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A number of years ago when our kids were in Jr. High we took them to a Chris Tomlin concert.  At the intermission I went out to buy them a T-shirt.  They didn’t ask for one.  I just assumed it would be a cool dad thing to do.

I bought them each one that was brown with a logo that said, “I Am Not Famous.”  I thought it was great.  I didn’t give much thought to the fact that star on the logo was pink.  The boys did give much thought to that.  They thought boys didn’t wear pink and so rejected my gift.  One of the sizes fit me so I started to wear it.

One time we were flying to Mexico for a vacation and I decided to wear my “I Am Not Famous” brown and pink T-shirt on the flight.  We were in the waiting area, listening for our flight to be called, when I noticed that people were whispering and pointing at me.  It dawned on me that they thought I was famous.  Like I was famous but was wearing the T-shirt to trick people into thinking I wasn’t famous.  

I went to get a snack and I finally looked at one of the whisperers and said, “I’m really not famous.  But I’ll be glad to give you an autograph if you want one.”  They weren’t sure if I was joking or not.  I signed their ticket “Best Wishes: John Denver.”

We have a curiosity, don’t we, about people we have heard about who are out of our reach? We have our ideas about them and we want to know what they are really like.  We want to know if they are like us or would want to be around us.

Our curiosity about God is no different. We want to know what kind of God he is.  We especially want to know if he is great enough to govern this world and if he is good enough to care for us.

Many people have been disturbed by those two questions when they observe the world around them.  There is evil and there are bad things that happen.  And when bad things happen we often doubt God.  You’ve heard the question.  Maybe you’ve asked it yourself: “If God is so great and God is good why is there suffering in the world?  He’s either all-powerful and not good or he is good but not all-powerful.”

According to the Bible he is all-powerful.  The Bible teaches us that God is great.  Isaiah records these words:
Who has measured the waters in the hollow of his hand
    and marked off the heavens with a span,
enclosed the dust of the earth in a measure
    and weighed the mountains in scales
    and the hills in a balance?
Who has measured the Spirit of the Lord,
    or what man shows him his counsel?
Whom did he consult,
    and who made him understand?  
Who taught him the path of justice,
    and taught him knowledge,
    and showed him the way of understanding? Isaiah 40:12-14

In case you don’t know the implied answer is “no one.”  God alone is great.  He is the Creator of all the good there is.  That’s why the Psalmist writes: 

I lift up my eyes to the hills.
    From where does my help come?
 My help comes from the Lord,
    who made heaven and earth.  Psalm 121:1-2

Pagan altars would be found on the hills.  He is declaring that when he looks to the hills he will not find his help there.  He finds it from the Lord who made the heaven and the earth.

It computes that if we believe there is a God who created everything then he is great.  But we want to know that he cares about us.  Pagan gods did not.  Humans were mere playthings to them.  In contrast, the Bible teaches us that God is good. And we’d like to believe that he is.  But it’s the presence of suffering in our world that trips many people up.  It’s as if the presence of pain proves the absence of God’s goodness.

One time when our kids were very small we were hanging out with our friends the Talvities.  Mark and Debbie had two boys the same ages as ours. All four of them were playing in another room when Kristofer came to us and said, “Matthew ate some Tylenol.” We found an almost empty bottle of children’s chewable Tylenol and the smell of grape flavor lacing his lips. He was breaking bad at an early age.

Kris went on to tell us that he had enjoyed a few himself and so did the other boys.  Next thing we knew we had strapped our young druggies in their carseats and were on our way to the emergency room. The doctor had to inflict some pain by taking some blood samples from each child to see how much pain reliever they had in their system.  

The boys didn’t take too kindly to the idea of having a needle stuck in their small veins. Neither did their mother.  She stood over to the side crying.  So being the man in the family I had to hold the boys down while the doctor did his deed. I just held them tight and whispered in their ears, “This is all Mommy’s fault.”

Sometimes a doctor has to lead a patient through pain to bring them to health.  Pain itself does not disprove his love and care.  And neither does its existence in our world disprove God.  The simple fact of the matter is that even if you choose to deny God because of suffering in our world, you still have suffering in our world—your world—that you will have to deal with.  And you will have to deal with it without God.

Some have chosen to do that.  Deists basically try to have it both ways.  They believe there is a God who was involved in creation.  He set up our world, gave it a spin, but then he left it to its own devices. Whatever happens, happens.
The picture of God in the Bible, however, is of a God who is personal and good.  He walked with his humans in the cool of the Garden.  He desires a relationship with them.  And that is perhaps the problem we face with a personal God.  He desires a relationship with us.  And relationships that involve love can be risky.  C.S. Lewis wrote about this when he said:

If a thing is free to be good it is also free to be bad.  And free will is what has made evil possible.  Why, then, did God give them free will? Because free will, though it makes evil possible, is also the only thing that makes possible any love or goodness or joy worth having. A world of automata—of creatures that worked like machines—would hardly be worth creating.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  C.S. Lewis, Mere Christianity (New York: MacMillan Publishing Co., Inc., 1978), 52.] 


