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Answering the Hard Questions

Dr. John Oakes

Resources:
“The Problem of Suffering”  by C. S. Lewis
Essay:  The Problem of Pain and Suffering.  John Oakes
“Life in the Son” Robert Shank
“Troubling Questions for Calvinists” by F. Lagard Smith
“Is God a Moral Monster?” Paul Copan  Baker Books
Most of the non-theological criticisms posed toward Christianity are relatively easily answered.
A.
The Trinity and Christology.

B.  Predestination/Original Sin.

C.  The Question of Evil.

D.  The Problem of Pain and Suffering.

E.  Violence and Slavery in the Old Testament.

F.  The Problem of Judgment and The Problem of Hell.
Before we look at the hard questions, let us consider the question of world view.  What is the biblical view of the world?  What is it we are defending?

What is a “Worldview”?
Quite simply, one's world view is the perspective one uses to process and interpret information received about the world.  James W. Sire
 put it this way, "A world view is a set of presuppositions (ie. assumptions) which we hold about the basic makeup of our world." 
My criteria for a “good” world view.

A.  It is true.  In other words, this world view is consistent with reality.  It is consistent with what we know to be true based on our own experience.  (It matches what we know about human beings, what we know from science, it works)

B.  It answers satisfactorily the questions people really want answered.

Does a supernatural presence exist and if so what is its nature?

What is the nature of external reality—the world around us?

What is my value as a human being?

What happens to a person at death?  

How do we know what is right and wrong?  

What is my purpose? 

What is the nature of my relationship, with the "prime reality?"
Why is there suffering?

Why is there evil? 
C.  It causes those who hold to it to be better people than they would otherwise have been if they held to competing alternative world views.   

How do we define better?   We can probably use those criteria that most world religions have in common, at least in theory.   

So, what is the Christian world view?  I will attempt to describe it by a series of propositions, each of which will be expanded somewhat, using biblical passages by way of support.

1. The physical world is:    a. real      b. created out of nothing (ex nihilo)    and    c. essentially good.

2.  There exists a parallel unseen spiritual reality which is not limited to or defined by the physical reality.  Human beings have a spiritual aspect to their nature.

3.  The creator of both the physical and spiritual realm is the God who is revealed and who reveals himself in the Bible.

4.  Human beings have both a physical and a spiritual nature, but the spiritual nature is more essential as it is eternal.

5.  God cannot be easily defined but he can be characterized by certain qualities.  God is love, God is just, God is holy, God is omniscient, omnipotent and omnipresent.

6. Although all God’s creation, including the physical world is good, evil does exist.  Such evil is the result of freedom of will given to created beings and their subsequent decision to use that freedom to “sin” (defined as transgressing the will of God).

7.  Because of God’s justice and his holiness, those who choose to rebel against him will ultimately be judged and separated from God for eternity.

8.  The solution to evil and its eternal consequences is provided by God through the atoning substitutionary sacrifice of Jesus Christ.

Christianity offers answers to the big human questions:

· The Problem of Sin (the substitutionary death of Jesus)

· Romans 7:24,25

· The Problem of Suffering (compassion)

· Matthew 9:35-36   

· The Problem of Death

· 1 Corinthians 15:54-56

Now, let us get to our first “Hard Question” of theology
A.    The Trinity.
This was, arguably, the biggest apologetic problem for the church in the first three centuries.
Certainly a problem for the Greeks because they saw God as removed, impassable, unchanging, unaffected by humans.  1 Cor 1:23  Foolishness to the Greeks.
A special problem with Muslims!!!!   We are accused of being polytheists or tritheists.   To the Muslim, the Christian idea of Trinity is a scandal!   Is this true?

Let me be honest here, I believe we as Christians are vulnerable on this front.  Let me share why.
The “Trinity” is not logical!

John 1:1   In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God….   1:14  The Word became flesh and took up residence among us.

To the Greeks, the idea that God would become flesh was outrageous.  Their God was distant, removed, unchangeable, incapable of emotion, etc…

As is the “god” of Islam, Hinduism, etc.

John 1:14  The Word became flesh and tabernacled (feast of booths) among us.

How could this be?

Answer:  This is a mystery!!!!    Do not tempt to rationalize it!!!!

