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“If God Is Good, Why Does He Allow Suffering?” 

Various Scriptures 
#8 in Series “Answering 10 Questions Skeptics Ask” 

 
Psalm 25:8a “Good and upright is the Lord…”  
 
Psalm 119:68a “You are good and do good…”  
 
Nahum 1:7a “The Lord is good, a stronghold in the day of trouble…”  
 
Romans 2:4 (NKJV) “Or do you despise the riches of His goodness, forbearance, and longsuffering, not knowing that the goodness of 
God leads you to repentance?”  
 
Matthew 19:17b (NKJV) “No one is good but One, that is, God.”  
 
Job 14:1 “Man, who is born of woman, is short-lived and full of turmoil.” 
 
Docetism 

Stoicism 

Hedonism 

Existentialism  

 
 
I.       There Is a Mystery Surrounding Suffering  
 

Isaiah 55:9 “For as the heavens are higher than the earth, so are My ways higher than your ways and My thoughts than your 
thoughts.” 
 
Job 42:1-6 “Then Job answered the Lord and said, ‘I know that You can do all things, and that no purpose of Yours can be 
thwarted. Who is this that hides counsel without knowledge? Therefore I have declared that which I did not understand, things too 
wonderful for me, which I did not know. Hear, now, and I will speak; I will ask You, and You instruct me. I have heard of You by 
the hearing of the ear; but now my eye sees You; therefore I retract, and I repent in dust and ashes.’” 

 
 
 

II.      The Mercy of God Is Revealed in Suffering 
 

Romans 3:12 “There is none who does good; there is not even one.” 
 
 
 

III.     Our Sovereign God Controls Suffering  
 

Ephesians 1:11b “…His purpose who works all things after the counsel of His will.” 
 
God is sovereign over the failing of sight (Exodus 4:11), the giving and taking of life (1 Samuel 2:6), the loss and gain of money  
(1 Samuel 2:7), the persecution of Christians (Hebrews 12:4-7), the suffering of His saints (1 Peter 4:19), and even the crucifixion 
of His Son (Acts 4:27-28). 
 
The Heidelberg Catechism (1563) 

Question 27: “What is understood by the providence of God?” 

Answer: “The almighty and everywhere present power of God; whereby, as it were by His hand, He upholds and governs heaven, 
earth, and all creatures; so that herbs and grass, rain and drought, fruitful and barren years, meat and drink, health and sickness, 
riches and poverty, yea, and all things come, not by chance, but by His Fatherly hand.”  



 
“God is not like a firefighter who gets calls to show up at calamities when the damage is already happening. He is more like a 
surgeon who plans the cutting he must do and plans it for good purposes. Without the confidence that God rules over the 
beginning of our troubles, it is hard to believe that He could rule over their end. If we deny God His power and wisdom to govern 
the arrival of our pain, why do we think we could trust Him with its departure?”                                                              ─John Piper 
 

Romans 8:28 “And we know that God causes all things to work together for good to those who love God, to those who are called 
according to His purpose.” 

 
 
 
 
IV.      There Is Purpose in the Suffering That God Sends or Allows 
 

A. God Sends and Allows Suffering to Purify Us 
 

Job 23:10 “But he knows the way that I take; when he has tested me, I will come forth as gold.” 
 
Psalms 66:10 “For you, God, tested us; you refined us like silver.”  
 
1 Peter 1:6-7 “In this you greatly rejoice, even though now for a little while, if necessary, you have been distressed by 
various trials, so that the proof of your faith, being more precious than gold which is perishable, even though tested by 

fire, may be found to result in praise and glory and honor at the revelation of Jesus Christ.” 
 

B. God Sends and Allows Suffering to Discipline Us 
 

2 Timothy 2:3 “Suffer hardship with me, as a good soldier of Christ Jesus.”  
 
Psalms 119:71 “It is good for me that I was afflicted, that I may learn Your statutes.” 
 
“If God had told me some time ago that He was about to make me as happy as I could be in this world, and then had told 
me that he should begin by crippling me in all my limbs, and removing me from all my usual sources of enjoyment, I 
should have thought it a very strange mode of accomplishing His purpose. And yet, how is His wisdom manifest even in 
this! For if you should see a man shut up in a close room, idolizing a set of lamps and rejoicing in their light, and you 
wished to make him truly happy, you would begin by blowing out all his lamps; and then throw open the shutters to let in 
the light of heaven.”                                                                                                                               ─Samuel Rutherford 
 

                      James 1:2 “Consider it all joy, my brethren, when you encounter various trials.” 
 

