Thoughts on Calamities

Does God have a plan for each of us?

Yes, very definitely; ‘to bring many sons (and daughters) to Salvation.’ ‘This is the will of God, even your salvation.’ but in a more specific sense, probably not, because He interacts with us in our lives. If we were to always live ‘in accordance with His will’ then maybe, but as we don’t live that way, as we depart from His standards of purity and as we pray to Him  then He constantly adjusts our immediate reality in response to our actions and prayers.

That sounds as though God is inside time with us and surely that limits His omnipotence?

I have read much about God ‘living in the eternal present’ as C. S. Lewis put it, and the concurrent implication that God is somehow outside of time. That may be the case, because we are faced with a mystery here. But, and it is a big but, we do not have any evidence for such a view. 

All of the bible indicates that God operates in very much the same way as we do in respect to time. Over and over again, God refers to Himself as the God of History. Over and over again God does something ‘now’ or will do something ‘in the future’ because of what has happened ‘before’, in the past. Central to the whole Bible is that point in time when God became man and died on the cross at Calvary; nothing will ever be the same again for either men and women or for God - ‘ask in My name and He will answer’ says Jesus, but that could not have happened before the Anno Domini turning point of history. 

References to the Godhead ‘before the world began’ such as in John 17:5,24 often refer to communication within the Trinity. Communication as we understand it, by definition, is sequential. I speak, you answer. You respond to my answer and so on. When God speaks to us He speaks to us in ways in which we understand. We are not at liberty to invent a new form of non-sequential communication just to get us out of a hole caused by our own preconceptions. 

Scripture also indicates that God does not act in a Deistic way - in the sense that the plan was determined before all time and is immutable and just carries on like a wound up clock. The very fact that we are commanded to pray and promised that we will receive answers indicates this fact. The statement in Isaiah 48:3,6-7 is an example of God’s interaction; ‘I foretold things long ago, my mouth announced them and I made them known; then suddenly I acted and they came to pass. …… From now on I tell you of new things, of hidden things unknown to you. They are created now, and not long ago; You have not heard of them before today. So you cannot say “Yes, I knew of them.” This is not to say that God does not determine all things; this is not to say that God does not have an eternal plan conceived of and decreed before all worlds; what it does suggest is that God also responds ‘inside time’ to our actions.

All the evidence that we have implies that God lives and operates in time exactly as we do. (This is not to say that I am limiting God by saying this, but more to say that based on the evidence He has given us God deals with us as though He operates in time as we do.) I might also point out that this is a ‘modern’ problem and I think it arises from our thinking that Physics is true when it says that time is dimension in exactly the same way as the spatial dimensions. We must remember that Physics is a human construct and as such may be incorrect. Personally, at this point I think it is. We can solve some problems and equations by assuming that we can handle time as though it were a bi-directional dimension like ‘north-south horizontal’ and ‘east-west horizontal’ an ‘up-down vertical’ but I think we make a mistake if we assume this means that is merely what time actually is, merely another dimension.

But what about ‘A thousand ages in Thy sight are like an evening gone’

Well, rather than using the hymn, let us use the Bible. 2 Peter 3:8 ‘Do not forget dear friends: With the Lord a day is like a thousand years, and a thousand years is like a day.’ This in no way detracts from my point about the sequence of time. Of course God is greater than we are and can oversee everything far better than we can. Yes, we are ‘made like Him’ and have one foot in eternity but although ‘God has set eternity in the hearts of men; yet they cannot tell the beginning from the end.’ (Ecclesiastes 3:11)  ‘beginning’ and ‘end’ imply sequence, and the quotation from 2 Peter, if anything, confirms sequence. Peter goes on to say ‘The Lord is not slow in keeping His promise (that he made in the past)…. But the day of the Lord will come (in the future).’

This does nothing to change my thought that revealed truth leads us to conclude that at least when dealing with people God operates within time.

But that doesn’t fully answer my question about the loss of God’s omnipotence. If He does not sit outside time, but rather experiences it exactly as we do, then how can He be the one who defines all that comes to pass? How can He be in time and in control?

Well, here we come to the real crunch, don’t we? I affirm that God is the God who predestines, that - as the Westminster Confession of faith says (WC 3:1) ‘God by the counsel of His own will freely and unchangeably ordains all that comes to pass: Yet so, neither is God thereby the author of sin, nor is violence offered to the will of the creatures nor is the liberty or contingency of second causes done away with.’
 WC 3:2 ‘Although God knows whatsoever may or can come to pass upon all supposed conditions yet he has not decreed anything because he foresaw it as future or as that which would come to pass on such conditions’

We have to think very clearly here. 

