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Christian Apologetics Study Series: Lesson #6 

Difficult Issues - Part I 
Craig B. Esvelt, D.Min 

 
 
Introduction:  When believers share their faith with skeptics, certain issues 
are often, if not inevitably, brought up by the unbeliever as points of 
contention. Many of these issues tend to revolve around the apparent 
conflict between the Christian's belief in a good and loving, all-powerful God 
and negative (or apparently conflicting) realities of human experience. Many 
Christians themselves wrestle with such doubts! Why, for instance, would 
such a God allow the human suffering and evil that are so rampant in the 
world if He could remove them?* And how could a loving God condemn 
people who have never had the opportunity to hear about Jesus? What about 
the miracles in the Bible--can an intelligent person raised in our scientific and 
technological age really believe in such things? What about all of the wars 
and killing that have been done in the name of religion? Such questions have 
supposedly driven some people to unbelief and others to new Age 
pantheism. Within these next two brief lessons such issues can only be 
touched upon but, even so, it is hoped that believers will be able to 
acknowledge some of the reasonable expressions of God's sovereignty in 
spite of difficult human experience. 
 

 
The Goodness of God and Human Suffering 

"If God were really all-powerful, all-loving, and all-good, why 
would He allow . . ?" And so go the questions whenever we 
consider the horrible devastations of earthquakes, tsunamis, 
genocide, and all other forms of evil and innocent suffering. In 
effect, the other person is saying, "If God exists, He is not fair, 
because . . ." Before certain issues are looked at individually, it is 
important to realize that, when skeptics ask such questions (in 
order to justify their unbelief in God) they are in fact begging the 
question, because they are presupposing some sort of standard 
of right and wrong or justice and injustice that both parties 
should agree upon. And such moral law demands a Moral Law-
Giver who stands above mere human opinion. In their attempt 
to deny God they inevitably imply His existence (see Lesson 2, p. 
4-5)! 

- The Problem of Evil and Suffering - 
The problem of evil and suffering has been called atheism's most 
potent weapon against belief in God. At the crux of the debate is 
the issue of God's omnipotence (that God is all-powerful), 
because it is suggested that any being that has the capacity to 
eliminate evil and suffering would be cruel and unjust not to do 
so. Since evil and suffering persist, it is concluded, God is either 
good but not all-powerful (because He cannot eliminate them) 
or else He is all-powerful but not good (because He apparently 
will not eliminate them). Aside from the false premise that "our  
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"My argument against God was that the 
universe seemed so cruel and unjust. But 
how had I got this idea of just and unjust? A 
man does not call a line crooked unless he 
has some idea of a straight line. What was I 
comparing this universe with when I called 
it unjust? If the whole show was bad and 
senseless from A to Z, so to speak, why did 
I, who was supposed to be part of the 
show, find myself in such violent reaction 
against it? A man feels wet when he falls 
into water, because man is not a water 
animal; a fish would not feel wet. Of course 
I could have given up my idea of justice by 
saying it was nothing but a private idea of 
my own. But if I did that, then my argument 
against God would collapse too--for the 
argument depended on saying that the 
world was really unjust, not simply that it 
did not happen to please my private 
fancies." - C.S. Lewis, Mere Christianity 
(New York: McMillan Co., 1952), p. 45-46 
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way" of dealing with evil and suffering (i.e., eliminating 
them) is the only "right" way, it would be helpful to consider 
certain aspects of evil and suffering. 