C. God Sends and Allows Suffering to Glorify Himself 
 

John 9:3 “Jesus answered, ‘It was neither that this man sinned, nor his parents; but it was so that the works of God 
might be displayed in him.’” 
 
Job 42:1-3 “Then Job answered the Lord and said, ‘I know that You can do all things, and that no purpose of Yours can 
be thwarted. Who is this that hides counsel without knowledge? Therefore I have declared that which I did not 
understand, things too wonderful for me, which I did not know.’” 
 
“Suffering is limited. It could be far worse. Suffering is temporary. It could last far longer. Suffering, as we have seen, 
produces some desirable good. It can make us better people, and it can reveal God’s character in ways that bring Him 
glory and bring us good. God can see all the ultimate results of suffering; we can only see some. When we see more, in 
His presence, we will forever praise Him for it. He calls upon us to trust Him and begin that praise now.”                                                                                               

─Randy Alcorn 
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Sermon 8:  If God Is Good, Why Does He Allow Suffering? 

 Various Scriptures 

 

Given the way this question is often asked by skeptics (“If God is good…”), we need to first establish the fact 
that the Bible clearly teaches, and millions upon millions of Christians have testified over the centuries, that 
God is good.  

Here are a few of the many passages:  

Psalm 25:8a: “Good and upright is the Lord…”  

Psalm 119:68a: “You are good and do good…”  

Nahum 1:7a: “The Lord is good, a stronghold in the day of trouble…”  

Romans 2:4 (NKJV): “Or do you despise the riches of His goodness, forbearance, and longsuffering, not 
knowing that the goodness of God leads you to repentance?”  

Matthew 19:17b (NKJV): “No one is good but One, that is, God.”  

To enlarge on the skeptics’ question, if God is good and upright (Psalm 25:8) and if God is good and does good 
(Matthew 19:17b), then why is suffering so prevalent in the world? The universality of suffering is pointed to in 
Job 14:1: “Man, who is born of woman, is short-lived and full of turmoil.” That sounds a lot like a description of 
universal suffering. According to a Gallop Poll several years ago, the #1 question people have relating to God is 
“Why do people suffer?” Everyone listening to this message has suffered to some extent. If God is good, why 
does He allow so much suffering?  

It is interesting to look at the different views of suffering offered by the philosophies outside of Christianity. Dr. 
R. C. Sproul gives a good summary in his book, Reason to Believe (pages 131-135). According to Docetism (an 
early heresy that denied the humanity of Christ), suffering isn’t real. There is no suffering; what seems like 
suffering is only an illusion. A modern variety of Docetism is Christian Science. According to this very 
unbiblical view, pain and suffering belong to the physical realm which is not real. For the Docetic, suffering 
isn’t healed or analyzed; it is simply denied. This view has a lot of similarities with Hinduism. 

A second approach to suffering that is outside the boundaries of orthodox Christianity is Stoicism. The stoics 
were concerned with how to live their lives with peace of mind. Suffering tends to disturb that peace of mind, 
so they simply sought to condition their emotions to such a degree that nothing could disturb or perturb them. 
This approach has been called “philosophical imperturbability.” Their goal was just to remain calm whatever 
happened. We have the descendants of the stoics with us today. We speak of people who have a stoic attitude 
toward problems.  

A third non-Christian approach to suffering is the Hedonistic approach. Their basic approach was that when we 
experience suffering, we balance it with pleasure. To put it another way, the Hedonists sought to establish an 
equilibrium between pleasure and pain. If one is suffering, just increase the amount of pleasure. Sproul says, 
“This approach to the problem of suffering is escapist. It seeks to intoxicate one’s self from the full force of the 
suffering by overwhelming the suffering with other feelings.” [R. C. Sproul, Reason to Believe, page 133]  

The fourth non-Christian approach to suffering is called the Existential approach. This philosophy of life 
basically says there are no ultimate values and no ultimate meaning to human existence. One of the most 
prominent philosophers identified with Existentialism is Nietzsche. His most famous follower was Adolph 
Hitler. Nietzsche believed that life is ultimately meaningless. How do we live with pain and suffering in a world 
where life is basically meaningless? “Nietzsche advocated the principle of ‘dialectic courage.’ Dialectic courage 
is the courage that exists in the context of the tension of meaninglessness and of absurdity. It is telling people, 
‘Be of good cheer, for life is absurd’” [Sproul, page 133-134]  

Isn’t that comforting when life has caved in on you?  

