Living Hope – Equipping Track


God The Sustainer

“The Son is the radiance of God’s glory and the exact representation of his being, sustaining all things by his powerful word.”  Hebrews 1:3a

God – Sustainer and Controller of All Things

Our last study looked at God the Creator. This study moves on to look at God’s continuing activity in the world. The Bible teaches that not only did God create the universe in the first place, but he also sustains it and controls it continually. If he were to withdraw his support from any part of his creation, that part would fall apart and cease to exist (Psalm 104:27-30; Colossians 1:17; Acts 17:25). In classical Christian teaching this idea is often called ‘the doctrine of Providence’. (The term ‘providence’ is taken from Genesis 22 (verses 8, 13-14) where God provides a ram for Abraham to sacrifice instead of his son.)

To say that God sustains the universe means that his action is essential to keeping everything working as it should, e.g. he keeps the sun burning, us breathing, and all matter holding together (e.g. Job 34:14-15). To say that God controls everything means that nothing can happen in all the universe unless God either causes it or allows it to happen (see Proverbs 16:4,9; Zechariah 10:1; Job 12:10-25).

The great Christian Reformer, John Calvin, put it like this: “God is deemed omnipotent not because he can indeed act, yet sometimes ceases and sits in idleness, or continues by a general impulse that order of nature which he previously appointed; but because, governing heaven and earth by his providence, he so regulates all things that nothing takes place without his deliberation.” (Quoted in Know The Truth, page 81.)

How Far Does It Go?

If God is in control, just how far does that control extend? The Bible is clear that God controls the personal circumstances of our lives (Job 1:9-10; 1 Peter 1:6-7); he overrules our decisions and directs the course of our lives (Proverbs 16:9; James 4:13-15; Luke 12:16-20); the forces of nature are under his control (Matthew 5:45; Acts 14:17; Jonah 1:4,15-16; Job 38:22-27); and he controls the rise and fall of nations (e.g. Job 12:23). The very course of human history is being directed by him in order to achieve his ultimate purpose for his creation (Isaiah 46:10-11; Ephesians 1:9-11; Revelation 20:11-21:4).

Human Freedom

Read Romans 9:18-21. If God has such control over all mankind, where does that leave us? Do we have any real freedom? Do our decisions really matter, or even make any difference at all? Life teaches us that yes, our decisions do matter, and yes, we have to live with the consequences of them. Unsurprisingly, this agrees with the message of the Bible: “You, my brothers, were called to be free. But do not use your freedom to indulge the sinful nature; rather, serve one another in love.” (Galatians 5:13). “Do not be deceived: God cannot be mocked. A man reaps what he sows. The one who sows to please his sinful nature, from that nature will reap destruction; the one who sows to please the Spirit, from the Spirit will reap eternal life.” (Galatians 6:7-8). 

Question: Read Job 14:5. Why does God give even limited freedom to mankind?

	     

	     

	     

	     


Responsibility

As we have seen, God gives people freedom within limits. We cannot just do anything we want; (for example, no one could start a nuclear war unless God allowed it), yet within those limits our choices and decisions make a real difference. This freedom does not come without a price – the cost of freedom is responsibility. The amount of freedom we enjoy is exactly matched by the amount of responsibility we must bear. Ultimately, God will hold each person to account for everything they have done with the freedom he gave them (2 Corinthians 5:10). See Acts 5:1-11 for an example. More will be expected from those who have been given more! (See Luke 12:47-48.)

The Big Problem

If we believe that God is fully in control of everything (and we do), and if we also believe God is good and loving and kind (which he is), how can we account for evil and suffering in the world? Perhaps not surprisingly, this is the most-asked question on the Alpha Course. Many people, when they look at all the suffering in the world, when they encounter suffering among their own family and friends, and when they feel their own pain, conclude that God cannot be good. How can God possibly be good, and in control, while the world is so full of evil and pain and such great suffering? Surely God would protect the innocent, and especially children, from both natural disasters and the injustice of man? Instead, it often appears that God stands by and watches while millions needlessly suffer. Finding an answer to this question is of the greatest importance. Many have turned away from the faith because they failed to find a satisfactory answer, while others have given up the search for God because of it. We need to start by asking, what has God revealed in his word about all of this?

