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BIBLICAL-THEOLOGICAL PILLARS 
NEEDED TO SUPPORT FAITHFUL CHRISTIAN 

REFLECTION ON SUFFERING AND EVIL 

D. A. CARSON

If you live long enough, you will suffer. You will contract cancer 
or Alzheimer's or both. Or you will be hit by a bus. You may lose 
your job or your spouse or a child, perhaps through a miscarriage. 
All you have to do is live long enough. The only alternative is not 
living long enough, which usually means you are making other 
people suffer. The forms of suffering are extraordinarily diverse: 
wretched diseases like cancer, Huntington's Chorea, MS, typhoid, 
meningitis, severe spina bifida, AIDS; suffering from violence, 
shootings, war, cruelty, torture; from nature-so-called cat-5 
hurricanes, tsunamis, earthquakes, tornadoes, fires; the increasing 
decrepitude of age-the pain of arthritis, the despair of dementia; 
suffering and persecution that arise because we are Christians. Every 
worldview faces questions arising from the diverse suffering that 
people face; these are not questions that only Christians must 
confront. They are questions that arise simply because we are human 
beings and we live in a world that delivers a great deal of pain.

Of course, the Bible itself raises many questions regarding 
suffering and evil. Many psalms, for example, breathe near-despair, 
chief among them Ps 88. Or consider Jeremiah: not for nothing is he 
labeled the weeping prophet. He is not at all sure that God has dealt 
with him quite fairly. We cannot forget Job, of course, and 
Habakkuk, who understands how God could use a nation to chastise 
another nation, but finds it utterly mystifying that God could use a 
more wicked nation to chastise what seems to be a less wicked 
nation. The book of Revelation depicts saints under the throne, 
crying, "How long. Sovereign Lord?" (6:10).

I hasten to make clear the aim of this essay. It is less about 
guidelines for helping people going through such suffering (though I 
will drop a few hints toward the end) than an outline of biblical- 
theological pillars needed to support faithful Christian reflection on 
suffering and evil.1 One might properly view this as a kind of
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prophylactic medicine. These are the things we should think about 
before the evil day comes, the theological structures that should be a 
part of our mental architecture before we are called upon to suffer. 
Here are six pillars to hammer deeply into the soil of our thinking, 
pillars that together support a God-centered, biblically-driven 
framework that Christians need when the inevitable days of 
suffering dawn.
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I. INSIGHTS FROM THE BEGINNING 
OF THE BIBEE'S STORYLINE

The Bible insists that when God made everything, he made 
everything good-indeed, very good (Gen 1:25, 51). Moreover, the 
Bible insists that the created order is different from God. God made 
everything: this doctrine of creation, deeply embedded in Scripture, 
establishes our fundamental obligation to God, the basis of our 
accountability to God. He made us; we owe him everything, 
beginning with our very existence. He designed US for his own glory, 
for our good, and he knows what is best. To act, not as his unique 
image-bearers should. Joyfully in line with his good purposes, but 
selfishly, as if we are self-created and self-determining, is not only 
stupid, but viciously evil.

Thus we come to the fall. Genesis 3 is crucial for our 
understanding of what is wrong with the world-that is, for our 
understanding of the nature and origin of suffering and evil. This is 
not going to be the same as the outlook found in philosophical 
naturalism, where, strictly speaking, it is difficult to speak of evil in 
any sort of transcendent sense, because at the end of the day what 
happens is nothing more than quarks with half-lives in nanoseconds 
banging into each other, and the statistical probability of quantum 
bits of energy doing this as opposed to that. The biblical picture is 
also different from the various kinds of ontological dualism. Think of 
"the Force" in Star Wars. It seems to be pretty neutral until you 
decide to opt for the good side or the dark side of it. The Bible does 
not conjure up a sovereign God and a sovereign devil, both 
sovereigns biting against other and neither ab.solute. From the Bible's 
perspective, suffering and evil are bound up with our sin and the 
curse of God that our sin has attracted. Directly or indirectly, things 
track back to the fall.

On the whole, then, the Bible expresses surprise not that we 
suffer, but that we are not wiped out. God is a consuming fire (Deut 
4:24). It is of the Lord's mercy that we are not consumed (Lam 3:23). 
Romans makes it clear that the fundamental reason why the final 
judgment has not yet fallen on this damned world is the Lord's 
forbearance (Rom 2:4).

Modern Criticism of Religion," Evangelical Review of leology 40 (2016): 247-63. Both 
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That is entirely alien to the way most of US think about suffering 
and evil. While we're saying, "Why me?," many parts of the Bible 
are saying, "You really deserve to go to hell." To put it another way, 
in much of the Bible what provokes wondering reflection is not 
human suffering, but God's grace.

A remarkable passage that gets this point across in a telling way 
is Luke 13:1-5:

Now there were some present at that time who told lesus about the 
Galileans whose blood Pilate had mixed with their sacrifices. lesus 
answered, "Do you think that these Galileans were worse sinners 
than all the other Galileans because they suffered this way? I tell 
you, no! But unless you repent, you too will all perish. Or those 
eighteen who died when the tower in Siloam fell on them —do you 
think they were more guilty than all the others living in Jerusalem?
I tell you, no! But unless you repent, you too will all perish."2 

Placing the two stories back to back makes them doubly interesting. 
In the one story, suffering comes about because a wicked man-that 
is, Pilate-has attacked people in their temple worship, mixing their 
blood with the blood of the animals that were being offered. In other 
words, this suffering is the direct result of a wicked person. But the 
other suffering is what we often call an act of nature or, in some 
insurance documents, "an act of God"-specifically, a tower falls 
and it kills eighteen people. Nobody blew it up. Nobody flew a plane 
into it. It just happened.

In both cases, Jesus is concerned that people do not draw the 
wrong inference. In both cases, Jesus teaches, we must not conclude 
that those who were killed were more wicked than people who were 
not killed, even though those who were not killed might well have 
been offering sacrifices or standing under the tower. Equally 
important, Jesus does not take the next step that our generation 
would almost certainly adopt and say, "Those who died were just as 
good as the rest of you." Rather, what he says is precisely the 
opposite: "You all deserve the same thing and unless you repent you 
will all perish." So this violence and this accident, like all violence 
and accidents, are merely a foretaste of the universal suffering that is 
brought about on the last day. And we all deserve it.

These are insights from the beginning of the Bible's story line. 
The first pillar —the accumulated insights frojn the beginning of the 
Bible's storyline —cannot address all our questions. It is, after all, 
only one of six pillars. But it does orientate US toward the recognition 
that in the light of the creation and the fall we human beings deserve 
condemnation, and that what is fundamentally surprising in biblical 
terms is not that there is suffering and evil, but that by God's grace 
we are not utterly condemned.

2All scriptural citations are from the New International Version.
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Ji. INSIGHTS FROM THE END OF 
THE BIBLE'S STORYLINE

Eschatology teaches US what happens at the end, with the 
coming of a new heaven and a new earth to be cherished, and a hell 
to be feared. I suspect we do not think enough about either today.

