
Dear brothers and sisters in Christ, you cannot open a newspaper or turn on your TV these days without 

being confronted with a barrage of suffering. As a nation, we are facing all levels of suffering- personal, 

professional, economical. So it seems to me now is a good time for us to review the Christian understanding of 

suffering. The theme of evil and suffering gets a great deal of attention even without a national crisis, but in the 

face of such crisis there’s a renewed interest in the compatibility (or incompatibility) of a good God allowing bad 

things to happen.  For the sake of brevity, I would like to present three possible viewpoints on the topic of 

suffering, which I think cover a large majority of people’s beliefs.   

The first option to suffering might be termed Critical Atheism. This approach looks at the suffering of the 

world and concludes that it is meaningless. But more than that, though, it approaches suffering as proof positive 

that there is no such thing as a loving, benevolent deity. The argument goes something like this: There is much 

suffering and much evil in the world. Either God is not powerful enough to stop it, which means He is impotent 

or He is powerful enough and won’t stop it, which means He is malevolent. Either way, God is not worth our 

time or devotion for either He is an incompetent bystander or a cruel masochist.  

In order to combat this viewpoint, it must be proven that there is a morally sufficient reason for God 

allowing suffering in this world. This I believe has always been the burden of Christianity- to demonstrate that 

while there is evil and suffering in this world, there is a good and necessary reason for it. So option two might be 

called Skeptical Theism. I would say the broader evangelical Christian world shares this viewpoint. The argument 

goes something like this: There is a good and moral reason for God allowing suffering in this world. However, 

because my mind is limited and tainted with sin, I am unable to discover that meaning. After all, how could a 

finite mind like my own understand the infinite mind of God?  Endorsing this viewpoint means concluding that 

God is indeed omnipotent and perfectly good and so God’s goodness must include attributes which we consider 

evil by human standards. And since we cannot know the mind of God we have no right to condemn suffering. 

Instead, the focus shifts away from God and His possible reasons and onto ourselves. This is why evangelical 

Christianity spends so much time on personal improvement and moral development. The question then becomes 

“What can WE learn from moments of suffering?” This is all fine and good. But the problem with this viewpoint 

is it makes the world a training ground for virtues that will someday be obsolete. For example, if I say that out of 



my suffering and encounter with evil I need to learn virtues like patience and courage and endurance then I have 

basically said I need the evil of this world to learn these valuable lessons. This makes evil necessary. What’s 

more, if I don’t learn these lessons then somehow I am not a good Christian seeing how I don’t trust God enough 

or I am not courageous enough in my faith. But the problem with this approach is that suffering and evil are meant 

to teach us lessons here on earth that have no place in the hereafter. After all, the joyful end of a Christian is to 

enter the heavenly realms where there will be no more suffering or evil or sin. So basically, my whole life is spent 

learning lessons from suffering and evil, which have no place in heaven. Why should any of us value such a 

process which results in a character that cannot be manifested into eternity? 

What remains is to present a third option. This viewpoint is my own and I shall call it Classical Theism. 

In order to understand this option it is good for us to review what was essentially lost in the fall of mankind 

because my argument will be that all of life is oriented towards a recovery of it. God originally created mankind 

to share His likeness and goodness. Adam and Eve were in perfect union with God. In order to remain in this 

perfect united harmony, God equipped them with free will. Adam and Eve originally willed only the good, which 

we know is God Himself. Free will is the ability to will the ultimate goodness of God and to preserve that 

disposition. Human beings in their pre-fall state could do evil only if they failed to exercise their free will to will 

the ultimate good. And that’s exactly what we see happen. Sin entered the world through man’s failure to exercise 

his free will. The ability to know both good and evil, and to will both good and evil, is not an exercise of free will 

but rather a bondage of the will. All human beings since Adam’s fall have been corrupted in their free will and so 

have a powerful inclination to will what they ought not to will, to will their own power or pleasure in preference 

to greater goods. But why did God not intervene and miraculously prevent their disobedience? Why did God not 

keep the first humans from falling into sin by hindering the exercise of their free will? God’s interference would 

have brought about a change in their wills, and as a result their wills would not have been free. In the very moment 

God forced His will upon theirs they would have ceased to be human beings created in God’s image.  