1.  God determines things by His word ‘He spoke and it came to pass’, ‘by the word of His mouth were the heavens made, the earth and all that is in it.’ ‘He will come again to judge the heavens and the earth.’ Scripture affirms this absolutely. Scripture also tells us that God is operating to a predetermined plan (for example see Acts 4:28)

2.  Scripture also affirms that our actions are significant. The fact that God holds us responsible for our sins and will judge us by our actions is a major proof of this. The fact that we are commanded to pray and promised that God will answer our prayers is another evidence of our significance. The very fact that God could send his own Son to die for us is ultimate evidence of our significance. I am so important that God sacrificed His own son for me that I should not perish but have eternal life.

3.  While being made in His image, we are not exactly like God because we are limited and we are sinful. I am more concerned here with our limitations, the fact that we cannot think straight because we are sinful is merely a side issue here although very true. God makes it quite clear that ‘My thoughts are not your thoughts, neither are my ways your ways, declares the Lord. As the heavens are higher than the earth, so my ways are higher than your ways and my thoughts higher than your thoughts.’ (Isaiah 55:8-9) The conclusion is very clear, that there are some things that may be beyond our understanding. 

4.  I have come across all sorts of images to try and explain the ‘predestination - free-will’ problem and frankly, none of them are very helpful, individually, they might illustrate an aspect of the problem but frequently cloud the issue, My main point remains that we have to hold firmly to all three things. Firstly, God is omnipotent and controls all that comes to pass. Secondly, that human beings are significant and their actions are important. Thirdly, that Human beings are limited and that their thought processes may not be capable of understanding this ‘problem’ from their own limited (and sinful) perspective. From God’s perspective it isn’t a problem. He has created and controls the world in exactly this way. I will give an image here, not to illustrate the problem, but to illustrate the solution. It comes from Dr Schaeffer in ‘Church at the End of the Twentieth Century’ He sees doctrines like this a being like a high plateau with steep sides. We have room to move about and establish our own place on the plateau. If we step back try and get a full sight of the Glory and omnipotence of God we have to ensure that we do not fall down the opposite side of disregarding the significance of the individual. If we step back to try and get a full perspective on the greatness and wonder of human significance then we are in danger of falling off the other side of the plateau and forgetting the magnificence of God. Keeping both in perspective, which is our calling, means that we can probably never see all of either.

I want to reinforce this image. We have freedom to differ in our viewpoints, but the freedom is limited - constrained - by the truth. So you will find people whose views of predestination and freewill differ in from your own view. Both of the views should be ‘on the plateau’ as prescribed by what God himself has revealed in the bible. Our job is to test not only the other person’s point of view, but to test continually our own view also. Thus we can learn from each other and acknowledge differences, but remain in the truth. Remember though, we will not necessarily be able to ‘square the circle’ and completely understand the interaction of such truths; we just are not big enough to see the whole plateau let alone all the views from it. Also remember something that we so frequently forget, not only are we finite - limited - but we are fallen, and our fallenness includes our ability to reason. People like Aquinas tended to forget this but it is something we forget at our peril. We cannot reason perfectly.

To get back to my main theme, this is another area of doctrine where we can apply the Schaeffer image. I am firmly convinced that God operates in time exactly as we do. He may well operate in other ways too, but we do not have much evidence for what they are. Certainly in His relationships with us, this is His ‘modus operandi’. I believe, with biblical authority, that our prayers have meaning to God. That He answers them in the here and now. 

I do not believe as some have suggested that God is so great that he created everything in a ‘once-off’ way, including the fact of my prayers today and the answers to them. This is the heresy of Deism (God created the world, wound it up and set it in motion to run down like a clock and does nothing nowadays.) This is contradicted by every verse of scripture; which is the record of God’s interaction with some men and women. See that quotation in 2 Peter again ‘they think that everything goes on as it has since the beginning of creation’ but that is not the case. ‘they deliberately forget - creation,.. judgement by Noah’s flood, and that God reserves the evil now for fire, .. judgement in the future.
’ Here again we are in an area of doctrine which it is helpful to use the plateau image. God decrees all things immutably and operates to a plan which is decreed before the foundations of the world. We can pray and God answers our prayers in the here and now. We know that our prayers do not in and of themselves change things, and we also know that God himself is unchangeable, so that our prayers do not change Him, yet He answers our prayers, yet things are changed. ‘How’ seems beyond our ability to understand. ‘How’ is in a very real sense God’s problem, not ours.