One reason we don't think enough about the new heaven and 
the new earth is that we haven't spent enough time on the biblical 
passages that depict this vision, passages that are in fact exceedingly 
diverse. If I were to mention heaven casually, I suspect that many 
would instantly call to mind one of those silly little line diagrams in 
which heaven is represented by somebody wearing a white 
nightgown, sitting on a puffy cloud and playing a harp. This cartoon 
image is a wretched betrayal of what we should be imagining when 
we conjure up the new heaven and the new earth, the home of 
righteousness, a place of praise, of the Ilisio del ("the vision of God" - 
"they will see my face"), a place of work-hard W0rk-"Y0U have 
been faithful with few things; I will put you in charge of many 
things" (Matt 25:21, 23). This latter image, drawn from the parable of 
the "talents" (Matt 25:14-30; better, the parable of the bags of gold, as 
the 2011 NIV puts it), finds God saying, in effect, "All you've done is 
multiply five bags of gold. You've doubled 50 million dollars, 
turning it into 100 million dollars-small potatoes. Now I'm going to 
give you a real job." Negatively, there will be no more death, no 
more decay, no more sorrow, no more tears, no more jealousy, no 
more hate, no more lust, no more war, no more fear, no more crying; 
positively, we will love God with all our heart and soul and mind 
and strength, and we will love our neighbors as ourselves. Isn't that 
a vision worth pursuing with panting zeal? As for hell, it is regularly 
displayed as a place of torment —not something you can easily excise 
from the Bible when the one who speaks about it the most is the 
Lord Jesus himself. Read the end of Rev 20:10 if you need to be 
convinced that there is conscious, on-going, eternal torment; read 
Rev 14:17-20 and take in truly horrific images.

What must we learn from all these depictions of the end? For 
one thing, there is no utopia here and now. As I write these words, 
we are in the midst of the silly political season again. Politicians on 
all sides stridently advance their ideas, presenting them in such a 
way as to suggest, "Provided you follow my policies, we will have 
peace on earth, justice in the country, and national prosperity. The 
rising tide will lift all boats, there will be justice and order, racism 
will die, peace both at home and abroad will prevail, and poverty 
will be abolished." Do not misunderstand me. Not for a moment am 
I suggesting that there is no difference between better policies and 
worse policies. Nor am I suggesting that Christians shouldn't enter 
into politics. But Christians who enter into politics should never for a 
moment give the false impression that if we follow their policies
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utopia will thereby be introduced. Clearly, some policies are better 
than others. But we are slow to learn that there is no utopia here.

In 1989, Francis Fukuyama wrote an essay called "The End of 
History." He turned it into a book in 1992.3 His argument was quite 
simple. With the fall of the Berlin wall and the demise of the Soviet 
Empire, history as we know it is coming to an end. History is 
marked by major conflicts, political conflagrations, wars, massive 
cultural and military struggles. But if the USSR has been taken off 
the board, surely we are in the process of dissolving the tensions 
between capitalism and communism, between the US and the USSR, 
between democracy and authoritarianism. For the next three 
hundred years or so, there may be skirmishes, small level conflicts, 
but at the end of the day history will no longer be about conflict and 
war because democracy will gradually take over and there will be 
peace. So we have come to "the end of history."

When I read the book I thought to myself that either Fukuyama 
is right or Jesus is right, but they both can't be right. Jesus says that 
there will be wars and rumors of wars, but they should not dismay 
us: they are expected and the end is not yet (Matt 24:6). The ultimate 
problem is not economic and social systems, but the human heart. In 
the light of conflicts that have grown up in the last two decades, in 
the light of a re-assertive Russia, the rising power of China, the 
growth of militant Islam, and the continuing military expenditures 
in the US, does anyone today think that Fukuyama's 1992 thesis is 
right?

But we Christians are required to contemplate our futures 
beyond the political horizon, to think about life beyond death, on an 
eternal scale. How must that perspective change our valuations of 
suffering and evil in this life? "Do not store up for yourself treasures 
on earth, where moth and rust destroy, and where thieves break in 
and steal. But store up for yourself treasures in heaven, where 
neither moth nor rust destroys and where thieves do not break in 
and steal" (Matt 6:19-20). Why? Because, Jesus says, "where your 
treasure is there your heart will be also" (6:21). Observe carefully: 
Jesus's statement is not an exhortation to watch your hearts, so you'll 
pursue the most important treasure. There are passages that make 
that point (e.g., Prov 4:25), but this is not one of them. Rather we are 
to choose the right treasure, because the treasure will tug at our 
heart. What you value most is what you will fantasize over, what 
you will think about, what you will put money and time and energy 
into. And Jesus says that our treasure, our ultimate treasure, must be 
in heaven.

That is why the apostle can say, "I consider that our present 
sufferings are not worth comparing with the glory that will be 
revealed in US״ (Rom 8:18). That's also why Jesus can insist, "What 
good will it be for someone to gain the whole world, yet forfeit their

3Francis Fukuyama, The End of History and the Last Man (New York: Free Press,
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soul? Or what can anyone give in exchange for their soul?" (Matt 
16:26). In fact, even disasters such as earthquakes, the Bible can view 
as the mere beginning of sorrows (Luke 21:9). Often the large-scale 
disasters disturb US in our generation because they challenge our 
desire for stability, our expectation that the status quo should be 
preserved. That's why the tsunami that hit Japan made worldwide 
headlines, even though in terms of death toll, the equivalent of three 
tsunamis hit Africa every year in conjunction with the AIDS crisis, 
famine, and tribal strife. But we are not all that upset about those 
things because they are perceived to be part of the status quo.

Some years ago I read the little essay by c. s. Lewis, "Learning 
in War-Time." Doubtless you will recall that during WWI Lewis 
fought in the trenches. When his unit was wiped out, he was 
providentially spared. So when WWII broke out a bare twenty years 
later, the chaplain of the university chapel in Oxford, somewhat at a 
loss as to what to say, asked Lewis to speak. (Lewis was already 
known as an apologist for the Christian cause.) The place was 
packed out that Sunday evening as Lewis climbed into the pulpit. He 
began:

A university is a society for the pursuit of learning. As students, 
you will be expected to make yourselves, or to start making 
yourselves, into what the Middle Ages called clerks: into 
philosophers, scientists, scholars, critics, or historians. And at first 
sight, this seems to be an odd thing to do during a great war. What 
is the use of beginning a task which we have so little chance of 
finishing? Or, even if we ourselves should happen not to be 
interrupted by death or military service, why should we-indeed 
how can we-continue to take an interest in these placid 
occupations when the lives of our friends and the liberties of 
Europe are in the balance? Is it not like fiddling while Rome 
burns ?4

As already evident in these opening remarks, Lewis is responding to 
the sense among students that intellectual pursuit somehow loses its 
meaning when compared to the state of the war-time world. You 
will not be surprised that Lewis goes on to provide a reason why 
such intellectual pursuits not only can but must continue.