All other religions in the world have us groping toward God and a distant God sending emanations toward us.

 Who reaches out to whom?

Works salvation:  Man reaches out to a distant “god.”   Hinduism, Buddhism, Taoism, Confucianism, Jain, Sikkhism, Islam, etc.

Grace salvation:  God reaches out to man:  (Judaism) Christianity

The Trinity:  God reaches out to us.  

Apologetics of the Trinity:

· Bottom line, the trinity is a mystery.  We cannot defend it as a logical concept.
About the trinity:  “It’s not logical it’s Godgical”     P. Chacon

Christian theology is not always rational, but it is never irrational.

The Trinity, as other aspects of God is a mystery.

· The “apologetics” of the trinity is that God became a man so that he could reach out to us—so that we could know Him.

C. Predestination, Original Sin, Free Will and the Problem of Evil
The criticism:   God cannot both foreknow and be sovereign without predestining our path.   This is in contradiction with the idea of the grace of God. 
Criticism:   The God of the Bible is one who is the cause of or the creator of evil.

Would an infallible god PREORDAIN to have to kill himself in order to appease himself? Would an all-powerful god somehow suffer from a communication problem which compels him to recruit some primitive Jews to write his biography?

But before we get into that, let us look at the qualities of God.

What are the chief qualities of God?

1. Omniscient.

2. Omnipresent.

3. Omnipotent.

4. Sovereign.

5. Love.

6. Holiness.

7. Just.

At first glance, logically, some of these qualities are in rather direct conflict.

How can God have all these qualities fully and simultaneously?   Critics of Christianity say he cannot!

God cannot be fully loving and fully just.
Remember, that to some extent the answer is beyond human understanding:  It is a mystery.

Augustine on evil:

When accordingly it is inquired, whence is evil, it must first be inquired what is evil, which is nothing else than corruption, either of the measure, or the form or the order, that belong to nature.  Nature therefore which has been corrupted, is called evil, for assuredly when incorrupt it is good; but even when corrupt, so far as it is nature, it is good, so far as it is corrupted it is evil.

Sin is not the striving after an evil nature, but the desertion of a better, and so the deed is itself is evil, not the nature which the sinner uses amiss.  For it is evil to use amiss that which is good.

Augustine  a “mystery of iniquity”

About Augustine:  “Evil arises from the corruption of a nature which is essentially good.  What is called evil is good corrupted; if it were not corrupted it would be wholly good; but even when it is corrupted, it is good in so far as it remains a natural thing, and bad only in so far as it is corrupted.”

The key, then, is free will.  But Augustine said “A man’s free will avails for nothing except to sin.”

]

Augustine:  Absolute and total depravity after the Fall.  Free will exists, but it has nothing whatsoever to do with whether or not we are saved.  It operates after we are saved.
Pelagius (AD 354-430)

Affirmed the existence of free will. “Evil is not born with us, and we are procreated without fault.”  Rejected infant baptism. Taught that we become holy through our own effort? 
Thomas Aquinas 1225-1274

Did not accept strict monergism, but agreed that a response of faith and action on our part is required for salvation which is both justification and sanctification.

Thomas Aquinas:

“God, therefore, is the first cause, who moves causes both natural and voluntary.  And just as by moving natural causes He does not prevent their actions from being natural, so by moving voluntary causes He does not deprive their actions of being voluntary; but rather is He the cause of this very thing in them, for He operates ineach thing according to his own nature.”

In other words, Aquinas believed in free will and not a strict monergism.

Thomas Aquinas:  God predestines/foreordains in that he foreknows who will freely choose to be saved.

D.  The Problem of Evil.    If God is good, if God is loving, if everything God created is good and if God is omniscient, omnipotent, omnipresent,…   why is there evil in the world?

Seems like a good question!

Evil is a big problem for every world view!!!   This is not an easy question for any of them to answer.

The Problem of Evil and Christian Apologetics:   What are the alternative views?

Q:   What is evil, biblically?????

Is evil just the absence of good?

Is evil a thing?   (If so, then we have a form of dualism)
Evil is not simply the absence of good (like darkness is the absence of light, because there is no such thing as darkness).  If there is no light, then there is nothing.  Darkness is not a thing.
Did God create evil?  