So, there are no problems with God being ‘in the present’ and able to answer our prayers, because He is in control and both knows and defines all that comes to pass. How then do we understand calamities in our lives? Does He cause the evil things that happen?

Firstly, we have to say that the bible teaches that calamities and suffering are not part of the created order of things. When God created it was a ‘good’ creation and it was finalised with a word of blessing. Genesis 1 ends ‘God looked on all that He had made and behold, it was very good.’  As we know, it didn’t stay that way. Genesis 3 records the temptation of Eve and subsequently Adam and their Fall which introduced sin into the world and resulted in suffering and hardship. But note, this was not ‘out of God’s control’. The punishments of God’s judgement are hardship and injustice. God treated Adam and Eve as significant human beings. Although they had sinned, the result was not as God had threatened ‘In the day that you eat of it you will die’ but the first proclamation of  the ‘good news’ of God’s salvation. Not death, but life; - one of your children’s children will ultimately overcome the serpent. The punishments of God’s judgement are hardship and injustice. God treated Adam and Eve as significant human beings but sin always brings judgement by God and that means punishment by God. Man is significant, God is in control.

So, the bible affirms both these things. ‘“Shall there be evil in the city and I have not caused it?” says God’ (Amos 3:6) ‘I form the light and create darkness, I bring prosperity and create disaster, I, the LORD, do all these things’ (Isaiah 45:7)  but also that the Judge of all the earth can do no wrong, God does not cause evil. I think that there is a word-trick we can use here that helps explain this problem. 

· What is ‘evil’? - Evil is the result of sin. 

· What is ‘Sin’? - Sin is the disobedience of or want of conformity to God’s will. 

· Necessarily, God cannot will what is not in conformity to His own will. 

· Necessarily, God cannot be in disobedience to His own will.

· Therefore, God cannot Sin. 

· Therefore God does not cause Evil.

It is merely a word game, but it contains several truths. The first is the first answer, Evil is the result of sin. Two more of the truths are the two conclusions drawn above, a fourth truth is implicit and is the same as the third point in the discussion above about free-will and predestination; viz. that Gods thoughts are not our thoughts. We can’t always understand things from our limited and sinful perspective.

Hold on a minute, that is mere sophistry! Are you trying to say that my broken leg is part of God’s plan for me; that the starvation and deprivations experienced by the Jews during the Assyrian invasion of Jerusalem were part of God’s plan for His people; that earthquakes and the resultant homelessness and misery are God’s plan for the world and that all I can do is fold my hands and say ‘Thank-you Father’? That doesn’t sound like the God I know.

It doesn’t sound much like the Father-God I know either. But that is exactly the point. This God is a God who allows Himself to be known: Not only allows Himself to be known, but has done everything that is necessary to enable you and I to be able to know Him. ‘Praise be to the Lord, the God of Israel, He has visited and redeemed His people and has raised up a horn of salvation for us ….. to rescue us from the hand of our enemies and to enable us to serve Him without fear all our days’ sings Zechariah. (Luke 1:67ff) He fulfilled His promise and sent him who was ‘to be a light for revelation to the gentiles and to be the glory of His people, Israel’ Sings Simeon. (Luke 2:32) In our own personal abilities we cannot come to God, if we were to try by ourselves, then His righteousness and purity would blast us, shrivel us up in unapproachable light. But, ‘while we were yet sinners, Christ died for us.’ We may approach the unapproachable light if we come in the shadow of the cross. The point is not just salvation but the incomprehensibility of salvation. As Paul says, ‘If the rulers of the world had understood what was happening, they would not have slain the Lord of Glory.’ (1 Corinthians 2:8) No matter how we look at it, we have to hold on to the fact that the world, represented by Pontius Pilate and the High Priest of Gods own people did something dreadful and sinful and evil at Golgotha and yet it was not out of God’s will. In fact Acts says  it was ‘what you had decided beforehand’ (Acts 4:28) 

Part of the significance of humanity that is guaranteed by God is that our actions should affect His world. That includes our sinful acts too. If I kick the cat, then the cat stays kicked. If the rulers of this world slew the prince of Glory, then the prince of Glory died. If Jesus died to save me, then I am well and truly saved. Pascal says that ‘God invented prayer to give his creatures the dignity of causality’ Part of the answer is that God is God and that we are significant and our significance is guaranteed by God.

