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' 
The opening moment of our sermo today takes 

us back 3,000 years ago to the perio of the Ju~ges, 
when the Bible tells the story of greflt heroic 
exploits of God's Chosen People, bet~ en the time 

f M co. o tl. .L I 1 ..1 
o oses ~ .. ~ ""~.. "' ~~ "" v~"'" ·~--· .. ~ .... , 
and the golden heydays of the nation nder David 
and Solomon. The people of God, in tr se desper­
ate times,were little more than wander ng bands of 
nomads. The enemy of the day was the and of 
Midian. ~()ur story begins in the six h chapter 
of the book of Judges, when the Midiani es ·· · 
u:ut daspicahlg as*, were plundering far s of the 
Israelite people at harvest time. Imagi e the 
horror at having broken ground and plante and 
ti 11 ed and coaxed and waited, and then wh n the 
full grain appeared, the harvest was "'· ... . bta,.;'\ ~1eb~ cbl7:.~ ,.. 
How disconsolate those farming folk would Je. so- (-
greatly impoverished and dying of starvati n, dis-
consolate and down, the children of Israel it 
says, called upon the name of the Lord the r God. 

o.s nl'l. • ....... \\\. ...... 1M.._ b- ~o" &_ ~ ~ 
Then, · ' · ... 1 1 • · 

sent a prophet to rescue them, n .L .,., • .,... .. ~ Pr _ _i. i-trL 

~~~~~~~~~ .. ~,~~~·~·~~~~~~~~~,,~,,~~;;~ - ~ ~~A~-L ""': _, • • :l • . ... . -a v~ LutiA. oo tQIUDII\ • 

<' •v ~ '.~·~ ;:>' 

.. ""~ • : ~ J v -' 

t~~:a: d a nice::~ The Bibl~" s~ys, "An angel of ~e 
Lord came and sat down under the oak tree at \ 
Orphah," the little section of the earth which\ 
belonged to Joash, a good and godly man. Mean-\. 
while, in a secluded place, the son of Joash, \ 
Gideon, it says, was pounding the grain, separ- t ' 
ating the wheat from the chaff, you would say,~~~~~ 

• ;, ~ • .g tltX ~"to 
r ~ · :; An angel of the Lord ~~ ..B.4~clQI} .--~ 
.? .a::~ to Gideon afld siifd: 'The Lord is with you, ~ r 

mighty man of valor"' (He is about to be called ~~ 
to his role as prophet, warrior, and leader of \ 
his people) "The Lord is with you". Hail, the \ 

~ 
II 
-~. 
\ 
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Lord is with you, Gideon mY boy. God's avor is 
upon you. You will be His messenger. 

Remember now, his whole nation is in ruin. 
Their homes were being plundered day and night; (L,.:_ 1 kt.sw.J 
children kidnapped, wives abused, sons ad cousins~ ~l s~ 

. cjll ·, endlessly, ruthlessly. . ~ """~~.,. ........ .( 
Gideon said to the angel, "Pray sir, ple se tell ~ ~ 
me, if the Lord is with us, why then has 11 this · \ · · 
befallen us? What happened? I believe i the 
Goodness of the Lord. I h~~t always bee a faith-
ful man. I have recalled ~wonderful eeds, 0 
God, how you gave us life and guided us a d offered 
hope and freedom, love,and peace,and joy.u And, 

~~: ~e~~~ 1lcallilm~e ... 111I~t"'oo"!k~a~ll.Wo•f•i•til-.li n...,.s._t.ri_.d._e_.u
11
p .. t 1111o._ )'A ,1_ ~ 6u.ll'P ~ ~ 

1'118 'ill lA ;ik! ~c:t--.N 'fll,.,{), uJ...... G.\t \MQ~ 
. -, :iD'. 

It is Job saying, ''Cursed be the day w en I 
was born.'' It's a friend of mine who said!so 
quietly, ''I never thought that it would co•e to 
this." It's ancient Jeremiah saying, "I c~'t 
stand it here, thes people picking on me." It's 
a brave young wife two years ago who whisp ed 
through her tears, "I cannot understand. q have 
my boys to rear and raise." It's David's pathetic 
lament, "Absolom, my son, my son, would God ~hat I 
had died instead of thee." It's a tired old1woman 
pining, "I'd really love to go. Why must I \inger 
on and on?". It's the Psalmist wondering out:.~., loud, 
"Has God forgotten to be gracious?" . It's a f(roud 
man with years to live and work, stooped and ~nxious 
when he is told to shuffle on because the compPny is 
in trouble, ·~take your nameplate with you,\John." 