· Augustine:   When accordingly it is inquired, whence is evil, it must first be inquired what is evil, which is nothing else than corruption, either of the measure, or the form or the order, that belong to nature.  Nature therefore which has been corrupted, is called evil, for assuredly when incorrupt it is good; but even when corrupt, so far as it is nature, it is good, so far as it is corrupted it is evil.

· Sin is not the striving after an evil nature, but the desertion of a better, and so the deed itself is evil, not the nature which the sinner uses amiss.  For it is evil to use amiss that which is good.
· About Augustine:  “Evil arises from the corruption of a nature which is essentially good.  What is called evil is good corrupted; if it were not corrupted it would be wholly good; but even when it is corrupted, it is good in so far as it remains a natural thing, and bad only in so far as it is corrupted.”

· Augustine:   “A man’s free will avails for nothing except to sin.”
Thomas Aquinas:  God therefore, is the first cause, who moves causes both natural and voluntary.  And just as by moving natural causes He does not prevent their actions from being natural, so by moving voluntary causes He does not deprive their actions of being voluntary; but rather is He the cause of this very thing in them, for He operates in each thing according to his own nature.”
In other words, Aquinas believed in free will and not a strict monergism.
The Problem of evil:  Other World Views.
Dualism:  Good and Evil in an unending more or less equal balance

Pantheism:  The physical world is evil.  Evil is being tied down to the physical—it is missing the god-likeness in you.  The physical is evil, but it is also an illusion.  Ultimately, evil is an illusion—it is not real.
This is the response of Hinduism and of Buddhism.
Naturalism:  There is no evil.

Postmodernism:  Evil???   What is that?  The only evil is making judgmental discrimination between truths.
Determinism/Fate   God is the cause of evil.   (Islam, Calvinism)

The Christian solution to “The Problem of Evil.”

Evil is very much real.  It is not an illusion.  Quite indirectly, it is the product of God’s love.  Everything God created is good, but God loved us so much that he loved us and that he gave us a choice.  We chose to abuse what is good, we chose to do evil, we rebelled, and thus evil came into the world.
At first glance, the biblical explanation of evil is a bit confusing and hard to take in.  

But….Remember your alternatives: 
· Predestination/Determinism  God is the cause of evil.

· Deny evil exists

· Physical creation is evil, but you are God, you are perfect and evil is an illusion anyway.
· An unending battle/balance between good and evil.

Q:  What about Satan?
Questions to ask:

1. Who created Satan?

2. Was Satan created evil?

3. Are demons real?        (Islam has jinn, which are evil spirits, created evil)
Jesus talked to demons (Luke 4:33-35).  Apparently he believed they are real.

Jesus talked to Satan (Luke 4:3-12)  Apparently he believed in Satan.

Aside:  Critics of the Bible claim that Satan and the devil are not part of original Judaism and are taken directly from Greek ideas.

This is partially true!!!   A guy with horns and a tail comes from the Greek god Pan.

4.  How did demons become demonic?  Are they “fallen angels?” 
Also note that identifying “Lucifer” in Isaiah 14 with Satan is probably bogus.  Almost certainly this is a reference to Babylon, not the devil.
5.  Does demon possession still happen today?  If not, why not?
6. What is the relationship between demon possession and free will of individuals?

7.  If free will is the explanation of evil, then will we have free will in heaven?

E.  The Problem of Suffering.

THE PROBLEM OF PAIN AND SUFFERING

(and of evil)

I  An apologetic/intellectual problem.    How should I think about this?

II  A human problem.       How should I feel about this? 

I  Pain and Suffering: an apologetic problem.

The argument goes like this:

Agnostic says:    The Christian God is supposed to be completely good and all-powerful.

→  The Christian God is not real.

Given the pain and suffering in the world, this cannot be true.  He could be either:

A.  All-powerful, but certainly not completely good.

Or

B.  Completely good, but certainly not all-powerful.

This is a serious question.  Possibly, this may be the single most common/significant apologetic question.  It is a legitimate question.

We will see, God does not ignore this question.  Not at all!!!