In contrast to the world’s views of suffering, we have the Bible. In this message, I want us to see a summary of 
what the Bible teaches about suffering and then see the contrast with the world’s philosophies relating to 
suffering. I think that the truth will be obvious.  



 

I.  There Is a Mystery Surrounding Suffering  

One of the temptations we must avoid is trying to explain more than God has explained with regard to 
suffering. We will never be able to understand all the “whys” of individual cases of suffering. In Acts 12, why 
was the Apostle James killed by Herod and days later the Apostle Peter was supernaturally delivered from 
Herod’s prison and his approaching execution? Why are some people healed from cancer and others suffer and 
die? Why in some cases are marriages supernaturally put back together and others end in divorce and the 
divorcing spouse remarries and seems, at least on the surface, to be happy? I don’t have the answer to those 
questions except to say that God is sovereign and He does all things well.  

There is a mystery when it comes to individual suffering. God’s ways are often beyond our comprehension. God 
said in Isaiah 55:9: “For as the heavens are higher than the earth, so are My ways higher than your ways and 
My thoughts than your thoughts.” We must avoid trying to explain what God has not explained. This much I 
know, suffering is a part of the sovereign will of God. Our Savior was a suffering Savior. As we take up our cross 
and follow Him the narrow road we walk is lined with suffering. While we can know what God is doing through 
our suffering, we must accept the mystery of the why and trust our sovereign and omnipotent God who loves us 
and is always good in all He does.  

It is difficult to talk about suffering without talking about Job. Job holds the world’s record in suffering. He 
wanted to understand and know why, but God never told him why; God simply gave Job a deeper revelation of 
who God Himself is. Job’s faith wavered. He protested. He even cursed the day of his birth. But he never cursed 
God. In the face of his adversity, he remained firm in his only hope – God.  

God’s revelation of Himself was sufficient in the absence of explanations to carry Job through every “crisis of 
faith” (as it is often called). Job found comfort not in having the mystery of suffering revealed but in having the 
mystery of God’s person unveiled. To try to pour the wisdom of all God’s ways into our finite brains would be 
akin to trying to pour the Atlantic Ocean into a plastic kiddy wading pool in your back yard.  

The most important section of Job is found in chapters 38-42 where God asks Job a series of ten questions 
concerning the physical creation. If Job couldn’t understand the inner workings of God’s physical creation, how 
could he hope to understand God’s working in man to bring about His purposes? I encourage you to read those 
last five chapters of the book of Job.  

Job’s response to God’s revelation of Himself is to submit humbly to God’s sovereignty and trust His ways even 
when Job did not understand. God Himself was Job’s answer. Listen to Job’s conclusion in the last chapter. 
Job 42:1-6: “Then Job answered the Lord and said, ‘I know that You can do all things, and that no purpose of 
Yours can be thwarted. Who is this that hides counsel without knowledge? Therefore I have declared that 
which I did not understand, things too wonderful for me, which I did not know. Hear, now, and I will speak; I 
will ask You, and You instruct me. I have heard of You by the hearing of the ear; but now my eye sees You; 
therefore I retract, and I repent in dust and ashes.’”  

We must accept the fact that there is a mystery concerning suffering. When we cannot understand all of the 
“whys,” we focus on the “who.” Basically God says to Job and to us, “Trust Me; I know what I am doing.”  

 

II.  The Mercy of God Is Revealed in Suffering  

A common way the problem of suffering is phrased is, “Why do good people suffer?” In reality, there are no 
truly good people from God’s perspective (which is the only perspective that counts). We say certain people are 
“good” but we mean “good” in comparison to other people. In comparing them to God and His perfect 
standard, we must confess Romans 3:12b: “There is none who does good; There is not even one.”  

There is a tougher question than “why do we suffer?” The really tough question is, “In a fallen world, why is 
there anything other than suffering?” We think many times that God owes us a suffering free life. The fact is 
that because of sin, all mankind deserves condemnation and suffering and it is only because of God’s mercy and 
grace that any of us have a single moment free from suffering. If we got what we deserved, we would all suffer 
now and for eternity. Praise God for His mercy! We cannot have a realistic view of suffering without seeing 
suffering in light of what we deserve and what God’ mercy has provided for us. 

 



III.  Our Sovereign God Controls Suffering 

The Bible is very clear that suffering isn’t random. God controls suffering in the sense that nothing happens 
apart from His sovereign causing or allowing. There is no fate, bad luck or bad karma. God is sovereign over all 
suffering. Ephesians 1:11b: “…His purpose who works all things after the counsel of His will.” When you study 
the Scriptures, you see that God is sovereign over the failing of sight (Exodus 4:11), the giving and taking of life 
(1 Samuel 2:6), the loss and gain of money (1 Samuel 2:7), the persecution of Christians (Hebrews 12:4-7), the 
suffering of His saints (1 Peter 4:19), and even the crucifixion of His Son (Acts 4:27,28).  