-it is Jesus on the cross, asking, "My God, \ny 
God, why. hast thou forsaken me?". L ' Gideon ~a in, 
"Pray sir, if the Lord is with us, why has all . is 
befallen me?''. . · 

Great question: But watch it, watch it - the \ 
angel of the Lord never answers him. And that's a\ 
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letdown, to be sure, disappointing, even quite 
infuriating. But everytime you hear that question 
in the Bible, on the lips of Job, of Jeremiah, or 
of Jesus Christ himself, the heavens are signific-

• antly silent or terribly evasive, as if he has not J,.~ 
~N-d,wt;:bla :i. The angel simply says, "Go to deliver the 

~w.,c...~ children of Israel from the hand of Midian, it is 
~~it. J~ · ~he ~ill o~ God." Up?n t~hich, ~ideo~, the youngest 
lbb~~·. 1n h1s fam1ly, compla1nllthat h1s tnbeMkthe 

weakest one in Israel, and he the leqst in all his 
family. He wantbito know why God ha' chosen him, 
...e-t~ qaal tflb him Gad h11 :::1 a fat l:i::: be duo 
Upon which, the Lord God himself says, "Go, Gideon, 
and I will be there with you." Like a loving 
mother might say, "Hush now, son; you have to go 
to school." Or the athletic coach says, just when 
you have had enough, "One more time around the 
track". Or, "I'm sorry, Jane, I have to leave." 

So, Gideon went, and I suppose you know the 
story after that, how God commanded him to pull 
down the altar of Baal, and Gideon was so afraid 
he sneaked out at night with half a dozen of his 
friends. How he persuaded them, it does not say; 
but they tore down the altar to Baal by dark and,· 
before morning, built a new one to Jehovah, and 
the next day they hid themselves in fear. "0 God, 
I'm scared .... why me? If God is good, why qpse I 

%&! :e: SO!' Upon which it says, "The spirit of 
the Lord took possession of Gideon." The story 
has a happy ending, as all the Bible stories do. 
Midian was subdued. Their land had rest for 
forty years, when Gideon died at "good old age", 
it says, and was buried in the city of his birth. 
The story is over; the question only lingers: · 
If God is good, why must his children suffer so? 

So, I' 1 tell you there is the uestion, as 
if you didn't 
four million r 
around the glob 

ecognize It's fam ·ar to the 
ugees who ive in squal all 

It's the onstant compa ·on to 
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the one-thir mankind tha onizes in hopel 
hunger. I ives and move nd has its bein n 
every ho tal, nursing e, and private lli~g 
place · all the eart It's in the pa s every 
ni , claiming hea nes. Now and n, it eire s 
a the globe an mes to rest o u: If God [:/ 

od, why does hurt so much? at's the quest~ . 

For many, this is the most perplexing question t ••• 
of them a 11 . ~ rttc.D... c!. l'A..t 'jt;l 

-- the 1 ave of God. We make promises to our p .... ut ct't c.( 
children and ourse 1 ves. We say, your 
prayers wi 11 soon be answered. "Ask and it wi 11 be 
given unto you; seek and you shall find." Just 
trust God, we say, and everything will turn out 
right. But, wait a minute. Why these ••••• 
tragedies? Why the grief of emptiness? Why these \t~ ~ 

· · illnesses? Why the hurt of broken 
families? Why the loneliness? If God is good, as 
the little girl said, then why does it hurt so much? 