Kinds of suffering, but first we will be asking

a.  Are they God’s “fault?”

b.  Are they bad/evil?       (if not, then the argument above goes away)

Kinds of suffering:

1. Acute pain, broken bones, chronic pain (cancer, etc.), burns, etc.

2. Disease, both acute and chronic.  Cancer, lupus, leprosy, heart disease, malaria, etc.

3. Broken relationships    Emotional devastation.

4. Poverty, hunger, etc.

5. Violence, terrorism, genocide, violent crime, political crimes.

6. Chronic fear.    (point 5. above, rape, natural disasters, failure, etc.)  Living under a totalitarian system.  Deuteronomy 28:65-67.

7. Disappointment, feelings of failure, loss of hope, loss of job.

8.  Death of a loved one, bereavement, mourning.

Many of these we will explain below but, bottom line, there are kinds of suffering that will be extremely difficult to explain for emotional reasons.

Brain cancer of a little child, birth defects, Tsunami, 2004, genocide of the Jews, Pol Pot, etc.

There is a lot of suffering in the world!!

Q:  How can a good God allow these things?

A very serious question:  What is the cause of all this suffering?

Is it a lack of power on God’s part?

Is it because God is not loving and good?

A strong caution here:  There is no simple answer.

A serious question:  Does this prove God is evil, or at least not completely good?

CAUSES OF SUFFERING:

A.  FREE WILL.    Note: the phrase “free will” is not in the Bible.

Deuteronomy 30:15-20 (exp 19-20)  Now choose life.

Joshua 24:15   Choose today…

John 7:17   If anyone chooses to do God’s will…

A loving God gave us a choice.

We were made in God’s image in this sense:  free will.

Would you prefer the alternative?  (not living at all, or being a “robot”?)

Is it better if we did not have freedom to choose good or evil?

Illustration: parents who totally control their kids

Illustration:  cats vs dogs

God wants us to choose to love him.  Is that evil?  You decide.

God is loving enough and powerful enough to give us a choice to love or hate, to do good or to do evil.

God took a huge risk.  Why? Because he loves us.  Parents take the same risk.  Our kids may become career criminals and may totally reject our love.  It is definitely still worth it.

Go back to Adam and Eve.  Their choice led us down a bad path to sin.

B.  HUMAN SIN.
The vast majority of all suffering can be attributed to human choice to sin.

·  addiction, lack of self-control
·  sexual perversion and abuse

·  anger, violence
·  greed

·  pride, arrogance, jealousy, desire for control, power

·  selfishness       (but not all…  AIDS, Tsunami, etc.)

God’s moral law, which cannot be violated, says such sins cause suffering, both to the perpetrator and to the victim of such sin.  This is a law; as inviolable as the law of gravity.

Some reject a God of Justice.  Personally, I do not!

Exodus 20:4-5  “… punishing the children for the father’s sin to the third and fourth generation.”   A biblical principle.

Vs.

Ezekiel 18:19-20    Both are true…

We need to separate in our minds physical suffering and spiritual suffering (eternal judgment)

One punishment for  sin is to watch the consequences of your own sin play out. (David)

Here is the real question:  does the existence of these things prove that God is evil or powerless?

A very important note:

Be extremely careful to use the sin card.   As a general rule, do not tell a suffering person that it is because of their sin, or even the sin of a loved one.

Q:  What book in the Bible has the problem of suffering as its main theme?

(NT:  1 Peter)

AIDS is God’s way of punishing homosexuality.   Do not say that!!!

Do not judge.  Consider Job     

Eliphaz, Bildad and Zophar:  You are suffering because you sinned!!

Job:  not true.  I am righteous.      Who was right?   Neither, but on suffering, Job was right.

His suffering was a test which proved Job and brought glory to God.

Another note about Job:  God never explained to him why he suffered.  Can you live with some ambiguity/without clear answers?  That is part of faith.

C.  NATURAL CAUSES OF SUFFERING.

There are natural physical laws, just as there are natural moral laws.

We can argue with God on this if we like, but his normal way is to establish laws which work and let them run their course.  He created a universe in which galaxies, stars, planets form naturally.  He created laws which created light for the planets, weather to spread around the energy, plate tectonics to recycle nutrients and replenish the atmosphere, etc.