God desires man to freely choose Him. But sin makes this impossible. Our wills are now bound by sin, 

and so we will and do what is good in our own eyes. In order to reunite our fallen wills with His perfect will, and 

at the same time preserve our free will, which is part and parcel of being created in God’s image, God must present 



something to our wills that we ourselves freely perceive as good and pleasing. God does this in two ways: a 

positive way and a negative way. The positive way is the most powerful way. It is the way of the Cross.  

Christ’s suffering and death become a focal point of pure love. God’s pure love poured out on the cross disrupts 

something deep within us. It moves us to long and yearn for something we do not fully understand because of the 

disorder of sin. It is a deep yearning to be united with the God who created us. Saint Augustine said it best when 

He said, “Our hearts are restless until they find their rest in You, O Lord”. God presents to our wills the ultimate 

good in the sacrifice of Christ and we are deeply inspired. In that moment of inspiration, which we would call 

spiritual regeneration, our wills are redirected toward the perfect and ultimate good: God Himself. This is of 

course is all God’s doing. Because left to ourselves we would never willingly turn our wills towards anything 

else.  

The second way God redirects our wills is through evil and suffering. It is the negative way.  The horrible 

examples of evil and suffering in this world show us something about the true nature of man. On a lesser scale, 

our own contribution to evil and suffering show how we are part of the human race. Natural evils like sickness, 

disease, unpredictable natural disasters and decay of old age take away a person’s satisfaction with himself and 

this world. It humbles him, shows him his frailty, makes him reflect on the fleeting nature of temporal goods and 

turn his affections towards other worldly things and away from the things of this world. Moral evils like violence, 

oppression, war and bloodshed have a similar effect in showing us that while we long for a better world, we 

cannot create a heaven on earth. No amount of right government, right action or right behavior will be enough to 

ward off man’s natural propensity to thrive at the expense of another’s demise. Together, natural and moral evil 

lead a person to freely will God’s help. It doesn’t always have this effect, of course, but this is the desired effect.  

Nothing in this thought makes evil less evil. This is not meant to be a justification for evil. Suffering 

remains painful. Violence and greed are still despicable. We still feel the pains of the moment, but now they are 

encircled by an understanding that brings peace and joy. So in an odd sort of way evil and suffering lead us to 

God. It’s not about learning new lessons or behavior modification or becoming a more trustworthy person; it’s 

about bringing us home. In the end, evil and suffering, which we are responsible for God uses to realign our wills 

with His. This is the great paradox of Christianity- we meant it for harm, but God meant it for good. By means of 



our ugliness, God works the beauty of our salvation. And so time and again we hear how the people of the Bible 

rejoiced in their sufferings, how they counted it as a joy to suffer. In fact, St. Paul said He boasted in His. Why? 

For with each instance of suffering, we humbly recognize this world is broken, we are broken, and desire a better 

state. But our minds are unreliable so we learn to think with the Mind of Christ. Our wills are untrustworthy so 

we learn to pray “Thy Will be done”. And every time we combat evil and flee to God, every time we seek to ease 

suffering and show God’s compassion, every time we care for the sick and the less fortunate we are providing a 

foretaste of the world to come, wherein there will be no more pain or suffering or evil. For all of life, with its 

many ups and downs, stops and turns, is a journey homeward towards reunion with God. This is the blessed end: 

to be reunited heart, soul, and will with God Himself. And God uses the positive way of love (to turn our wills 

towards Him) and the negative way of suffering (to turn our wills away from ourselves) to bring this about. For 

His desire is for us and He does what He has to do to ensure that we are not lost eternally to our own notions of 

goodness. Amen.    