The questi n comes to you with 
world, to terri you in the dark o 
and rolls down ur cheek in tears. 
know the questio No sensitive bel 
carry on without e anguish of what 

your private 
endless night, 
I know you 
ver can 

takes 
tangle with this q estion. ~~~~~r+~~~~ 

' pan ered this. topic ndlessly for even 
the on y useful jnfo mation have 1 

sec dhand. What I t ink I know a out th 
I ha e lear ed from o er I hav been t 
stud nt. A d those I v been cl se to wh 
seen,the de pest darkes alleys o them all 
will tell y u honestly, ey have alked me 
it r ther t an the other ays arou d. One of 
rare great rivileges of ing cal ed to follo 
the ootstep of the Chri to be hosen for 
mini try, is the privilege shari g the jour 
throu h the rkness with e who have allowe 
me to walk al ng. MY own li has en grand a 
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I offet th;s se~ffieA fFem tRe lives 

Ev ry living soul ust face the 
fun y, oo, my friends,ithe ones you 
nee th answer most o~ all, are nor 
who dem nd it 1 east. . ften they neve 
que tio Those who a e, or have bee 
es dar ness, come bac knowing that 
lo e of, God are there. It's a safet 
"I ha vet touched the bo tom of the ri 
C risti n said, "and i' is good. I h 

~·,.. 1 ved b hearsay and b faith, now I 
• ~were I

1
live by sight.' Oh, not tha 

. Someti . s the raging iver drowns yo 

estion; but, 
hink would 
lly the ones 
even ask the 

, in the deep­
he light and 
for the soul: 
r," Bunyan's 
e formerly 
ave been to 
it's a snap; 

r soul. Some-
head; some­

metimes in the 
mselves and 

times t e billows go p and over you 
times y u are paralyz d with fear; s 
solemn · arkness, the rees enfo 1 d t 
hide th light of hea en. It's nor 
and it akes a long, ong time to f 
But wh life comes cashing in, "M 

al to feel lost, 
nd the way again. 

some y rs ago, "When you have lost 
dare n lose the lov of God as w 
cruele , loneliest ment of your 
near th best. Stre gth will be 
tion to your need. urely now, yo 
questio "If God i good, why do 
suffer ?". 

God," he said, 
all else, you 
1 •.• " The 
ay is often 

ven in proper-
have the 

his children 

a e;:*:;:~~~~~ ti.J5~ 
e first thing I want to say is we should r'~ 

not e d to know too much. As Robert Frost once~~ 
said, e now enough to go ahead with", but we do ~. · 
not know i all; like looking through haar, the fog J 
that comes in off the North Sea, as Donald Bailey 
said one da , through which we cannot see clearly, 
but we can e. 

K rl Barth, the .... eminent theologian of 
this.J centur.v said that the moment you think you 

q#PS'~'\ 
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come to understand God's will and way, 
that is the moment you have ssed it. All 
great truths, he said, end i paradox: ~J ways 
are not your ways, saith the ord, my thoughts 
are higher than your thoughts. That is the way 
it's supposed to be. You had better believe that. 
We yearn for simple answers a d pine for a ready 
anchor to hold on to. But it is a deep and weighty 
topic, and I caution you not o answer it too sim-

ply. , ~~~~s~ 
I will say in passing tha often it is not a 

theological question at all. It is a very human 
question, born of our inabilit to camp eh nd 
beyond the furthest reaches wh1 re our nd can 
penetrate. We yearn to know. ~We wan o ain an 
easy mastery, and seldom are c~ntent o en in 
surrendering ourselves. But, ft is a p ical 
kind of question; for, while it is t say 
that nothing falls outside of the ti prov-
idence of God, and that His will inc he 
preconditions that allow every1hing to 
pass, that does not imply thatiall re the 
way God wants them to be. The ribl surel wit­
nesses in favor of the opposite~ Sin c n thwart 
God's will for a time - a briefimom nt. urely, 
there are questions regarding,~w~y G d m d the 
world the way He did. But that ~e de i the way 
He did, and that it follows cons~ste tl ithin 
His purpose, is not up for questiqn. t a 1 is 
consistent within His purpose. ~ do no know 
why God and nature made us so tha~ in a iven span 
of years we die. We do not know ~hy we ere made 
to die, but it is our knowledge w.ich is lacking, 
not the will of God. I 

i 
That is not to say God wants 

His will. Take a human illustrati 
tain man has a son who asks, as th 
to take his share of the fortune a 
some foreign country to squander 

-6-
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father is so canst cted that he says "Yes"; the son 
has a right to his own life. Unimpeded and unhindered 
by his father, it s within his father's will that he 
should have his fr edam. But even if the father knows 
that it will end i ignominy and disgrace, and diamet­
rically contrary what he wants for his younger son, 
still, constructed as the father is, he must needs 
grant the freedom anyway. 