1.  Without plate tectonics, no advanced life on the earth.  Look at mars.  Are earthquakes evil?  

2.  Weather distributes energy almost evenly across the earth, waters the land, etc.  No weather, no storms, no hurricanes.  Are floods and storms evil?

3.  Even diseases.  God made bacteria, fungi, etc. with amazing abilities to recycle all kinds of nutrients.  Without bacteria, we would be dead.   Even genetic mutation is part of God’s plan to cause adaptation and evolution.  Is disease evil?

4.  Much suffering due to “natural causes” is really the result of either human unwisdom (putting it nicely) or greed.  Ex:  Living in a flood plain, destroying the environment, etc.

I want to focus more on suffering, but before I do, remember, there will be kinds of suffering which none of us can ever explain.  Let us not be flippant.  Let us not dismiss with a wave of the hand.  That is definitely not God’s way (as we will see).

ARE THESE THINGS INHERENTLY EVIL?

A. PAIN

Touch burner

Tiny proportion who are born without ability to feel pain

Leprosy

Full stomach

Broken bone

Pain is good

Pain prevents wrong behavior.

This is even true with emotional pain.

B. DEATH

Who said death is evil?

Isaiah 57:2  God takes them away to spare them of evil.

Phil 1:21   For me to live is Christ, to die is gain.

Death is not (inherently) evil, because it is not the end.  Atheist: in view of death, life is futile.  Truth:  Death makes life precious, including suffering.

C. SUFFERING   (most) suffering is not evil.

1.  Psalm 30:5  Weeping may endure for the night.  No suffering = no joy.



ex.:  being hungry makes food taste good.



Is joy joy without suffering?

2. John 9:1-3  Who sinned, this man or his parents?...  that the work of God might be displayed.     To give glory to God.

Q:   How many of you became Christians,  at least partly, because of some sort of trial and suffering God caused you to go through

3. Romans 8:28  (Virtually) all evil can be used by God, ultimately, for good. (but this does not make evil good!!)

4. Romans 5:3  suffering →  character, hope    James 1:2-3  trials  →  lack nothing spiritually.    Suffering is a principle way we become like Christ.  Even the world recognizes this.

5.  Suffering is the natural result of doing good.  1 Peter 2:20-22, 2 Tim 3:12.

6. Coll 1:24-29  share in Christ’s suffering (so that others might come to Christ)  Luke 9:23  In suffering we share with Jesus.  Phil 3:10.

1 Pet 4:12-17   I Pet 4:1-2.

7. Same on a human level.  Through shared suffering, we have close relationships.   No atheists in foxholes.  Also, life-long friendships forged there.

Part II   Suffering: a human problem.

Our response to suffering depends on our world-view.

Hindu, Buddhist, Stoic.   This world is an illusion (maya).  Suffering is an illusion.  Avoid suffering by escaping from this world.   This will explain a lot about those societies.
Buddhism:  The goal is dispassion.  The cause of suffering is desire.
Muslim.   Fate.  It is God’s will.  There is nothing I can or should do about it.

Inshallah

Atheism.   USSR 20 million.  China  30 million  Pol Pot 2 million    The individual does not matter, so suffering is not important.

Christian:   This world is very real and God cares about suffering.   Micah 6:8           James 1:27       Compassion

The Christian Response:  Compassion

Jeremiah 22:15-16  Does it make you a king to have more and more cedar?  Did not your father have food and drink?  He did what was right and just, so all went well with him.  He defended the cause of the poor and needy, and so all went well.  Is that not what it means to know me?  Declares the Lord.

Note:  not just helping them, but defending their cause.

James 1:27     Religion that God our Father accepts as pure and faultless is this:  to look after orphans and widows in their distress and to keep oneself from being polluted by the world.

For us:  Single moms and old people

Prov 14:31  He who oppresses the poor shows contempt for their Maker, but whoever is kind to the needy honors God.   

Not just helping, but being kind.  Treating them as people, not just as a problem to be addressed.  

Social Justice.

“The world is a dangerous place, not because of those who do evil, but because of those who look on and do nothing.”

-Albert Einstein
Isaiah 58:6-7   Is not this the kind of fasting I have chosen: to loose the chains of injustice and untie the cords of the yoke, to set the oppressed free and break every yoke?