For our purposes, what is more interesting is how Lewis 
understands the weight of the war in comparison to the teaching of 
Christianity, whereby the questions that confront US persist even in 
peace-time. To the Christian, says Lewis, "־the true tragedy of Nero" 
is not that someone fiddles while the city burns, but that he fiddles 
while the city is "on the brink of hell," that "crude monosyllable" 
that modern "prudence" tries to cover up. Despite our modern 
sensibilities, says Lewis, teaching on heaven and hell is the teaching 
of Christ and his church: "If we do not believe them, our presence in

4c. s. Lewis, "Learning in War-Time," in The Weight of Glory and Other Addresses 
(New York: Touchstone, 1996), 41.
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this church is great tomfoolery." On the other hand, once we accept 
them, we also realize how war-torn Europe is insignificant in 
comparison to the message of the gospel. "Every Christian who 
comes to university," says Lewis, "must at all times face a question 
compared with which the questions raised by the war are relatively 
unimportant." He continues:

He must ask himself how it is right, or even psychologically 
possible, for creatures who are every moment advancing either to 
heaven or to hell, to spend any fraction of the little time allowed 
them in this world on such comparative trivialities as literature or 
art, mathematics or biology. If human culture can stand up to that, 
it can stand up to anything. To admit that we can retain our interest 
in learning under the shadow of these eternal issues, but not under 
the shadow of a European war, would be to admit that our ears are 
closed to the voice of reason and very wide open to the voice of our 
nerves and our mass emotions٠5

My second point has primarily focused on the false hope of 
political and social ideologies, grand illusions of the "progress" of 
history that hope in their own systems that do not take seriously 
enough the consequences of sin in the world or the coming judgment 
of our Lord and Savior. But the same issues of eternity apply to our 
individual lives no less than in our cultural vision. Our inability to 
confront death, to "let go" of this earthly life, and to embrace our 
future life with Christ is not fundamentally different from our 
misplaced confidence in building a better world.

This second pillar, then-the accumulated insights from the end 
of the Bible's storyline-cannot address all our questions. It is, after 
all, only one of six pillars, but it does orientate US to the recognition 
that Christians must live their lives now, and make their valuations 
of life now, in the light of eternity. The church is in the business of 
preparing people to die; the church is in the business of training 
people to await Christ's return.

III. INSIGHTS FROM THE PLACE OF 
INNOCENT SUITERING

The starkest biblical treatment of innocent suffering, of course, 
apart from the sufferings of the Messiah himself, is the book of Job. I 
shall restrict my comments to the direction of the argument. In Job 1 
and 2, our protagonist does not know that God has a bet with Satan. 
God says, "Have you considered my servant Job? There is no one on 
earth like him; he is blameless and upright, a man who fears God 
and shuns evil" (1:8).

And Satan says, in effect, "Oh yeah. He knows which side his 
bread is buttered on. 'But now stretch out your hand and strike

Ibid., 42.
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everything he has, and he will surely curse you to your face'" (1:11). 
God grants Satan's request. Bands of marauding Sabeans and 
Chaldeans attack, the cattle and the sheep and the herds of donkeys 
are all taken away or struck by lightning. A violent storm tears apart 
the oldest son's house, the very place where Job's ten children are 
having a party, the house collapses and all ten of Job's children are 
killed. In scarcely imaginable distress. Job tears his clothes, shaves 
his head, and falls to the ground in worship. "Naked I came from my 
mother's womb," he declares, "and naked I will depart. The LORD 
gave and the LORD has taken away; may the name of the LORD be 
praised" (1:21). The author quietly comments, "In all this. Job did not 
sin by charging God with wrongdoing" (1:22).

Satan is not impressed. "Skin for skin!" he replies. "A man will 
give all he has for his own life. But now stretch out your hand and 
strike his flesh and bones, and he will surely curse you to your face" 
(2:4-5). The Lord grants Satan's request with the caveat that Job's life 
must be spared. Pretty soon Job is sitting on an ash pit, scraping his 
scabs with broken pottery. Aflame with her own agony and despair, 
his wife says, "Curse God and die!" (2:9). Job replies, "You are 
talking like a foolish woman. Shall we accept good from God, and 
not trouble?" (2:10). The author comments, "In all this. Job did not 
sin in what he said" (2:10).

That's the background. Job does not know what is at stake at the 
cosmic level. He is simply hurting, the quintessential example of 
innocent suffering.

And then the three miserable comforters fly in. They do one wise 
thing: they shut up for the first week. Then the theological drama 
begins. The debate runs from ch. 3 to ch. 31. Eliphaz the Temanite, 
Bildad the Shuhite, and Zophar the Naamathite take their turns 
speaking, with Job replying to each. We might summarize their 
complex arguments rather simply. After Job bemoans his sad state 
and wishes he had never been born (ch. 3), the arguments of the 
three "comforters" run along the following lines:

"Job, do you believe that God is sovereign?"
،،Yes.”
"Do you believe that God is good?"
،،Yes.״
،،So if God ־is sovereign and God is good and he's clobbering \)0U, xohat 
d-0es that sa١, abont mho י are ؟״
"Well, I know that God is sovereign and I know that God is good. 
'Mortals, born ofwoman, are offew days and full of trouble' (14:1). But I 
must add that I really don't deseuce tiris."
"Job, do you hear what you are saying? You are insinuating that God is 
doing something unjust. You just said that God is good. If God is 
sovereign and God is good, then he is not unjust. Therefore, an^ judgment 
he makes against you must bejust; wouldn't you say?"
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"Well, 1 agree that God Is just, but I still Laue to sap that mdmat 1'ur 
sufferlug Isu't really, pou knoio, ٩ulte ؛air. I'd really like to baue a chat 
mith God, but he's hiding hisfacefroru ume. He mcon't amismcem me. He Is all 
powerful, and I'm just a worm in comparison. Hozo can I possibly respond 
to In? But I luslst drat I dou't deserve drls saffcrlug.”

The debate escalates until Job says conflicting things. On the one 
hand, he says, both humbly and movingly, "Though he slay me, yet 
will I hope in him" (13:15); and on the other hand, he is convinced 
that God has wronged him (19:6) and denied him justice (27:2). 
Eventually, the three friends shut up because they can't bring him to 
any sort of public repentance. But before doing so, they accuse Job of 
merely having forgotten all the sins that he has committed, sins that 
God has not forgotten. They say, in effect.

If pou just repent of time sins drat pou've forgotten — the sins that י must 
have committed for God to bring on this judgment - if you simply repent 
and tell God you're sorry, then God ivill take away all the suffering, (ch.
22)

Job replies, in effect.

How can I possibly repent of something that I don't know that I've done?
Tbat roould be a kind of lie-a kind of criticism of God. It mould be a 
manipulative map of saping, "I must haue sinned !though I dont drink I 
have). Therefore; I must repent (though I don't think I need to), in order to 
get some blessings out ofpou,.״ Tiraisfundameutaltp dislmonest.

Eventually, Job appears in several immensely moving chapters 
defending his own integrity (27-31). The friends are silenced. Then 
Elihu speaks (32-37). Although scholars debate the significance of 
his contribution, Elihu makes two important points: first, he rightly 
blames the friends for not being able to answer Job effectively. In 
that sense, he sides with God at the end. And second, he blames Job 
for being so critical of God-not for having sinned in the first place, 
but for setting himself up as if he can answer God. And that sets the 
stage for God himself to answer in chs. 38 and 39.

