but his 
first words in the book are a nearly perfect expression of the point we have been making 
all along.  [SLIDE] In Job 1:21 he makes this incredible statement:  “Naked I came from 
my mother’s womb, and naked I will depart.  The Lord gave and the Lord has taken 
away; may the name of the Lord be praised.” 
 
In many ways, the rest of the book is the way that statement plays out in Job’s mind.  
There are times when he seems to lose his conviction in God’s goodness, offering to put 
God on trial for the pain and suffering that he experiences.  But then he remembers 
God’s goodness, and finds himself telling his friends that God will ultimately have the last 
word in the move towards goodness. 



 
The last words of the book are reserved for God’s commentary on the whole scope of 
events, and his words are a definitive re-ordering of Job’s priorities and perspective.  The 
effect of the final four chapters of Job is to bring him to the place where he says, in the 
end, much the same thing as he said in the beginning [SLIDE]:  “Surely I spoke of things 
I did not understand, things too wonderful for me to know.” 
 
That doesn’t mean that the things Job experienced were somehow wonderful in the 
sense that we think of wonderful, but that there was something deeper happening in the 
painful events than just Job’s happiness.  There is wonder in what we don’t understand, 
and certainly we don’t always understand how God brings something good out of the 
depths of pain, suffering and sadness.  The Lord gives, and the Lord takes away, but still 
his name is to be praised.  This is the ultimate expression of confidence in God’s 
goodness and purpose exceeding our own.  This expression honors the truth that God’s 
design for our good is greater than our design for happiness, which means that God can 
redeem even human pain and suffering for good.  He can pull together the fragments of 
broken and painful stories into a beautiful account of his grace.   
 
The long answer short is this:  we can learn to embrace both the things that bring us joy 
and the things that bring us pain as evidence to us of God’s inexpressible goodness and 
allow him to bring something beautiful out of our pain.  Easier said than done?  
Absolutely.  But most definitely the best way for a follower of Jesus to look at the pain we 
experience as a possible tool in God’s intent to shape our lives for his good, which will 
ultimately be for ours as well. 

 