The 27th question of the Heidelberg Catechism (1563) is: What is understood by the providence of God?” The 
answer is: “The almighty and everywhere present power of God; whereby, as it were by His hand, He upholds 
and governs heaven, earth, and all creatures; so that herbs and grass, rain and drought, fruitful and barren 
years, meat and drink, health and sickness, riches and poverty, yea, and all things come, not by chance, but by 
His Fatherly hand.”  

Someone has well said: 

God is not like a firefighter who gets calls to show up at calamities when the damage is already 
happening. He is more like a surgeon who plans the cutting he must do and plans it for good 
purposes. Without the confidence that God rules over the beginning of our troubles, it is hard 
to believe that He could rule over their end. If we deny God His power and wisdom to govern 
the arrival of our pain, why do we think we could trust Him with its departure?  
[John Piper, Life as a Vapor, page 126]  

God is not only the comforter in our suffering; He is the manager of it from inception to conclusion. Romans 
8:28: “And we know that God causes all things to work together for good to those who love God, to those who 
are called according to His purpose.”  

Your suffering is not just chance, bad luck, or being at the wrong place at the wrong time. When any suffering 
comes into your life, you can be assured that as the Heidelberg Catechism says, “…all things come, not by 
chance, but by His Fatherly hand.” 

 

IV.  There Is Purpose in the Suffering That God Sends or Allows  

The classic argument against the existence of a loving all powerful God has been offered by many people, but 
allow me to use the philosopher, J. L. Mackie and what he says in his book, The Miracle of Theism. “If a good 
and powerful God exists, he would not allow pointless evil, but because there is much unjustifiable, pointless 
evil in the world, the traditional good and powerful God could not exist. Some other god or no god may exist, 
but not the traditional God.” [Tim Keller, The Reason for God, page 23]  

The “traditional God” he speaks of is of course the God of the Bible. There is a glaring flaw in Mr. Mackie’s 
reasoning. He assumes that if he thinks suffering is “pointless” then it is pointless. It is really an arrogant and 
highly elevated view of his reasoning faculties. What if God has reasons for allowing evil and suffering? Just 
because Mr. Mackie is not aware of reasons for suffering doesn’t mean that they don’t exist!  

Tim Keller gives a good analysis of Mackie’s views. “If our minds can’t plumb the depths of the universe for 
good answers to suffering, well, then, there can’t be any! That is blind faith of a high order.” [Tim Keller, page 23]  

Let’s look at an example in Scripture that shows the fallacy of Mackie’s views. Think for a moment with me 
about Joseph in the book of Genesis. His early life would on the surface seem to fit Mackie’s description of 
“unjustifiable, pointless, evil in the world” that resulted in much suffering. Let’s look deeper. Joseph’s brothers 
who were jealous of him put him in a pit and sold him to be a slave in Egypt. They led Joseph’s father believe 
that he was killed by a wild animal. Doubtlessly Joseph prayed to be released, but things went from bad to 
worse. He was given a responsible position as a slave in Egypt and then was falsely accused of an evil deed and 
ended up in prison. This was more “pointless evil.”  

In prison, he was forgotten by a man who could have had him released and spent years incarcerated and 
forgotten. However, because he refused to be bitter or deny God, his character was developed and his trust in 
God grew through his trials. Eventually, he became Prime Minister of Egypt and saved his brothers and their 
families from starvation – the same brothers who sold him into slavery.  



The suffering that God allowed in Joseph’s life was not “pointless.” Even today, many people testify that the 
thing that made them ready for success in life came from times of suffering. God uses short term suffering for 
long term good. 

We saw in the first point that there is a mystery surrounding suffering that prohibits us from being able to 
explain all the ways God is at work in every incident of suffering, but we do know from the Scriptures that no 
suffering is purposeless. God has a purpose in suffering. What are some of the purposes that God has in 
Suffering?  

A.  God Sends and Allows Suffering to Purify Us 

The Bible is clear that God uses episodes of suffering to reveal our maturity level and our depth of commitment 
to Him. Job 23:10: “But he knows the way that I take; when he has tested me, I will come forth as gold.” The 
analogy here is of gold ore that is mixed with impurities and as it is heated, the impurities are separated from 
the pure gold and float to the surface and are skimmed off. The fire revealed the impurities. Even so times of 
suffering reveal impure motives and unchristlike attitudes that we would have never known had we not been 
placed over the fire.  