 Know why there is evil and suffering 
Evil, as a moral inclination or expression, cannot be 
ascribed to God as it would contradict His very nature. 
Neither was such evil a part of His original creation, for 
He looked over His work and saw that it was "very good" 
(Gen. 1:31). God created mankind to love and worship 
Him, but in order to love, a creature must be able to will 
(choose) to love. 
o Men and women were not created as robots but as 

creatures with a free will. But free will implies the 
hope of loving obedience along with the risk of 
rebellion. Such a capacity to choose necessarily infers 
moral evil as a potential, but not an actual creation of 
God. 

o The human creatures chose to rebel, and sin, evil, 
and suffering are the aftermath (Gen. 3) 

But, one might ask, would not a Being who has the 
power to erase evil and suffering be unjust not to do so? 
o Evil could only be eliminated by annihilating it not 

only as an actual condition but as a potential. 
o All free-will creatures possess the potential (if not the 

actual) of evil, so the elimination of evil would 
necessarily destroy all persons or else destroy their 
freedom to choose and so render us robots 

 Know how evil and "innocent" suffering fit within the 
sovereign plan of God 
God's plan was not the annihilation of evil and suffering 
but to work all things out for His glory and man's 
redemption (Rom. 8:28). God respects our free choice 
and so He will not override the exercise of that choice 
except to intervene in such a way that, in the exercise of 
His free choice, the goals of evil will ultimately be turned 
to the glory of His own person (Prov. 16:4, Rom. 9:22-24). 
How God is able to unite our freedom while maintaining 
His sovereign purposes is a mystery that baffles our finite 
minds. The late Dr. Walter Martin offered an illustration: 

Imagine a computer that is absolutely infinite; it has a capacity 
that is unlimited, and you could program into that computer 
every single human life, from the first one to the last, every life 
that would interact with every other life, every thought, every 
word, every deed, every possible alternative of behavior--in 
effect, the totality of all knowledge of all events in all time 
periods from the beginning of time to the end, and every 
alternative to anything that anybody ever thought or chose, 
perfectly interrelated. What would that computer be capable of 
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doing? It would be like role-playing in a computer game that is 
capable of permitting you to make any choice you wanted to 
make, but the moment you directed/redirected your character, 
the computer would compensate for all the things which that 
decision involved in your life, so that you would be perfectly free 
to choose, but the programmer of the computer would already 
have figured out the way for him to have his free choice, without 
interfering with yours. Result? You would be perfectly free to 
choose, and the programmer would be perfectly free to make his 
decision. The infinite computer is the mind of God; you and I 
have our lives in the software, and God has programmed us so 
that you are perfectly free to do what you want but you are not 
free to alter those choices, because He has the right of freedom 
to interfere and exercise His choice. (from taped message 
entitled "Evil and Suffering") 

 Know for what purposes God uses evil and suffering 
Although God is not the author of evil, and suffering is 
the result of living in a cursed creation, they do serve His 
purpose in that they demonstrate the horrible effects of 
sin and magnify God's holiness. In addition to this, 
suffering can be an effective tool in the hands of a loving 
Creator. How? 
o God created mankind for Himself and knows that 

true purpose and happiness lie in having fellowship 
with Him. But the more comfortable a person 
becomes, the more he or she may tend to exclude 
God (Prov. 30:8-9). Therefore, one of the only means 
God may have to get someone's attention is to allow 
that person to undergo trials and suffering (some will 
only "look up" when they are really down!). Trials 
may either turn a person to God or away from Him in 
anger and bitterness. 

o God uses suffering in His people to develop stronger 
character and dependence on Him (Rom. 5:3-5, 8:28-
30; 1 Pet. 1:6-7). 

 
- Evil, Suffering, and the Nature of God - 
The existence of a personal, intelligent God often provokes a 
hostile response to our faith but also offers unique advantages. 

 All worldviews should be challenged--not just ours! 
God is often called upon to "explain Himself" when bad 
things happen (or, more specifically we believers are 
challenged to offer explanations). But who can argue 
with the blind chance of naturalism or the impersonal 
force of Pantheism? Nonetheless, the apologist should 
not let such challengers "off the hook," so to speak, but 
invite them to provide more satisfying answers to such 
difficult issues as evil and suffering. For if there is no God, 
then our notion of "evil" and "cruelty" is only relative, 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Old hymn: 
God never compels us to go, oh no, 
He never compels us to go. 
God does not compels us to go 'gainst our 
will, 
But He does make us willing to go! 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
"But pain insists upon being attended to. 
God whispers to us in our pleasure, speaks 
to us in our conscience, but shouts to us in 
our pains: it is His megaphone to rouse a 
deaf world . . . No doubt pain as God's 
megaphone is a terrible instrument; it may 
lead to final and unrepentant rebellion. But 
it gives the only opportunity the bad man 
can have for amendment. It removes the 
veil; it plants the flag of truth within the 
fortress of a rebel soul." - C.S. Lewis, The 
Problem of Pain (New York: McMillan Co., 
1975), p. 93, 95. 