In two chapters of wondrous theological poetry, God is 
presented in his utter uniqueness and transcendence over creation. 
Through a series of rhetorical questions, God in effect says, "Job, 
have you ever designed a snowflake? Were you around when I cast 
Orion to the heavens? How are you at designing the ostrich. Job?" 
Job responds in the only appropriate way: "I am unworthy-how 
can I reply to you? I put my hand over my mouth. I spoke once, but I 
have no answer-twice, but I will say no more" (40:4-5). Apparently 
he has learned some lessons in humility. God responds to Job a 
second time "out of the whirlwind" with another round of 
questioning, calling Job to "stand up on your feet like a man" and be 
ready to respond (40:6-41:34). Finally we reach ch. 42, where Job, in 
moving language repents (42:2-6).
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Now it is important for the understanding of the entire book to 
grasp that Job is not repenting of some alleged prior sins that 
brought about this disaster. What he is repenting of, rather, is his 
protestations of righteousness so strongly voiced that they look like 
criticisms of God. He perceives that he should have more quickly 
come to the place where he recognized there are things he doesn't 
understand, and his obligation is to trust God even when he doesn't 
understand.

The book of Job teaches US that there are limits to our 
knowledge. And sometimes God is more interested in our trust in 
him than in providing more explanations. At some deep level, we 
must recognize that omniscience is an incommunicable attribute of 
God. To act as if we have both the capacity and the right to know 
everything we want to know approaches blasphemy: we are not 
God.

Of course, this third pillar-the accumulated insights from 
reflection on Job and the challenge of innocent suffering-like the 
first two, cannot address all our questions about suffering and evil. It 
is, after all, only one of six pillars. Yet by driving US to recognize the 
severe limitations of our understanding, especially in comparison to 
God's incomprehensible glory and righteousness, this pillar suggests 
that God wants our trust even more than our understanding. Indeed, 
knowing that truth is a,significant part of what we should know about 
God, grounded in what he has (and has not) revealed about himself. 
And that prepares US for the next pillar.

IV. INSIGHTS FROM THE MYSTERY OF PROVIDENCE

With the fourth pillar, we shall take one small but important step 
beyond recognizing the limitations of our knowledge (the third 
pillar) to the consideration of certain attributes of God that invite US 

to admit what we do not know. It is important to grasp how these 
attributes of God do and do not function in our lives. While we shall 
soon trip over what we do not know, at this point our ignorance is 
constrained by something of what we should know. In brief: we now 
consider the mystery of providence, and think through some of the 
attributes of God that he has disclosed, and how they should 
function in our lives.

I begin with two propositions. First, in the Bible, God is 
absolutely and unqualifiedly sovereign, but his sovereignty never 
functions in such a way as to mitigate human responsibility. Second, 
human beings are morally responsible creatures. By morally 
responsible creatures, I mean that they are creatures who believe and 
disbelieve, who obey and disobey, who choose, and that such actions 
are morally significant. Human beings are rightly held accountable 
for such things. Yet although human beings are morally responsible 
creatures, such human responsibility never makes God's actions 
absolutely contingent. Biblical writers not only commonly espouse

Mike Farley


Mike Farley


Mike Farley


Mike Farley


Mike Farley


Mike Farley




65CARSON: BIBLICAL-THEOLOGICAL PILLARS

both of these propositions, but happily assume they are compatible. 
The idea that both of these propositions are mutually compatible is 
often called compatibilism. Compatibilism, I shall argue, lies near the 
heart of the mystery of providence, and it shapes my fourth pillar.

While this topic is massive, for the sake of brevity, I shall begin 
by focusing rather briefly on only three biblical passages.

A. Gen 50:19-20

In this passage, Joseph's brothers beg Joseph to have mercy on 
them because they're afraid he will now wreak his retribution upon 
them for having sold him into slavery. But Joseph, by way of reply, 
says, "Am I in the place of God? When you sold me into slavery, 
don't you understand? You intended to harm me, but God intended 
it for good to accomplish what is now being done, the saving of 
many lives" (Gen 50:19-20). What is so interesting about this way of 
expressing things is what the text does not say. It does not say, "You 
intended it for evil, and you actually pulled it off because God was 
taking a walk that day or was having a little snooze and didn't pay 
much attention to what was going on. Mercifully, however, God is 
such a good chess player that he came back and fixed it all up with 
some deft moves. As a result, on the chess board of life I became the 
prime minister of Egypt." Nor does the text say, "God intended it for 
good. He was going to send me down to Egypt in an air-conditioned, 
chauffeur-driven limousine, but unfortunately, you chaps corrupted 
his plan. He didn't see your trickery coming." Rather, in one and the 
same event God's intentions were good and the human intentions 
were evil. There's no speculation about one side not paying attention 
or being outwitted by the other. God remains sovereign while the 
brothers remain responsible. Both of the two propositions I've 
specified are operating in this text.

B. Isa 10

Beginning at V. 5, God says through the prophet, "Woe to the 
Assyrian." Now the Assyrians at this juncture have done a lot of 
damage in the northern kingdom of Israel and are pressing on down 
now to the southern kingdom of Judah. They are a bloodthirsty, 
cruel, powerful, regional superpower. "Woe to the Assyrian," God 
says, "the rod of my anger" (10:5): that is, God views the Assyrians 
as the expression of his own wrath: "...in whose hand is the club of 
my wrath! I send him against a godless nation"-that is, against his 
own covenant people. The "wicked nation" against whom God is 
sending the Assyrians is his own covenant people. "I dispatch him 
against a people who anger me, to seize loot and snatch plunder, and 
to trample them down like mud in the streets" (10:6). That's what 
God himself is doing through his "tools," the Assyrians. "But this is 
not what he intends" (10:7; compare the intention language in
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Gen 50, above). "This is not what he has in mind his purpose is to 
destroy, to put an end to many nations. 'Are not my commanders all 
kings?' he says" (10:7-8). That is, even Assyria's military officers are 
equivalent in glory and power to petty kings in other countries. 
'"Has not Kalno fared like Carchemish? Is not Hamath like Arpad, 
and Samaria like Damascus?" (10:9)-cities that Assyria has already 
savaged and defeated. "As my hand seized the kingdoms of the 
idols, kingdoms whose images excelled those of Jerusalem and 
Samaria-shall I not deal with Jerusalem and her images as I dealt 
with Samaria and her idols?"' (10:10-11). But, Isaiah predicts (vv. 12-

When the Lord has finished all his work against Mount Zion and 
Jerusalem, he will say, "I will punish the king of Assyria for the 
willful pride of his heart and the haughty look in his eyes." For he 
says: "By the strength of my hand I have done this, and by my 
wisdom because I have understanding. I removed the boundaries 
of nations, I plundered their treasures; like a mighty one I subdued 
their kings."

God says more: "Does the ax raise itself above the person who 
swings it or the saw boast against the one who uses it? As if a rod 
were to wield the person who lifts it up, or a club brandish the one 
who is not wood!" (10:15). The language is dramatic; the images 
conveyed are stunning. God sends in the Assyrians to punish his 
covenant people, using them as mere tools. Then he turns around 
and punishes the Assyrians for doing it, because they're doing it in 
pride, cruelty, and greed. In short: God is utterly sovereign, so much 
so that he treats the mighty regional superpower as nothing but a 
tool in his hands, yet nevertheless his sovereignty does not mitigate 
their human responsibility: they have acted cruelly, and God holds 
them to account for it. Again, the Assyrians are responsible for what 
they do, but that fact does not make God absolutely contingent.

c. Acts 4

Perhaps the most dramatic passage that brings these two 
propositions together is Acts 4:27-28. In Acts 4, Peter and John, 
having faced threats from the Sanhedrin, return to "their own 
people" (4:23) and report all that the chief priests and the elders have 
said. The church responds by raising its voice in prayer (4:24). They 
say.