Illustration:

Julian “the apostate.”   (332-363) Reviving pagan religion

“Atheism (i.e. Christian faith) has been specially advanced through the loving service rendered to strangers, and through their care for the burial of

the dead. It is a scandal that there is not a single Jew who is a beggar, and that the godless Galileans care not only for their own poor but for ours as well; while those who belong to us look in vain for the help that we should render them.”
Suffering is a very emotional thing.  It is OK to hurt over things.  Look at these men of God:

Surely suffering is problematic for you.  If not, you are not real with your emotions.

God understands:

Hab 1:2-4   How long, O Lord, must I call for help, but you do not listen.

Jeremiah 12:1    I would speak with you about your justice.

Even Jesus!  My God, My God, why have you forsaken me?

               God, if there is any way you can take this cup from me…

God is not defensive about this.  He understands this.  So should we!  These are real issues!

Believe it or not, God can relate.  That is part of why Jesus came.

2 Cor 5:17     Heb 2:17-18     Heb 4:15

Here is the question:   What is your response to suffering?

What am I willing to do about suffering?

Am I making a difference?

Am I part of the solution?

If you want to know God’s response to suffering, look at Jesus!!!  John 11:35  Matthew 23:37  O Jerusalem, Jerusalem, you who kill the prophets and stone those sent to you, how often I have longed to gather your children together, as a hen gathers her chicks under her wings, but you were not willing.

Let’s work of physical suffering, but emotional suffering is far more devastating.

What not to do:

1.  Teach people to avoid suffering.

2. Tell people suffering is good for them.

3. Tell people (only) to pray about it.

4. Tell people it is their fault. (Job)

What to do:

Like Job, live with integrity despite your own suffering.

Empathy.  Our suffering will allow us to help others come to Christ, and to alleviate suffering in general.

People do not want answers, they want understanding/empathy.

Let us alleviate suffering, not because it is evil, but because that is the heart of God.

Final passage:

Matt 9:36-38    Compassion
The best thing we can do to prevent suffering:  Help  someone to become a Christian.
F.  The problem of violence and slavery in the OT

First of all, it is not completely clear that this is a problem of theology, but it certainly is related to the problem of evil.

Claim of the skeptic:

The God of the Old Testament is a sadistic ethnic cleanser.


We have to admit that, on some level, this seems to be a fair charge.

Ex:  1 Samuel 15:2-3   “This is what the Lord of Hosts says: ‘I witnessed what the Amelekites did to the Israelites when they opposed them along the way as they were coming out of Egypt.  Now, go and attach the Amelekites, and completely destroy everything they have.  Do not spare them.  Kill men and women, children and infants, oxen and sheep, camels and donkeys.’”

That is tough stuff!

A few points on the subject:

1. If you are not bothered by this on some level, I am worried about you!

2. The argument assumes that physical death is bad/evil.  This is a false assumption.  Sin is evil but death is not.  Death is a transition, hopefully, to something better.

3. This is the Creator talking here.  Like the father said to his kid:  I brought you into the world, and I can take you out!  God has every right to do as he wills.

4.  God has a perfect right to judge.

5. There is the issue of the religion of the Amelekites.  Sacrificing of children, worshipping gods by having sex with a prostitute in the temple, etc.

6. The situation for the children in this situation was hopeless.

7.  In the case of Amelek and other Canaanites, both God’s love and his justice demanded 

     that something be done.

8.  Either God was going to create a nation or he was not.   If God is going to have a “people,” then such people must have a physical land and must have an army. 


a. God’s plan is to choose a man, then a nation, through whom to send a savior.


    God’s plan to bless humanity through Jesus trumps all else.


b. It is sinful to take the life of another in anger, out of greed or selfishness, but it 

                is not necessarily sinful to take a life in war.

9.  Everything God did to Israel as a nation was to limit their ability to wage war.


a. No authority to establish an empire.


b. No standing army.


c. No cruelty, no abuse, no rape

On slavery:

Some of the same points apply.

1. First, let us acknowledge that, on some level, God legislating slavery is troubling.

2. God accommodated rather than approved slavery.

3. All of God’s regulations with regard to slavery were to limit it. (Eph 6:9)


a. Slaves could not be bought and sold.


b. Humane treatment. Deuteronomy 23:15, Leviticus 25:14


c. All slaves were eventually given their freedom at the Jubilee year.