The scriptures inform us, inexplicably, that 
even Jesus "was made perfect through 
suffering" and "learned obedience through 
what he suffered" (Heb. 2:10, 5:8). What 
does that imply about us?! 
 
Note to the wise: Suffering and tragedy 
inevitably bring up the "Why?" question. 
But for grieving people who have just 
experienced a great loss, it is usually best 
to show compassion and save the answers 
for later, if need be. A simple and sincere, 
"I'm so sorry" is a better response. 
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i.e., only matters of opinion, and the suffering we endure 
is just the normal outworking of evolution's "survival of 
the fittest" and other happenstances. Why, then, even 
ask "why"? Others inclined toward pantheism may find 
an explanation for suffering--but not necessarily comfort-
-in a recycling of karma due to some (forgotten) bad 
conduct in a "former life." 

 
 We are not left alone in our suffering! 

It is true that, whether by providential design or the 
indirect allowances necessitated by our living in a cursed 
creation, God does not apportion suffering equally 
among all people.  It is not true, however, that those who 
suffer can accuse of God of not caring, of turning away 
dispassionately while the creation groans. God, in Christ, 
entered this fallen world, got his hands dirty, and 
suffered alongside of us. Jesus is Immanuel--God with us. 
In fact, the message of Christianity is that God's love sent 
His son to the cross to suffer for us--a suffering that 
transcends any earthly suffering. Human experience may 
identify with the finite, physical pains of crucifixion, but 
human experience cannot fathom the agony of God the 
Father severing relational ties with the Son, or of the 
Son's bearing the sins of the world. As Tim Keller notes: 

"If we again ask the question: “Why does God allow evil and 
suffering to continue?” and we look at the cross of Jesus, we still 
do not know what the answer is.. However, we know what the 
answer isn’t. It can’t be that he doesn’t love us. It can’t be that 
he is indifferent or detached from our condition. God takes our 
misery and suffering so seriously that he was willing to take it on 
himself." - Tim Keller, The Reason for God, p. 31 

 

 Wrongs will be righted! 
We need not resign ourselves to the atheist's nihilistic 
belief that there is nothing beyond the grave, that, in the 
end, there is no ultimate difference between the fate of a 
Mother Theresa or a Hitler. Because God is just, sin and 
evil must be and ultimately will be punished, and all 
wrongs will be made right. As someone rightly said, 
"justice delayed is not necessarily justice denied!" 

 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
At the outset, let us remember that every 
worldview--not just Christianity's--must 
give an explanation or an answer for evil 
and suffering. Either evil categorically 
proves that God does not exist, as the 
atheist avows, or evil is "not ultimately real 
evil," as the pantheist claims, or evil is most 
coherently explained by the Christian view 
of God and His purpose in creation. In 
short, this is not a problem distinctive to 
Christianity. It will not do for the challenger 
just to raise the question. This problem of 
evil is one to which we must all offer an 
answer, regardless of the belief system to 
which we subscribe. - Ravi Zacharias, Jesus  
Among Other Gods (W Publishing Group, 
2000), p. 108 
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Naturalism vs. Supernaturalism 
Although there has been a shift away from modernism's anti-
supernatural bias in the last few decades, many have laughed at 
the idea of the possibility of miracles in the Bible. Miracles, it is 