Sovereign Lord, you made the heavens and the earth and the sea, 
and everything in them. You spoke by the Holy spirit through the 
mouth of your servant, our father David: "Why do the nations rage 
and the peoples plot in vain? The kings of the earth rise up and the 
rulers band together against the Lord and against his anointed 
one." (4:25-26)



67CARSON: BIBLICAL-THEOLOGICAL PILLARS

And then come these two verses, which we need to read slowly, one 
at a time: First verse: "Indeed Herod and Pontins Pilate met together 
with the Gentiles and the people of Israel in this city to conspire 
against your holy servant Jesus, whom you anointed" (4:27). So why 
did Jesus go to the cross? Because there was a two-bit conspiracy in a 
tiny, politically insignificant kingdom at the eastern end of the 
Mediterranean. Jesus died because of some corrupt Roman 
politicians and some angry Jews. Next verse: "They did what your 
power and will had decided beforehand should happen" (4:28). So 
why did Jesus go to the cross? It was all part of God's determinative 
plan, so forcefully worked out that even the human participants did 
no more than exactly what God had ordained.

If you remove the first verse and all of its entailments and 
concentrate only on the second verse, then you preserve God's plan 
to bring about the atonement, but then where's the conspiracy? 
Where's the sin? If these conspirators are innocent because God 
ordained their actions, then God's sovereignty means that there is no 
sin anywhere that demands atonement. Conversely, if you remove 
the second verse to preserve the first, then the reason Jesus died is 
because of this two-bit conspiracy-but that's got nothing to do with 
the eternal plan of God or the Lamb slain from before the foundation 
of the earth (Rev 18:8) or the prophetic significance of Yom Kippur 
or the Passover Lamb or the messianic understanding of Isa 53 or 
anything else that announces the atoning suffering of the Redeemer. 
In short, when we observe that the author of Acts 4:27 and Acts 4:28 
has no hesitation in writing both passages, and indeed in juxtaposing 
them, then we are forced to conclude that in his mind the crucifixion 
of Jesus Christ testifies both to the malicious intent of the 
conspirators, which does not make God's action contingent, and to 
God's sovereign plan and sway, which grounds the importance of 
Jesus' death but does not mitigate the responsibility of the human 
conspirators.

Embedded in these Scriptures is the further teaching that God is 
unqualifiedly good. That was made explicit in our first biblical 
example: "God intended it for good" (Gen 50:20). The entailment is 
that however we understand God's sovereignty, God stands 
asymmetrically behind good and evil. He stands behind good in such 
a way that the good is finally credited to him; he stands behind evil 
in such a way that, although it never escapes the boundaries of his 
sovereignty, evil is finally credited only to secondary causalities. 
And if you think that's just a bit too convenient for God, my answer 
is: That is the only depiction of God that we've got in the Scriptures. 
God is always represented as unqualifiedly good. As James puts it, 
there are no shifting shadows in God; unlike "the Force" in Star 
Wars, there is no dark side in God (Jas 1:17).

Now I shall take the biblical depiction of God's sovereignty one 
step further, for there is another polarity to recognize. On the one 
hand, the Bible commonly presents God as utterly transcendent-
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above space and time; and utterly sovereign-he is the God who 
inhabits eternity (Isa 57:15). Rulers may choose their course, but in 
the end it is the LORD himself who directs where the king's favor 
flows (Prov 21:1). Even when we throw dice, which side faces up is 
in God's hand (Prov 16:33). And the Lord Jesus insists that not even 
a sparrow falls from the heavens apart from our heavenly Father's 
caring sanction (Matt 10:29). The sweep of his sovereignty is 
unbounded.

But on the other hand, the same Scriptures also present God as 
personal. Of course, all human understanding of what "personal" 
entails-an admittedly very slippery word-is tightly bound up 
with relationships with other persons. Persons ask questions of one 
another, and provide answers; they get to know one another 
"personally" (without mediation? beyond mere cognitive 
knowledge?). The Bible dares utilize such personal terminology with 
respect to God, even though he outstrips the categories of what 
"personal" means for relationships among mere human beings. God 
interacts with human beings, his image-bearers, but his relationships 
with human beings are both like and unlike human-to-human 
relationships. For instance, he asks questions: e.g٠, "Adam, where are 
you?" Yet we are not supposed to infer, "Oh, God doesn't know 
Adam's location." After all, there are too many passages in Scripture 
that say things like this: "Where can I go from your Spirit? Where 
can I flee from your presence? If I go up to the heavens, you are 
there; if I make my bed in the depths, you are there" (Ps 139:7-8). 
You cannot get away from God; you cannot, in any real sense, hide 
from God. So what is God doing when he addresses Adam with the 
question of his whereabouts?

More pointedly, how shall we understand this God who is 
utterly transcendent and sovereign and who is simultaneously also 
personal and interacting with finite persons like you and me in space 
and time? He is transcendent-above space and time; you and I, as 
embodied creatures, are bound up with space and time. Yet 
somehow this God deigns to interact with US. Small wonder we 
marvel at what has often been called the mystery of providence. Of 
course, there are many things we do not understand about God. But 
two of these things we have identified in passing in the preceding 
discussion: (1) We do not understand very well how my two central 
propositions are both true, even though we see them operating in 
Scripture in many places. (2) As a subset of the first point, we do not 
know what it means for God to operate sovereignly from the bastion 
of his transcendence, not least because we do not know much about 
eternity. I barely understand what time is; I'm quite certain I do not 
understand what eternity is. Is eternity merely time stretched in both 
directions? Is it another dimension, another category? In short, we 
find ourselves awash in the mystery of providence.

Now the logic of this essay demands that at this juncture I show 
how such "insights from the mystery of providence" constitute the
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fourth of my six pillars. Before taking this obvious step, however, I 
ought to interact a little with my colleague, Thomas McCall, whose 
recent publication devotes a section to compatibilism, interacting 
primarily with me.6 While courteous and informed, he directly 
opposes the compatibilism presented in this fourth pillar, so a brief 
rebuttal is appropriate. To respond in an adequate way is beyond 
this essay, but perhaps I may offer three or four observations to 
indicate, all too briefly, why McCall's arguments have not persuaded 
me.

First, McCall charges me with using compatibilism in a way 
different than it is used in philosophical discussions. When 
philosophers use the word, they refer to the belief that absolute 
determinism and freedom are compatible. According to many 
philosophers, however, such compatibilism is logically incoherent. 
Compatibilism should be rejected. Now, when I defend 
compatibilism and my two poles are not determinism and freedom, 
but God's sovereignty and human responsibility, he argues that I am 
out of step with the world of analytical philosophy by using the 
word compatibilism in a different way. I plead half-guilty. Of course, 
I don't use the word quite the way they do. I'm using biblical 
categories, not categories like determinism that McCall himself very 
carefully defines in ways that you cannot find anywhere in 
Scripture. But I would also add that some writers use the word 
"compatibilism" the way I do-even some philosophers.7 More 
importantly, the word shows up in this sense in the voluminous 
writings of philosopher-theologian Paul Helm, and in the 
contributions of many other Christian thinkers. On this point, I am 
happy to remain out of step with contemporary currents of analytic 
philosophy.