We see that same process except silver is referred to in Psalms 66:10: “For you, God, tested us; you refined us 
like silver.”  

In the New Testament we see that same truth in 1 Peter 1:6-7: “In this you greatly rejoice, even though now for 
a little while, if necessary, you have been distressed by various trials, so that the proof of your faith, being more 
precious than gold which is perishable, even though tested by fire, may be found to result in praise and glory 
and honor at the revelation of Jesus Christ” Suffering has the ministry of testing and purifying. 

B.  God Sends and Allows Suffering to Discipline Us  

Sometimes our suffering is the result of our sin and God uses it to bring us to repentance and obedience. Much 
of our suffering is simply the working out of the “reaping what we have sown” principle. This kind of suffering 
is God’s corrective discipline, not to make us pay for our sin, but to train us to live in obedience. At other times, 
however, the suffering has nothing to do with our sin, but is to discipline us and to develop in us endurance for 
the mission God has planned for us.  

In military boot camp trainees are put in some very painful circumstances (long marches, survival exercises, 
obstacle courses, and other painful activities). These painful circumstances are not for punishment, but for 
disciplining and training for the mission they have been called to do. We are compared in several places to 
soldiers but especially in 2 Timothy. 2 Timothy 2:3: “Suffer hardship with me, as a good soldier of Christ 
Jesus.”  

Sometimes we never really understand God’s word apart from suffering. Psalms 119:71: “It is good for me that I 
was afflicted, that I may learn Your statutes.”  

Have you ever heard anyone give a testimony that their greatest lessons in life came through times of ease and 
comfort? I haven’t. I read one of the greatest quotes on suffering from Samuel Rutherford. Samuel Rutherford 
was a Scottish pastor who was born in about 1600. He was imprisoned for preaching the word of God. From 
prison he wrote over 200 letters that are still preserved. Listen to what this man who endured so much 
suffering said:  

If God had told me some time ago that He was about to make me as happy as I could be in this 
world, and then had told me that he should begin by crippling me in all my limbs, and 
removing me from all my usual sources of enjoyment, I should have thought it a very strange 
mode of accomplishing His purpose. And yet, how is His wisdom manifest even in this! For if 
you should see a man shut up in a close room, idolizing a set of lamps and rejoicing in their 
light, and you wished to make him truly happy, you would begin by blowing out all his lamps; 
and then throw open the shutters to let in the light of heaven.   
[John Piper, A Godward Life page 288,289]  

All of the suffering that God allows purifies us and disciplines us and in doing so conforms us to Christ’s 
likeness. That’s why we are told in James 1:2: “Consider it all joy, my brethren, when you encounter various 
trials.” 



C.  God Sends and Allows Suffering to Glorify Himself 

In John 9, Jesus and His disciples came upon a blind man and the disciples were asking why he suffered with 
blindness and Jesus gave them the bottom line. John 9:3: “Jesus answered, ‘It was neither that this man 
sinned, nor his parents; but it was so that the works of God might be displayed in him.’” This blind man 
suffered that the works (the glory) of God might be put on display.  

At the end of Job, after all of his suffering, after all his so called friend’s mostly worthless advice, after Job’s 
complaining, God parades His glory before Job. From nature, He shows Job His power, His wisdom, and His 
providential care. Job is overwhelmed with the glory of God and answers the Lord. Job 42:1-3: “Then Job 
answered the Lord and said, ‘I know that You can do all things, and that no purpose of Yours can be thwarted. 
Who is this that hides counsel without knowledge? Therefore I have declared that which I did not understand, 
things too wonderful for me, which I did not know.’”  

Job doesn’t have to know the answer; God is the answer and in seeing His glory Job is satisfied. 

 

Conclusion 

One of the best summaries of what the Bible teaches about suffering for a Christian is in Randy Alcorn’s book, 
If God Is Good:  

Suffering is limited. It could be far worse. Suffering is temporary. It could last far longer. 
Suffering, as we have seen, produces some desirable good. It can make us better people, and it 
can reveal God’s character in ways that bring Him glory and bring us good. God can see all the 
ultimate results of suffering; we can only see some. When we see more, in His presence, we will 
forever praise Him for it. He calls upon us to trust Him and begin that praise now.   
[Randy Alcorn, If God Is Good, page 488] 

 

Unless otherwise stated all Scripture quotations taken from the NASB (New American Standard Bible.  
www.lockman.org 
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