There was a movie that depicted what a world of automa would look like.  Stepford Wives was about a neighborhood where the husbands had replaced their flesh and blood wives with robots that looked just like their wives.  Now imagine this husbands: your real wife who could discuss and even argue ideas with you, challenge you at times, want to go to different diners than you…would you want them replaced by a robotic version of herself?  One who would cook your favorite meal, let you watch your favorite shows, schedule your favorite events, laugh at your every joke, and do whatever it took to make you happy.  Would you want that?

The correct answer is “No, Rick, I would not want that.”

What this means is that for a relational God to exist there must be freedom to choose that relationship.  It is one of the ways in which God is good.  The very same person who does not want God to interfere in their day to day life is the one who will in the moment of suffering want God to have interfered in their life at the point of suffering and get angry at him and even deny him because he did not.

You can’t have freedom to choose and only be able to choose good.  For God to set up this world in a way for relationship where people can choose to be involved in his goodness or not he could also not set it up where we can only choose good.

And that’s the problem.  People choose their way instead of God’s.  And because they choose their way evil and suffering exist in our world.  It exists whether you believe there is a God or not.  

Because the Bible tells us about a God that does exist we find that we are not left to deal with suffering alone.  This great God is a good God who became one of us so that he could enter into our suffering with us.  It is in Jesus we see the greatness and goodness of God.  

Jesus understood suffering.  Born in a manger.  Born in poverty. Immigrated to Egypt.  Worked hard as a carpenter. Had no place to lay his head. Was rumored about. Falsely accused. Beaten. Scourged. Hung on a cross.  The Hebrew writer describes Jesus this way: “In the days of his flesh, Jesus offered up prayers and supplications, with loud cries and tears, to him who was able to save him from death, and he was heard because of his reverence. Although he was a son, he learned obedience through what he suffered” (Hebrews 5:7-8). Jesus knew cries and he knew tears.

· He also knew God is great.  “Our Father, the one in the heavens…” he taught us to pray.  
· He knew God is good.  “Hallowed by your name.”  God is above all in greatness and is above all in goodness.  

Because he is he cares about us.  He desires our involvement in his work.  “Your kingdom come, your will be done, on earth as it is in heaven.” Jesus shows us that God’s grand design is that we work with him in this world.  In the good times and in the harsh times.  

The rest of the prayer finds Jesus teaching his disciples to ask God to be involved in their daily lives: Daily bread. Forgiveness. Temptation. Deliverance from evil.  Deliverance from the Evil One.

Jesus was well aware that there is another force in our world.  We would do well to listen to him.  Suffering and evil are a part of our world because there is an enemy who wants you to doubt God.  Part of his strategy to destroy you is to have bad things happen to you.  He uses suffering to make you doubt God.  He makes you think God is not great and God is not good.

It’s a pretty effective strategy, isn’t it?  [BRING JOSH UP HERE]

Jesus, however, models the life of one who does not doubt.  Jesus was prone to retreat to quiet places to spend time with the Father. He practiced his presence when he was not suffering so that when times of hardship came he was ready.

Need an example? Let’s suppose you have been in the desert for forty days. You’ve had nothing to eat. At the end of the forty days someone writes about you, “He was hungry.” Then the Evil One himself appears and tempts you. 

This happened to Jesus. Some would think this attack was at Jesus’ weakest moment. If he were to ever doubt God it would be now. But the reality was it was a poorly executed plan by Satan.  Jesus was at his strongest after having had forty days of solitude with the Father. Without a doubt he believed God was great and good and would care for his needs. He had no interest in what Satan had to offer. His perspective was the perspective of heaven.

The Hebrew writer, in his encouragement to the church that was beginning to experience suffering, gave this exhortation: “let us run with endurance the race that is set before us, looking to Jesus, the founder and perfecter of our faith, who for the joy that was set before him endured the cross, despising the shame, and is seated at the right hand of the throne of God” (Hebrews 12:1b-2).

Jesus endured suffering here because he had a vision of something better that awaited him there. The suffering we experience here is not part of God’s original creation. But Jesus reminds us that God is working things out and will make all things new.  

Today we invite you to believe the same as Jesus did.  Believe that God is involved in and cares about your daily life.  

By the way, I’m really not famous.  But God is.  And I hope you believe he is both great and good.  
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