Second, McCall's argument by which he dismisses 
compatibilism depends heavily on certain mechanistic models of 
determinism. If those models are assumed, it is difficult, as McCall 
demonstrates, to preserve a place for human responsibility. But I 
would never call myself a determinist in that sense, even though I 
remain convinced by Scripture that everything is determined by God 
in the sense that nothing escapes the bounds of God's sovereign will. 
But I don't like to call myself a determinist because determinists and 
determinism have overtones of such mechanized explanations of 
cause and effect that any notion of human responsibility, any notion 
of human freedom, is entirely excluded, almost by definition. On the 
other hand, if the God of the Bible is the determiner, as opposed to 
some fatalistic God or mechanistic cause, then we must concede that 
the way God determines all things, according to the Scriptures, is 
shrouded in other factors, things I don't know enough about to

^Thomas H. McCall, An Invitation to Analytic Christian leology (Downers Grove, 
It: In^erVarsity Press, 2015), 56-81.

?E.g., Robert B. Young, Freedom, Responsibility and God, Library of Philosophy and 
Religion (London: Palgrave, 2014 [1975]).
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warrant so sweeping a dismissal-the relationship between time and 
eternity, the fact that God is sovereign and yet personal, the fact that 
Scriptures can speak of contingency ("If they had done this, I would 
have done that"), the fact that the notion of human responsibility in 
the Bible is not so much grounded in the kind of freedom that 
escapes the constraints of necessity as in voluntarism (we are 
responsible because we do what we want to do), as both John Calvin 
and Jonathan Edwards make clear.8

Third, it is important to remember that in his treatment of this 
subject, McCall is attempting to show how analytic philosophy 
makes legitimate contributions to Christian theology: that is the 
purpose of his book. If this is a generalizing claim, I have no quarrel 
with it. Yet in this instance, the categories in which "determinism" 
are unpacked are so antithetical to the Bible's depiction of the 
personal-sovereign God that the argument is being skewed, raising 
the question whether this is a consequence of McCall's philosophical 
method, theological starting point, or some combination of the two. 
Perhaps the difference between Reformed and Arminian traditions 
could be stated something along the following lines: (i) The 
Reformed tradition tends to be more open to ambiguity and mystery; 
the Arminian tradition tends to demand more certainty, greater 
specificity in its explanations, especially on the question of divine 
causality, (ii) As a result, these two different theological traditions 
tend to focus on different kinds of questions and concerns, and so 
naturally draw upon distinct philosophical movements to aid their 
respective biblical and theological searches, (iii) Whereas Reformed 
theologians and philosophers are more generally drawn to 
philosophies of language and the like (in particular, forms of 
philosophy that preserve the ambiguity and mystery of Scripture), 
the search for explanation undertaken by Arminians tends toward 
more logically tight philosophical systems, and thus away from the 
language (and possibly even logic) of Scripture. In this case, the 
latter, I contend, are ultimately unable to preserve the actual 
language of Scripture. It is in this way that the demands of analytic 
philosophy, at least as McCall deploys it (though of course some 
theologians and philosophers in the Reformed tradition appeal to 
analytic philosophy without arriving at McCall's conclusions), are so

8Some may dispute the suitability of citing Jonathan Edwards at this juncture, on 
the grounds that Edwards nudged the Reformed tradition toward determinism. But 
on the voluntarism of Edwards, see c. Samuel Storms, "Jonathan Edwards on the 
Freedom of the Will," TJ 3.2 (1982): 131-69; and for an informed debate on the point 
see the following exchange: Richard A. Muller, "Jonathan Edwards and the Absence 
of Free Choice: A Parting of the Ways in the Reformed Tradition," Jonathan Edwards 
Studies Journal 1 (2011): 3-22; Paul Helm, "Jonathan Edwards and the Parting of the 
Ways?" Jonathan Edwards Studies Journal 4 (2014): 42-60; Richard A. Muller, "Jonathan 
Edwards and Francis Turretin on Necessity, Contingency, and Freedom of the Will. In 
Response to Paul Helm," Jonathan Edwards Studies Journal 4 (2014): 266-84; Paul Helm, 
"Turretin and Edwards Once More," Jonathan Edwards Studies Journal 4 (2014): 286-96.
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antithetical to the biblical categories unveiled by close exegesis that a 
clash of conclusions is almost inevitable.؟

Fourth, McCall points to many biblical passages that depict 
human choosing between two paths that lead, respectively, to 
blessings and curses, that narrate accounts of human belief and 
unbelief, human obedience and disobedience (both with dramatic 
consequences), all of which tie "moral responsibility to the choices 
that appear to be genuinely open to human agents. Consider the vast 
range of texts that are difficult to comprehend without a strong sense 
of conditionality."™ Yet all these texts are easily accommodated 
within Reformed confessionalism, precisely because of compatibilism 
as defined in this article. Those two propositions are both true: First, 
in the Bible, God is absolutely and unqualifiedly sovereign, but his 
sovereignty never functions in such a way as to mitigate human 
responsibility. Second, human beings are morally responsible 
creatures. By morally responsible creatures, I mean that they are 
creatures who believe and disbelieve, who obey and disobey, who 
choose, and that such actions are morally significant. Human beings 
are rightly held accountable for such things. Yet although human 
beings are morally responsible creatures, such human responsibility 
never makes God absolutely contingent. But in McCall's mechanistic 
model, the existence of human belief/unbelief, obedience/ 
disobedience, and other moral choices, speaks against something 
being determined. That is what current analytic philosophy, for the 
most part, demands. I would prefer to say that such choices are real 
and important, but the exegesis demands that we conclude that such 
choices may nevertheless be determined by God/ with all the 
complexities and unknowns of such a claim bound up with the 
biblical witness. I do not claim that compatibilism (as I have defined 
it) is something I can prove to be true using the tools of analytic 
philosophy; rather, I claim that faithful exegesis declares it to be true, 
and that there are enough unknowns bound up in the claim that we 
can show that the two propositions are not incompatible.

So much for this short excursus. It is important to add that 
McCall's treatment is far more sophisticated than I am able to 
indicate here. It is not at all unlikely that we will have other 
occasions to debate this issue. For the moment, however, assuming 
the truth of compatibilism as I have understood it, what bearing 
does the simultaneous affirmation of both my propositions have on 
our meditation on suffering and evil? What are the insights from the 
mystery of providence?

The most important factor is this: When you have two poles that 
are in some ways in tension with each other, it is important to keep 
both poles in mind all the time. An array of common Jokes about

 For some of the wording in this paragraph I am indebted to several exchanges؟
with Geoffrey Fulkerson, though of course he should not be held liable for any 
remaining awkwardnesses.