There is a h 
need, to separate 
did not want his 
death upon the cr 
ting hour, burnin 
because His Will 
it happened anywa 
never be a challe 
of the truth of 
imate - it must 
1 is ten, in the e 
You can trust th 
trust that it all 
that one day you 
are known - or yo 
While His Will in 
wish for nothing 

nt, my friends, if another hint you 
God's \!ill from what He wants. He 
on, Jesus Christ, to die a horrid 
ss, stretched in agonizing, suffoca-

up with pain - of course not. But 
ook precedence over what he wanted, 

The question, I repeat, should 
ge, to assault the central citadel 
d itself. Our question is legit­
asked from time to time - but 
the answer is terribly incidental. 

God who made the world, you can 
belongs together, you can trust 
ill know in full even as you now 
cannot trust anything at all. 

ludes all which happens, He would 
ut the good. 

And Heaven we ps as well as you and I ... The day 
when Jesus died, j ung and strong and barely three 
years into His lif -long work, dismal dreary day, the 
Heavens blurted ou their agonizing disappointment. 
Darkness covered a 1 the land. Storms raged and the 
Temple split in tw . Mighty Romans fled in terror. 
Quiet loved ones clied their tears: "Oh, God, no:" 
But the heavens an we red "Yes". Sad and terrifying, 
lonely and ridicul us; still, it is as it should be. 
God Himself is there, and in that beleaguered moment, 
the L!i 11 of God was done, for sure, His Will for then 
and now and evermore. Do you believe it? 

'!lese::d~, I think we should say it loudly 

Ftur -7-
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and clearly, some suffering and evil come quite 
directly and logically from human choices and 
decisions. If you chose to drink yourself to 
death, you could hardly blame your God. If you 
overextended yourself and taxed your human body 
beyond all possible extension, you could hardly 
blame your God. As Markham said, 

''I will leave man to make the fateful guess 
And leave him torn between No and Yes, 
Leave him in tragic loneliness to choose, 
With a 11 in 1 ife to win and a 11 to 1 ose. " 

If madmen like Hitler roam the earth and we 
do nothing to prevent them; if we allow reckless 
drivers to drive our highways, and treat drunken 
driving lightly; if we plJnt the field with mines; 
allow anybody and his brother to own a gun; pollute 
the earth with hatred -we can hardly blame the 
concomitant occurrences on God. That does not 
answer everything, but it begins to claim some order 
for it all. As Christians still, you can question 
why the world is such that the Adolph Hitlers come, 
or that people overeat and overdrink or that the 
pressures rise, and accidents occur; but, again, 
they are practical questions and do not challenge 
the original belief that \ 

"This is our Father's world, 
And to His listening ears 
All nature sings, 
And round me rings 
The music of the spheres." 

The world is made in such a way that disobedience 
to what God wants is possible, and nature sings 
off key, and the music of the spheres becomes a 
dirge. 

Secondly, I think we need to say, some evil 
comes 1 ogi ca lly from human freedom. "I" , Dr. 

-8-



Kanwischer used to say, is in the middle of sin. 

r.(:) +Iii~ I think we need to say that pain 
is~punishment from God. It would hardly be 
necessary to say those words again, were it not 
for rather universal, if often hidden, acceptance 
of them as true. We train ourselves that our 
happiness comes in relation to our goodness: Do 
a good job, and you will be promoted, and make 
more money; if you do and don't, then enormous 
disappointment. Be a good wife, be a good guy, 
good student, perform your part; and everything 
will be okay. Do what I want you to do, the 
parent says, then I '11 be nice to you; be bad, 
and I'll withhold my love. It's as subtle as 
it is insidious. 

Some years ago, I ministered to a lady in 
her late eighties, who was dying of old age and 
a terminal illness. "Why is God punishing me?" 
she asked. I said I didn't know; then it came 
to me that she was listening to the voice of her 
Sunday School teacher before the turn of the 
century, or her grandmother: "If you are bad, 
God will punish you." Remove those voices, 
friends; pain is not punishment. People have 
weak hearts for the same reason they have blue 
eyes: they ar~~e.!hat way . 