4. God is not concerned with physical slavery nearly so much as spiritual slavery.

5. Nevertheless, Paul asked Philemon to free his slave Onesimus in an inspired passage.

6. William Wilberforce.  It was Christian influence which ended the slave trade world 

    wide.

A more open question:  Is the God of the OT good?

Dawkins, Hitchens and Harris are the “three horsemen” of the New Atheists

Dawkins:   “The God Delusion”

God is a “moral monster.”    (and thus Paul Copan’s book)

God’s command to Abraham to offer his son is “disgraceful”  and “tantamount to child abuse and bullying.”

This is a rather shallow critique, but to those uninitiated in the Bible, it sounds quite convincing.  

Christopher Hitchens:  “God is not Great”

“The nightmare of the Old Testament”    The Canaanites were “pitilessly driven out of their homes to make room for the ungrateful and mutinous children of Israel.”    “ OT includes warrant for trafficking in humans, for ethnic cleansing, for slavery, for bride-price, and for indiscriminate massacre, but we are not bound by it because it was put together by crude, uncultured human animals.”
Sam Harris:    “Letter to a Christian Nation.”

“If the Bible is true, then we should be stoning people to death for heresy, adultery, homosexuality, worshipping graven images and other imaginary crimes.”

“The End of Faith”   Consistent Christian parents ought to stone his son or daughter if she comes home from a yoga class a devotee of Krishna.

How do we respond to these things?

1. They are an exaggeration which fails to take into account the actuality on the ground.

2. They fail to take into account that the Law of Moses was intended to be a temporary measure, accommodated to the conditions on the ground, to be replaced by the Law of Christ.

Q:   Does the Bible encourage:

1. Slavery.

2. Warfare and genocide in the name of God.

3. Treatment of women as inferior to men.
What about God being jealous?  Is God a petty deity?
No.  God’s “jealousy” is of a lover who longs for the good of the one he loves.

Jealousy which comes out of self-interest is not godly jealousy.  It is sinful.

“You can’t leave me.  I won’t let you!”

Hosea is a great example.   God knows that if we go after other lovers we will reap destruction.   He is jealous for our self-interest, not his.
It is like a husband who sees his wife drawn emotionally to another man.  This will destroy the marriage.

Israel’s behavior on Mt. Sinai would be like a wife committing adultery with another man on her honeymoon.

God’s relationship with us is like a spousal intimacy.

Copan:    “A marriage without the possibility of jealous when the relationship is threatened by an intruder is not much of a marriage.”

Ezek 6:9   How I have been hurt by their adulterous heats which turned away from me and by their eyes which played the harlot after their idols.

Genesis 6:6   The Lord was grieved…. And his heart was filled with pain.
This is a great God!!!

C.S. Lewis warns against “chronological snobbery.”    The “uncritical acceptance of the intellectual climate common to our age and the assumption that whatever has gone out of date is on that count discredited.”
Genesis 1-2 established God, us, and our relationship with God.

Right away we see God’s desire for marriage, yet he accommodated the Jews.

Matthew 19:3-9    From the beginning (Genesis 2) God wanted it this way, but “because your hearts were hard” he accommodated divorce, but with a certificate (so that the woman would not be abused or accused)

But God accommodated to the culture, the time and the situation of Israel in the Near East 1400 BC.

Galatians 3:24    The Mosaic law was a “tutor” to bring us to something better.

Even now—even in the NT, God makes provision for slavery, but can anyone believe the God of the Bible approves of slavery?   NO!!!!

H.  The Problem of Heaven.

1.  How can we be joyful in heaven knowing that others are in hell?

2.  If there is no suffering in heaven, how can there be so much joy?

3.  Will there be free will in heaven?   How will that work?

Summary:
All the hard questions have reasonable answers
The Christian World View is the only one which comes even close to answering these questions.
But…  Do not forget the role of faith.  Faith is belief in things unseen…. Even the answers to hard questions!!!
The trinity is a mystery.  God’s love is not rational, and neither is our relationship with him.
� James W. Sire, TheUniverse Next Door (InterVarsity Press, 1997)