Another part of the answer is not so easy. It is to remember that fact, that God is God and that we are significant and our significance is guaranteed by God. Job is a book that asks the question ‘Why do the innocent suffer?’ It firstly warns us not to try and link our suffering and calamities directly with our actions for we are given a look behind the scenes to see the heavenly perspective - Job is being tested. It primarily teaches us humility before a great God. It says to Job and to us ‘Well, actually, you do not have the right to ask me to justify myself to you.’ The wonder is not that that is the lesson, but that God does answer Job at all, even if it is a hard answer.

Another part of the answer is to remember the facts; that God is God and that we are significant and our significance is guaranteed by God.  Whenever we consider Job and the question ‘Why do the innocent suffer?’ then we should also consider the homologous question ‘Why are the guilty not punished?’ The book of Jonah addresses that question. Ninevah deserved to be punished. Jonah sits outside the city walls and waits for God’s punishment to fall on those sinful people. Jonah gets all unhappy when it doesn’t happen. Necessarily, (not being God), he cannot not see the poignancy of an answer that was to happen some 800 years later outside the walls of another city - and why does God care that way? Because of one of the most abrupt endings in the Bible ‘there are also many cattle.’ (Jonah 4:4) If God cares for the beasts of the field, the sparrows of the air, then how much more will He care for you? 

The point is that God loves and cares for us. To ascribe injustice to Him is sinful.  In some senses even to ask the questions is to express doubt and unbelief. Can the pot question the potter? We never have the whole picture. We have not existed since the beginning of time and we have not lived through the fall that bent and twisted God’s good creation so that nowadays everything is empty and foolish. ‘Everything is subject by God to vanity’ says Paul in Romans 8, but while subject to futility it is not subject for futility, but rather it is waiting in anticipation for the glorification of God’s people, that is, their resurrection at the end of time. 

So finally here, yes, you should say ‘thank-you Father’ for what He brings to you because we cannot escape from His hands and he longs to do for us more than we could ever ask or imagine. (see Ephesians 3:20)

So, you should give thanks for calamities like your disability?

Yes, but not in a simple mechanical way like that. I want to get right back to the point where we started this discussion. How do we detect God’s guidance in our lives?

The bible makes it clear that we are saved sinners. Both the words ‘saved’ and ‘sinners’ are important. 

As children of Adam we have, each and every one of us, a sinful nature that means that we cannot do what is right - in and of ourselves. It means that in and of ourselves we may not even be able to determine what is right. (see Romans 7)

As saved people it means that we have strengths and information that are not intrinsically ours. We have the Spirit of God and that means that we know the mind of God (1 Corinthians 2:10 collated with 2:16)
We have a Great High Priest who understands our weaknesses because He was made just as we are (but without sin) (Hebrews 2:17)

We have the Spirit of God who intercedes for us to God the Father.

And, more importantly for this discussion, we are removed from judgement. The price is already paid in the blood of our Lord Jesus. Therefore, as Jeremiah says ‘How can a living man complain of punishment for sin?’ (Lamentations 3:39)  Whatever else is happening, it is not punishment for those who are God’s children. So, ‘Yes’, the first thing to do is to give thanks to God that whatever is actually at issue, it is not punishment for sin.

Having said that, maybe the second thing we should do is to search our own heart and ask the question ‘Is God using this to draw my attention to something that is wrong in my life?’ For two reasons, we should not spend too much time and energy on this process. The first reason is that it should be something we are doing anyway. This side of Heaven we will not be perfect and there are bound to be things wrong. We are to confess our sins to God daily. But if we concentrate on our sinfulness then we would only become depressed. Concentrate rather on the word which says ‘If we confess our sins, He is just and faithful and will forgive us our sins and cleanse us from all unrighteousness’  (1 John1:8-2:3) The second reason why we should not spend two much time and energy on this process is that the Bible makes it quite clear that we do not have the information to be able to make that kind of organic connection between particular sin and particular evil. (cf. The collapse of the tower of Siloam Luke 13:4)  Of course, it is a world subjected to futility and frustration (Rom 8:20) and in this world God both allows our significance, so our actions have an effect, and God also may give us over to the effects of our sins (see Rom 1:20ff) with the result that sometimes we may be able to see a connection between calamity and sin; Sexual sin often leads to physical calamity, political greed often leads to warfare, but generally we do not have today the ‘word from God’ that allows us to translate our contemporary history that way. So, spend some time on this search for sin in our own lives, but not a lot.

