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3rd lesson this month on the topic:  The Case For Hope
1st Week: “Making Your Case”; the importance of defending our faith and beliefs in Christ.  Defending our faith does not mean defensiveness but sharing with love and gentleness.
2nd Week:  “The Case For God’s Existence”; this lesson presented a case for the existence of God by showing the different ways He has made Himself known to us:  in nature, in His Word, in Jesus, and our own spiritual craving. 
What this lesson is about: This lesson is about trusting a loving God in a world of suffering and evil.
How this lesson can impact your life: Learn how to respond to those who question how a loving God can allow evil and suffering to exist.
Our lesson outline today covers 3 topics:

1. “We Don’t Have the Full Picture”; God has a perspective on evil and suffering that we simply cannot comprehend because of our limited knowledge
2. “Evaluate Present Sufferings in Light of Eternity”; While God does not offer an explanation of suffering and evil, He does reveal Himself and invite us to have faith that He is good and loving.
3. “Discover Good from Suffering”; Though the believer’s present pain may be intense, his or her future glory is assured.  God’s providence is more powerful than any trouble we face, and He works to bring good out of bad situations.
Let’s take a minute and think about some pain and suffering we have heard about in the news in recent days;

· In Wake County, the young mother who killed her infant son and hid his body in a closet in her home for weeks.

· In South Carolina where a mother choked her two young sons to death, and drove her car into a river with both boys strapped into their car seats.

· We read frequently of nursing home abuse and neglect.

· We hear of isolated “road rage” violence and injuries.
· Women abused by their husbands, children abused by their parents.
Suffering and evil have caused a lot of people to question their faith and they have also allowed it to become an obstacle to their basic beliefs in God.

· This lesson will show us that God is indeed a good and loving God.

How often have you heard people say to people experiencing pain, loss, or suffering;
· “God just needed another rose in His garden.”

· “God loved him/her more than you.”

· “You did something to deserve this.”

· Comments like this are common and only increase their pain.

· We can and must do better than this!

· The Bible offers sound guidance as we face the problem of trusting a loving God in a world of suffering and evil.

Someone read our 1st group of Scripture verses (We Don’t Have the Full Picture) Job 40: 1-9.  Listen to what God told Job as these verses are read.

The book of Job consists of the account of Job’s losing nearly all of his worldly blessings and then questioning why this happened;

· His “friends” give him a typical but inadequate answer;
· They said that “He must have done something to deserve his pain and suffering.”
· Job’s denials fell on deaf ears.

· He became insistent and irritated by the implication that sin led to his suffering.

If God’s justice was as the friends described;

· Which according to them was God giving out punishment for his sins.

· Job wanted an opportunity to plead his case before God (Chapter 23).

· Job also wanted to challenge God’s justice (Chapter 24).

We find in the Book of Job four views of Job’s sufferings;

· Satan’s view:

· People believe in God only when they are prospering and not suffering.  This is the wrong view.

· The view of Job’s three friends:

· Suffering is God’s judgment for sin.  This is not always true.

· Elihu’s (ih LIGH hyoo’s) view:

· Suffering is God’s way to teach, discipline, and refine.  This is true, but an incomplete explanation.

· God’s view:

· Suffering causing us to trust God for who He is, not what He does.

God’s answer to Job begins in Chapter 38, and 40: 1-2 gives the first part of God’s challenge to Job;

· God offered a long list of the wonders of His creation.

· He repeatedly challenged Job to explain how these things happened.

· He then asked Job the question, “Will the one who contends with the Almighty correct (instruct KJV) Him?” v1

· God invited an answer.

· Job admitted (v3-5) that he could not (“I am so insignificant (vile KJV)” 

Job came to the same conclusion we must when confronting the problem of evil and suffering;

· We have limited understanding because of our limited knowledge.

· We can’t see the “full picture” like God can.

· We must admit that we simply cannot understand the complex equation by which God works out His will in our lives.

God’s challenge to Job was “I am not obligated to answer you.”

· The reason is not that the question was bad;

· But simply that Job was not God.

· We do not “have an arm like God’s” v9.
· We do not have His omnipotence (authority/power).

Imagine a situation in which you ask God directly about the loss you experienced and, like Job, God answers you directly;

· Only this time, suppose God lays out the entire picture.

· He explains precisely why.

· Would that answer restore your loved one?

· Would answering why lead you to acceptance?

· The answer is no.  The wound remains.

· The loss is still ragged and painful.

· Sadness is not the result of not knowing-it is the result of loss and no answer restores the loss.

When we look through the knothole of our pain;

· Pain is all we see.

· If we focus on the “why” question, we doom ourselves to a self-justifying mental loop of misery.

· But when we accept the fact that we don’t have the full picture;

· Then we begin to realize in a new way that there is a larger picture in which God stands and consistently reveals Himself to be good and loving.

· The most important truth we learn from Job is that God can be trusted when we suffer.

We only arrive at this truth through our faith;

· If God protected us from all suffering.

· Protected us from all the consequences of our choices.

· Made life for us as comfortable and safe as possible.

· Then there would be no need for faith.

· God’s grace pools in our wounds and faith enables us to see His presence and trust in His healing.

Someone read our 2nd group of Scripture verses (Evaluate Present Sufferings in Light of Eternity) Romans 8:18-21.  Listen to how we are to compare present sufferings as these verses are read.

Paul was as faithful a man as ever walked the earth;

· As close to Christ as any.

· He was the author of nearly half the books in the New Testament.

· And he died on a Roman chopping block.