. ~ But,~ I think we need to speak 
ab~ what the Bibles cans the trewmes of tee 
dar,kpess, In our suffering, we come as close to 
living out the Christian life as we ever do at 
all. The glories of the night yield a special 
privilege and lasting insight. All is not lost. 
The victory still belongs to Christ. 

''I walked a mile with pleasure 
She chattered all the way, 
But left me none the wiser 
For all she had to say. 

-9-



• 

"I walked a mile with sorrow 
And ne'er a word said she; 
But oh the things I learned from her 
When sorrow walked with me." 

- Robert Browning Hamilton 

We all love the sunny upl 
we love the mountain top 
view upon the neighboring 
ness, we learn to touch 
never find beyond. 

ds of the human spirit; 
"th its graat and wandering 
valleys; but, in the dark­
d take and trust what we 

This portion of the tory begins and ends the 
same, in the life and de th and Resurrection of our 
Lord. If anyone in all he history of the earth 
ever deserved a sweet ad happy life, it surely was 
our Lord. No one ever ave more of self for others, 
no one ever found perfe tion in obedience. No one 
ever did the will of G so finally and selflessly. 
No other person ever 1 · ed the perfect life. We 
should try to be like im in all our ways, to dupli­
cate His giving. But e reflect His grandeur most 
of all, I think, when e kneel within the garden and 
tears run down our che ks and our soul is empty and 
our spirits hurt and a e harmed and dimmed. There 
we come the closest to living out the life in Christ 
God gives us. Faith i not a rabbit's foot, a lucky 
charm to carry. 

It sounds a trifle eak, as if a trick is being 
played on you; but no lly we get it wrong: the 
purpose of life is not o be happy, the purpose of 
life is not to get wha we can for ourselves and 
those we love. The pur ose of life in the ultimate 
is never selfish. As J sus said, "Not my will, 
but thine, be done, 0 L rd". The purpose of life 
is to glorify God and e ·oy Him forever, to accept 
the life He gives us, t work to change the fortunes 

.of the earth for good, t to reach out our hand 
into the hand of God. " o suffer, passes; to nave 
suffered 1 ast forever", he French proverb says. 

10-



5. The last thing we need to say is the thing 
that matters most: God can use your suffering and 
mine to the greater glory, in your life, in mine, and 
in all the world around us. On almost every page of 
all the Scripture, you could find some way to echo 
the words that I will use from Paul, and I am sure 
the Bible means it: "God works all things together 
for good for them that love him and are called 
according to his purpose." Those are the most 
precious words in all the Bible, and they echo down 
through all the lingering eons of time since that 
first moment when the universe was made, with every 
new explosion of another galaxy of stars, of the 
endless patience of our Lord, but working things 
together for good. Out of that primordial mass of 
nothingness came this round and spinning planet on 
its axis through the gravitational field of this 
isolated corner of the Milky Way and the form of 
molten mass of the billions of some eons more, its 
shape began to be. Then a tiny fragmentary motion 
we call life was planted there on the planet. Then 
through the shifting surface of the earth, through 
time out of mind, through a billion different 
disappointing cul-de-sacs; then, on down to your 
life and mine in every passing moment, day and 
decade. Look back over it, my friend, God taking 
hold of your life and working each part together 
for good. 

So, just when you have had enough, just 
when you're slipping off the edge, just when you 
come to the end of your sanity - wait and watch 
and listen - let go, even the air will hold you 
up in time- wait and listen- and an angel of 
the Lord will come your way and say to you: 

you and He has work for you to do." 

=~ ~~Just when you say, "Oh God, No!", the Spirit 
~ ;,"t )JI"'" ~his pers, "Yes". Bu~ s a 11 right; this time 

~~ 
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will pass. You will learn to live again .... Come 
my son, my daughter, my friend ... Come on now; we 
can manage it together. Like the old and seasoned 
soldier prayed each day he went to battle: "0 Lord, 
don't let nothin' come my way today that you and me 
can't handle together." 

Come on now ... we can manage it together. I'll 
explain it on the way. 

"Ha i1 , 0 favored one ... 
The Lord is with Thee.'' 

Glory be to God, now and evermore. Amen. 

************************************** 

Thanks to the generosity of 
Mr. and Mrs. Warren Bulette, 
this sermon has been printed 
for Southminster members and 
friends. 
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