™McCall, An Invitation to Analytic Christian leology, 73-74.
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Calvinists and Arminians effectively makes the point. The Arminian 
says, "I was predestined to become an Arminian," which can only be 
countered by the Calvinist who says, "I chose to become a 
Calvinist." Better yet, after falling down a flight of stairs, the 
Calvinist comments, "I'm glad that's over." All three of these lines 
are amusing for the same reason: they appeal to one of the poles in 
this great polarity while ignoring the other one, so as to produce a 
mental picture that shreds compatibilism. All the humor is drained 
from the three amusing lines if they are rewritten to espouse or 
presuppose compatibilism. They become, respectively, something 
like the following: "Perhaps God sovereignly ordained that I become 
an Arminian, but I am persuaded by my exegesis and by reason that 
this is the most defensible position." "I came to see that the 
arguments against Calvinism are not very convincing, and, 
doubtless led by the grace of God, I heartily embraced Calvinism." 
"This morning I was racing blindly around the house because I 
overslept. I tripped and fell down the stairs. In God's sovereign 
kindness, I did not do more damage than break an arm." In other 
words, now we have preserved in each articulation the living tension 
between God's sovereignty and human responsibility. The humor 
that depended on appealing to one pole and not the other has 
vanished.

The recognition that the polarities of compatibilism must be 
maintained in order to preserve faithfulness in our reading and 
exposition of Scripture, thus avoiding dismissive humor and even 
farce, points the way ahead. We must use these twin poles-these 
twm ؟to؟osé\s—as they are used in Scripture and in no other ly. 
For example, one must not infer from God's sovereignty that we are 
not really responsible after all, for that would be drawing an 
inference from one pole that dismisses the other pole. Similarly, one 
must not draw an inference from human responsibility to the effect 
that while we are deciding God does nothing but hold his breath and 
wait to see how things work out. He is not really utterly sovereign 
after all.

So then how is suffering viewed in the light of this polarity in 
Scripture, this mystery of providence? For a start, suffering can be 
seen as discipline (Heb 12:4-11; cf. Prov 3:11-12). Suffering serves to 
prepare US to help others-"so that we can comfort those in any 
trouble with the comfort we ourselves receive from God" (2 Cor 1:4). 
In many passages, faithful suffering is a form of witness (e.g., 1 Pet 
2:18-25)-enabling people to see "our good deeds and glorify God 
on the day he visits US1) ״ Pet 2:12). Suffering often makes believers 
homesick for heaven (cf. 1 Pet 1:3-7). We watch people declining 
slowly, formerly robust men and women who enjoyed life so much 
here, gradually losing many of their functions, abilities, and much of 
their strength, until resurrection existence in the new heaven and the 
new earth looks really wonderful in their eyes. It is hard not to see in 
this disastrous slide something of God's kindness, as he graciously
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prepares them for the ultimate culture shock. God uses suffering to 
promote humility (e.g., Phil 2:5-11). In 2 Cor 12:1-10, the apostle 
Laul reports that he was given (the passive voice of the verb implies 
that he was given something by God), a thorn in the flesh, which can 
simultaneously be designated a messenger from Satan-talk about 
polarities! As a result, Paul learns the kind of humility that makes 
him worry that people will think more of him than he deserves. Most 
of us go through life afraid that people will think too little of us; Paul 
goes through life fearing that people will think too much. All this he 
has learned at the price of a thorna God-given messenger of Satan. 
Similarly, passages that speak of the sovereignty of God function not 
to make US think we are amoral automata, but to engender 
confidence in God's sovereign control over events small and great. 
Such texts engender faith and fervent prayer, and bring great 
comfort: what is the point of praying to a God who has done the best 
he can, poor chap, and now it is really up to US? It is important to 
work through passages that talk about God's purposes in these 
things until we see both his sovereign goodness and our own 
responsibility in such texts. We begin to learn how these poles work 
out in the attitudes that we should be adopting and forming in our 
minds in the light of such verities about God.

This fourth pillar-the accumulated insights from the mystery of 
providence-cannot address all our questions. It is, after all, only 
one of six pillars, but it does orientate US to reflect on the attributes 
of God and how we should live our lives because of them.

Pillars five and six are perhaps the most important, but I shall 
deal with them more briefly because they are much better known.

V. INSIGHTS FROM THE CENTRALITY OF THE 
INCARNATION AND THE CROSS

God is sovereign, yet in the person of his Son, he submits to evil 
to overturn evil. According to the account of the exchange between 
Jesus and his disciples in Caesarea Philippi (Matt 16:13-20; Mark 
8:27-29; Luke 9:18-20), the Jews, including Jesus's disciples, expected 
a messiah who was powerful, but they could not integrate a 
crucifixion into their expectations. A messiah who was going to 
suffer, be crucified, die, and rise again the third day was simply 
outside their comprehension. And so, as a result, the NT says a great 
deal about unjust suffering-the unjust suffering of the God who, in 
the person of his Son, becomes one of US, bears our guilt and shame, 
the very guilt and shame that directly or indirectly brought about 
such evil and suffering in the first place. The cross and the 
resurrection provide not only salvation (though "not only" is a 
wholly inadequate expression), but depict in the most amazingly 
powerful way the heart and character of our sovereign God. We 
cannot rightly think about suffering without meditating on the cross.
I know a Christian family in which the daughter, who is now in her
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mid-thirties, lost her best friend to leukemia when the two of them 
were only fifteen years old. The family talked at length and openly 
about this loss. They eagerly committed themselves to the grace of 
God. There were many tears; there was much grief. A few months 
later the father heard his daughter weeping in her room. He tapped 
on the door and went in. The teenager was crying her eyes out. She 
threw herself into his arms and sobbed uncontrollably. He said, 
"Come on, tell me about it." She said, "Daddy, God could have 
saved my best friend and he didn't. And I hate him."

What are you supposed to say under those circumstances? While 
the father said many things, he had two primary questions for his 
daughter:

Number one: Do you want a God who, though he is very 
powerful, is a bit like the genie in Aladdin's lamp, always at the 
instantaneous command of whoever holds the lamp? In which case, 
the person who holds the lamp is really God, isn't he? Are you 
quite certain you want a God whom you can command, who will 
always do your bidding? Or, alternatively, will you turn to the God 
of the Bible, the God who sometimes hides things from you and 
doesn't give his reasons, but wants you to trust him anyway?

The second question is this:

What are you going to do with Jesus? You lost your friend; God lost 
his Son. In fact, he didn't lose him: he gave him. And sometimes 
when all of the questions seem so hard, the very best thing you can 
do is go back to the cross and gaze at it and weep.

World War I was perhaps the most brutal and stupid of wars. It 
produced a number of remarkable poets like Wilfred Owen, 
Siegfried Saddoon, and Rupert Brooke. One of the minor poets of the 
period was Edward Shillito. He did not write many good ones, but 
he wrote one very remarkable poem titled "Jesus of the Scars." In it 
he alludes to Jesus appearing to his disciples in a locked room and 
showing his scars after the resurrection (John 20:24-31). Halfway 
through the poem, Shillito writes:

If, ien the doors are shut, Thou draist uear,
Onl^ reoeal those hauds, that side of Thine-,
We know to-day what wounds are, have no fear,
Show us 77ly Scars, we know the countersign.
I other gods ire strong', hut Thou roast lak'.
They rode, hut Tirou didst stumhle to a throne;
But to our wounds only God's wounds can speak,
And not a god has roounds, hut ^rou atone.