· His suffering should disprove that if we were somehow good enough or faithful enough then we would live a pain-free life.

· How did Paul deal with this?

· He looked to eternity.

Paul found a tremendous imbalance between;

· “the sufferings of this present time and the glory that is going to be revealed to us” v18

· Just as we experience within us the pain of suffering;

· We will experience within us the glory of God’s redemption in eternity.

· We will not merely be witnesses to this glory, but participants in and heirs to it.

The Bible does not present evil and suffering as a part of God’s original creation;

· Genesis 3:17-18 is clear that Adam and Eve’s sin was the cause for the corruption of society and nature.

· Laying blame for suffering and evil at God’s feet is not accurate, fair, or helpful.

The effect of the issue of evil and suffering is two-fold;

· 1st We must not blame God for this mess.

· He is not the author of evil, He is the solution.

· 2nd At some point in the future, “creation itself will also be set free for the bondage of corruption” v21.

· The Bible expresses this as a new heaven and a new earth.

· This universal redemption means that all will be made right.

· Creation along with all of God’s children will experience this glorious freedom.

The assurance of this promising future means that Christians have a powerful hope;

· Though evil and suffering are so very strong right now;

· Ultimately God prevails.

· Embracing this hope is a very potent testimony to other people.

· Christians should focus on eternal things (like Paul did).

Eternity is relevant and helps us make sense of suffering and evil;

· Accepting that a loved one continues to live in heaven may be difficult.

· We should not deny that pain.

· But our hope that extends into eternity certainly enables us to make “The Case for Hope.”

Someone read our last group of Scripture verses (Discover Good from Suffering) Romans 8: 28-30.  Listen to what God promises us as these verses are read.

God does allow suffering;

· He does not allow it to prevent His active love in our lives.

· Rather than making us weaker;

· God actually works in all things “for the good” v28.

· No matter what difficulty we face we can know that God can work it out for good in our lives.

· To trust that God does not allow evil to have the last word or effect is a powerful response on our part to suffering.

We must also notice the extent of God’s providence extends to;

· “Those who love God and those who are called according to His purpose v28.

· These two phases describe Christians.

· To experience God’s grace, we need to stay close to Him.

· The temptation is strong sometimes to fly away from God when life is hard.

· We cannot expect any good to come into our lives if we distance ourselves from God.

There is nothing “good” about a tragic situation;

· No one should be expected to reach a point in life when they say that a tragedy was a good thing.

· What is good is what God can bring out of the tragedy.

The Bible provides countless examples of this type of grace for us;

· Joseph was severely mistreated by his brothers but at the end of that journey was able to affirm God brought good out of all the evil he experienced (Gen.50).

· Paul often expressed deeper understanding of God through the assurance of His presence in suffering.

· The supreme example is God’s transforming the cross, the cruel Roman execution device, into the means of our salvation.

The term “foreknew” refers to God’s omniscience and assures us that nothing surprises God;

· He planned for and knew ahead of time about our salvation.

· The term does not imply fate, nor does it negate our choice to receive God’s free gift of salvation.

The same principle applies to “called”;

· God’s call extends universally to all people

· It is His will that all come to repentance (2Peter 3:9).

· But only those who respond to Him are “the called.”

Most often, the thorniest of the terms is “predestined”;

· The term describes a preset horizon, dividing line, or boundary.

· The boundary is faith in Christ.

· All who have crossed that line are in Christ.

· And God predestined that they be conformed to the image of His Son v29.

· This phase moves to glorification and describes our ultimate future state.

In verse 30 Paul summarized a process God takes us through that includes being;

· Justified (put in a right standing before God).

· Then glorified (becoming more and more like Jesus).

We must not lose sight of Paul’s primary purpose in this passage;

· He was not specifically dealing with how a person becomes a Christian.

· But emphasized that God is at work in Christians’ lives to accomplish good in spite of evil.

· Nothing we face here will prevent God’s glorifying us in this life and into eternity.

· A Christian’s effective and faithful response to suffering is one sign of God’s present glorification in process and serves to draw other people to Him.

A tragedy seldom leaves a person neutral;

· It will either make them better or bitter.

· In the end a changed and faithful life is our best response.

Paul ended Romans 8 that nothing can separate us from God’s love (v37-39);

· To many of us we can say, “I have been to the bottom.  God is there.”

Looking For Answers
William Temple (1881-1944) said that God minus the world would still equal God, but that the world minus God would equal nothing.  If we eliminate God from our thinking, then there are too many questions without answers and too many puzzles without solutions.  Certainly believers do not have all the answers, but they have better answers than those who do not believe.

Just the thought of a universe without God is depressing:  a universe empty, lonely, friendless, and without purpose.  But believers can look out into the vastness of space and know that we are not alone; we are not orphans.  We are children.  Like all children we keep asking questions.  And like all children, we receive answers to some of them, but not to all of them.  A child does not need to know all the answers, and we do not need to know all the answers.  We have a Heavenly Father who does know all the answers, and we are to be content with that.

It is not wrong to ask questions.  Job, Moses, and John the Baptist are among the many in the Bible who asked questions.  But they asked them out of a heart of faith.  Some think faith never asks questions, but they are wrong.  Some think faith has all the answers, but they are wrong.  Faith asks questions, accepts God’s answers when they are given, and rest serenely when God withholds answers.  The old song is right:  “We’ll understand it better by and by.”

Prayer:

Father we thank You for being who You are.

Help us learn to trust You more.

May we remember Job when we are tempted to question Your ways or Your timing.

Help us to follow the Spirit’s leading in our lives when the way is not clear.
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