said, are violations of scientific laws, and so are "not possible." 
Yet an acceptance of the miraculous is not only necessary for a 
consistency of belief throughout the Old Testament (as opposed 
to a "pick and choose" approach) but is particularly vital to the 
Christian faith, since the life, the teaching, and work of Jesus 
Christ cannot be squared with a purely naturalistic belief system 
(e.g., his virgin conception, his supernatural acts, his 
resurrection, etc.). For the Christian, the reality and role of God's 
supernatural interventions in this world cannot be downplayed. 
Indeed, Christianity stands or falls on the fact of one miracle--
the bodily resurrection of Jesus Christ (1 Cor. 15:12-19). 
 
- The Case for Miracles - 
God is not bound by the laws of nature, rather, natural laws are 
bound by God--He created them! Being transcendent*, He 
governs nature, not vice versa! A miracle may be defined as a 
deed done by God in a way other than or contrary to His usual 
way of acting, i.e., a discontinuity of natural events. Miracles are 
not so much antinatural as they are supernatural; they may be 
regarded not so much as violations of the natural order as 
invasions into it. Much of the case against miracles can be 
credited to a Scottish philosopher of the 18th century, David 
Hume; in fact, most modern arguments against miracles are 
merely variations of his. 

 Hume said, "No testimony is sufficient to establish a 
miracle unless this testimony be of such kind that a 
falsehood would be more miraculous than the fact which 
it endeavors to establish." 
o This is spurious reasoning, for it assumes that just 

because the ratio of conformity to natural law is 
much greater than a relatively few claimed instances 
of nonconformity, then the probability ratio 
eliminates the possibility of a miracle. 

o Deists such as Hume strained at a gnat but swallowed 
the proverbial camel, for they acknowledged a 
Supreme Being who created the universe but did not 
believe in His intervention later. But if one accepts 
the premise of an infinite, personal God who spoke 
the universe into existence, occasional miracles 
thereafter should be expected, and walking on water, 
feeding 5,000 people with a few loaves and fish, and 
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raising the dead are relatively small by comparison! 

 Hume also said, "A miracle is a violation of the laws of 
nature, and as firm and unalterable experience has 
established these laws, the proof against a miracle, from 
the very nature of the case, is as entire as any argument 
can possibly be imagined." (Translation: Miracles are 
violations of laws we know do not change; so, there can 
be no miracles because of these unchanging laws.) 
o If one accepts Hume's premise--that we live in a 

system that is governed by unalterable laws--then 
miracles are not possible. But suppose we are not 
living in such a "closed" system, and that, at times, 
these "unalterable" laws can be superseded! Such a 
"closed system" can only be subjectively assumed. 
Since David Hume evidently never experienced a 
miracle himself, he had the temerity to discount 
other innumerable great people who claimed to have 
done so (Moses, Jesus, the apostles, etc.) 

o Such "violations" were collectively observed in Jesus' 
day by thousands of people. It is significant that his 
enemies never called into question "if" he performed 
miracles (that was obvious)--only how. 

 David Hume (and others) never actually refuted any 
miracle--he simply "defined" them out of existence*. He 
set up an arbitrary definition so that others could not 
possibly justify a miracle once his premise was granted. 
As C.S. Lewis noted: 

Now of course we must agree with Hume that if there is 
absolutely "uniform experience" against miracles, if, in other 
words, they have never happened, why then, they never have. 
Unfortunately we know the experience against them to be 
uniform only if we know that all the reports of them are false. 
And we can know all the reports to be false only if we know 
already that miracles have never occurred. In fact, we are 
arguing in a circle." (Miracles, 1947) 

Disbelief in miracles does not arise from reason or logic but an 
anti-supernatural bias. To make the assertion that there are no 
miracles, or that miracles are impossible, is based on an 
unproven assumption and that no God exists Who either could 
or would intervene in the natural order ("Who 'sez?"). When 
one accepts the reality of an intelligent, personal Creator Who 
displays purposeful intent, miracles not only are reasonable but 
anticipated. 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