Sometimes the best and deepest reflection in the face of evil and 
suffering is simply the cross from which we derive all comfort. This
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is a gospel-centered response to questions of suffering and evil. As 
John Newton, the author of the hymn "Amazing Grace," once wrote 
in a letter, "Dear Sir, How unspeakably wonderful that all our 
concerns are in hands that were wounded for US. Yours sincerely, 
John Newton."!!

This fifth pillar-the accumulated insights from the cross and 
incarnation-cannot address all our questions. It is, after all, only 
one of six pillars, but it does fasten our gaze on Jesus.

VI. INSIGHTS FROM TAKING UP OUR CROSS AND THEREFORE 
FROM THE PERSECUTED GLOBAL CHURCH

We must also recognize that most of what the NT says about 
suffering focuses on persecution. This is quite different from most of 
our contemporary Western books, which fasten on the pain of 
divorce, or on cancer, physical poverty, discouragement, being fired 
at work, or some wretched disease. All of this is real suffering. Not 
for a moment do I want to dismiss such suffering. All of it has to be 
thought about and addressed. Yet the fact remains that almost all the 
passages in the NT that talk about suffering Christians focus on 
suffering because of persecution.

This is bound up with what it means to take up our cross daily 
(Luke 9:23)-a thought of staggering power, when we remember 
what lay ahead of anyone in the ancient world who picked up the 
cross-bar on the way to the place of crucifixion. And there is some 
sense in which we are to do this daily.

And so we read, "Now, if we are children, then we are heirs- 
heirs of God and co-heirs with Christ, if indeed we share in his 
sufferings in order that we may also share in his glory" (Rom 8:17). 
We find Jesus saying, "If they persecuted me, they will persecute 
you also" (John 15:20). We read Paul's word to Timothy, "In fact, 
everyone who wants to live a godly life in Christ Jesus will be 
persecuted" (2 Tim 3:12). In his sermon on the mount, Jesus says that 
even if his disciples are not suffering physically, when people revile 
them and falsely say all kinds of evil against them because of Jesus, 
they are aligned with the prophets, so they should rejoice and be 
glad (Matt 5:11-12).

Such suffering can actually be construed as a gracious gift from 
God: "For it has been granted to you"-that is, as a gracious gift —"it 
has been granted to you on behalf of Christ, not only to believe in 
him, but also to suffer for him" (Phil 1:29). God's gracious gift to you 
is not only saving faith but also suffering. And therefore, Paul's 
resolution in the third chapter of that book, Phil 3:10, becomes the 
more compelling: "I want to know Christ-yes, to know the power 
of his resurrection and participation in his sufferings."

.am indebted to Simon Manchester for information about this letter ل!!
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And then, of course, when the apostles are first beaten up, they 
rejoice because they were counted worthy to suffer for the name 
(Acts 5:41). If all Christians in North America who are feeling some 
pushback from the world rejoiced that finally we are counted worthy 
to suffer for the name, it would transform our attitudes toward what 
is going on and how we can engage in Christian witness. This is so 
much more Christian a frame of reference than to say, "They're 
taking away my country and I know not where they have laid it." 
And this is nothing compared to the suffering that is going on all 
over the world.12

In other words, this sixth pillar-the accumulated insights from 
Christian suffering-cannot address all our questions. It is, after all, 
only one of six pillars, but it does return US both to a NT focal 
point-the privilege of suffering for the sake of the gospel and for 
the glory of God-and to wider solidarity with the welfare of the 
global church.

VII. CONCLUSION

I conclude with three brief observations:
(1) My approach is not simple proof-texting. What I'm 

attempting is worldview formation, establishing the frame of 
reference-a God-centered, biblically-driven frame of reference in 
which to think about these matters. These six pillars taken together 
support a massive vision that will deeply stabilize US when the evil 
days come.

(2) This essay has focused on intellectual, theological, worldview 
issues —that is, how to think about such matters, so as to deepen our 
faith. But I would be the first to insist that when people are going 
through real crises, struggling in deep waters, such as coping with a 
tsunami, then something different and more immediate may be 
called for: Marines to establish order, fresh water, housing, shelter, 
food, money, workers, reconstruction. When people are going 
through individual crises of illness, so often what is required is care, 
comfort, a listening ear. My purpose in this essay is less dramatic, 
and more prophylactic—not exactly what to do when you face these 
things, but how to think, how to establish a biblical-theological 
framework that prepares you for the evil day.

(3) And finally, as far as I can see from Scripture and from 
history, Christians who get to know God well do not, as a rule, think 
first of all in terms of theodicy when they suffer, but in two other 
categories. First, they commonly utter confession coupled with pleas 
for revival. Before you go to bed, tonight, read Neh 8 and 9. The 
people after the return from exile are going through many kinds of

a 2See the documentation in lohn L. Allen Jr., The Global War on Christians: 
Dispatches from the Front Lines of Anti-Christian Persecution (Colorado Springs: Image, 
2013); and Rupert Shortt, Christianophobia (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2014).
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suffering, many kinds of poverty, many kinds of opposition, many 
kinds of discouragement. But instead of trying to justify the ways of 
God to man, as Milton puts it, they see their own patterned sin in the 
past and the present, confess this sin, and plead with God for 
reformation and revival, to the end that he would hear from heaven 
and would renew them in the covenant. This is of course a practical 
outworking of the first pillar in my series, and in line with the fifth.

Second, a common category for those who walk closely with 
God through deep waters is, quite frankly, gratitude. I must tell you 
about a former student at TEDS, whom well call George. George 
served as a missionary in Bolivia. On the field, he met and married 
another missionary. After a few years, his mission wanted him to 
come back to the US and do a PhD at TEDS so that he could return to 
Bolivia and train people up in better biblical exegesis and theology. 
They arrived here with their daughter, then a lass of about three and 
a half. Six months into his studies, his wife was diagnosed with stage 
IV breast cancer. They stopped the academic program while she 
faced chemo, radical surgery, all the rest. She came through it, 
supported by caring relatives and by their churches, but it was still a 
very difficult time. George resumed his studies for another six or 
nine months, at which point he was diagnosed with advanced 
stomach cancer. The metro-Chicago cancer hospital doctors said his 
case was untreatable and recommended hospice care, but the 
mission decided to send him to the Mayo Clinic for another opinion. 
The medical staff at Mayo didn't give him much hope either, but 
they tried some experimental treatments. After removing 90 percent 
of his stomach, they gave him drugs designed for colon cancer. He 
came out of it, and slowly regained his health and strength. He came 
back to Trinity, worked some more on his PhD, and then his wife's 
cancer returned. This time, she died. Eventually, he came back to 
Trinity, finished his PhD, then spoke in our church before returning 
to Bolivia with his then nine-and-a-half year old daughter. He spoke 
for forty minutes on a couple of texts.

Basically the burden of his message was thankfulness to God. 
Whether he ever thought of these six pillars as such, I have no idea. 
But he had absorbed a great deal of biblical theology that had 
prepared his mind and heart for the evil day, teaching him the 
unimaginable preciousness of the gospel and the unfathomable 
pleasure of the glory yet to come. Doubtless there were experiences 
during the six preceding years that he could not explain. He best 
knew God in the face of his Son the Lord Jesus, and he was happy to 
return to the cross; he was happy to trust his heavenly Father with 
the mysteries of providence, eager to press on to the new heaven and 
the new earth.

George's response was simply that of a normal Christian; 
anything less is subnormal.
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