Another thing that we often are taught to do is to ask the question ‘What lesson is God trying to teach me in this circumstance?’ This is possibly more fruitful, but again I do not think we should spend too much time on it. The reasons again are two. Firstly, in spite of having the Spirit of God and therefore the mind of God, our sight here and now is clouded. ‘Now I look through a glass darkly, then face to face’ (1 Corinthians 13:12) Now we do not have clear access to understanding. Although we are told in chapter 1, Job himself was not given the behind-the-scenes view of the court of the High King in heaven that was the information behind his suffering. Similarly I do not think we should invest too much energy in thinking we can understand everything. We can never be sure that we are right. The second reason is that of our innate selfishness. No matter what is wrong with us we can and should always be doing something for someone else. It is far too easy to sink into a morass of self pity and forget the world and our neighbours. So, spend some time on this search for the ‘lesson to learn’, but not a lot.

I ended that paragraph with a sideways reference to ‘Love your neighbour as yourself.’ But we must always remember that this is only the second commandment. The first and great commandment is ‘Thou shall love the Lord your God with your whole being.’ My main point here in all this area of guidance follows from this. The whole attitude of “what am I to do?”; “what sin am I committing?”; “what lesson am I to learn?” is far too self centred. We are called to put God first in our lives, not ourselves.  If we ask any question at all it should be “What is God doing in my life to bring glory to Himself?” That is the one thing that we do know. He will bring Glory to His name. 

I am firmly convinced that our dominant questions should be these: 'How can God use this happening to Glorify Himself?' and ‘How can He use me to aid this process?' Then, having asked the questions, we should set them aside and carry on our daily duty of obedience in small things and prayer. The problem is actually His, not mine. The strength is His not mine. The knowledge of what and how and where and when is His not mine. His resources to do are more than I could ever ask for or imagine. His desire to do is demonstrated in the incarnation of His son to obedience on the cross. Basically I can leave it in His hands. The problem is actually His, not mine.

When we have done everything we should have done we are merely unprofitable servants, but the great news is that we are His servants. We are not alone in a fallen and sad universe. We have Him fighting for us. He predestines, He sent His son, He sends His Spirit. With those three batting for us, we can hardly fail. Let us keep the balance, there is sorrow and calamity in this world but although we are in the world we are not of the world; we have been translated to His glorious kingdom of Light. Sing with Paul in Romans 8:31ff. ‘If God is for us, who can be against us? He who did not spare His own Son but gave Him up for us all - how will He not also, along with Him, graciously give us all things? Who can bring any charge against God’s chosen ones? It is God who justifies. Who is it who condemns? Christ Jesus who died - more than that, who was raised to life - is at the right hand of God interceding for us. Who shall separate us from the love of Christ? Shall trouble or hardship or persecution or famine or nakedness or danger or sword? As it is written ‘For your sake we face death all day long; we are considered as sheep to be slaughtered’ No: In all these things we are more than conquerors through Him who loved us. For I am convinced that neither death nor life, neither angels nor demons, neither the present nor the future, nor any powers, neither height nor depth nor anything else in all creation can separate us from the love of God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord.’
John Barrs: August, 1998

� This arose out of a series of discussions I had with one of the children. I have used the conceit of leaving it as a single question and answer session, but I have simplified and reordered the questions to lead to a more directed flow through the discussion. 


� The Westminster Confession adduces this doctrine from the following references: Ephesians 1:11, Romans 11:33, Hebrews 6:17, Romans 9:15,18, James 1:13,17, 1 John 1:5, Acts 2:23, Acts 4:27-28, John 19:11 and Proverbs16:33


� WC references: Acts 15:18, 1 Samuel 23:11-12, Matthew 11:21-23, Romans 9:11-13,16-18


� It never ceases to amaze me just how wrong modern science can be. Modern science says ‘formed out of fire - will end in the cold of entropy’ the Bible says ‘formed out of water, will end in flames’ But Peter also says why they can be so wrong - sadly, they are ‘scoffers following their own evil desires’ and  ‘they deliberately forget’ the truth.
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