The Answer

First we need to re-state the truth: God is good (Mark 10:18), and God is in control (Matthew 10:29-31). Next, we need to acknowledge that there are many dimensions to this problem – we are attempting to understand the mind of God without being able to see things from his perspective. He is far above us, and he sees everything in the light of eternity! (See Isaiah 55:8-9; Romans 11:33-36.) Every situation will look different from the standpoint of eternity. Often, God uses the temporary circumstances of our earthly lives to create a better outcome in eternity. Since we don’t actually know much about eternity, it is not surprising that we often struggle to understand why God does what he does. In the end, we have to trust in what we do know: God is good and he’s in control! But of course, there’s more to it than that…

Human Sinfulness

As we saw earlier, God gives mankind a certain amount of freedom. We can choose to use that freedom for good or bad, and he won’t stop us, but he will hold us accountable. God originally made the world good (Genesis 1:31). The first people chose to follow their own way instead of God’s way; this corrupted the goodness of God’s creation and brought sin and evil into the world (Romans 5:12; Genesis 6:5,11-12). The world we live in today is one that has been spoiled – it is not currently operating as God intended. This is one major reason for the sin and suffering we all see and experience. Yet, God has promised that one day he will ‘restore all things’ (2 Peter 3:13; Revelation 21:3-4).

Christ Our Rescuer

God sent his Son to pay the price for our sins and to rescue us from the present evil age (Galatians 1:3-4). He has suffered for us! (1 Peter 2:21.) As Christians we at least have the means to escape from the corruption and suffering caused by our own evil desires (2 Peter 1:4). And we know that, if we belong to Christ, his plans for us are good (Romans 8:28), and he will keep us safe (1 John 5:18).

Also, because God came into our world as an ordinary man, he has suffered with us. He has experienced first hand the joys and pains of human existence. He is with us (Matthew 28:20) and can help us through all our struggles because he understands! (See Hebrews 4:15-16.)

Our Lord Jesus Christ has overcome all sin, evil and even death! We can begin to share in his victory in this life, but our salvation will not be complete until we meet him face-to-face (Romans 7:24-25; 1 John 3:2).

Listen to his words:

“I have told you these things, so that in me you may have peace. In this world you will have trouble. But take heart! I have overcome the world.” (John 16:33)

Evil Spiritual Forces

It is not only human sinfulness that leads to suffering. Behind the scenes there are also ‘spiritual powers of darkness’ – the devil and his demons – and their aim is to spoil what God has made (Ephesians 2:1-2; 6:10-12). There is a sense in which the whole world is under the control of the evil one (1 John 5:19); yet, like us, the devil also has limited freedom and operates under the final authority of God (Job 1:12; 2:4-6; Luke 22:31-32). The Bible says, “The reason the Son of God appeared was to destroy the devil’s work.” (1 John 3:8.) An example is how Jesus healed a crippled woman (Luke 13:10-17). Jesus keeps his people safe (1 John 5:18); Satan’s power is limited, and one day he will be removed altogether (Revelation 20:7-10).

The Purpose of God

We gain another perspective on this problem when we understand that God uses every part of our life here on earth to accomplish his eternal purposes. He uses all the circumstances of our lives, including sin and evil, suffering and pain, war and disasters – everything!

Read through the following Scriptures and you’ll get an idea of just how far God will go in order to accomplish his purposes:

Genesis 50:15-21; Ephesians 1:11; James 1:2-4; Romans 5:3-4; 1 Peter 1:6-7; Isaiah 45:7 & 46:10-11; Deuteronomy 28:58-63; 1 Kings 8:31-40, 46-51.

Rick Warren has a very helpful chapter on this subject as it relates to spiritual growth in his book, The Purpose Driven Life. Chapter 25 is entitled, “Transformed by Trouble” – well worth reading!

Here are a few extracts from it:

“God has a purpose behind every problem.” Page 193

“He uses circumstances to develop our character. In fact, he depends more on circumstances to make us like Jesus than he depends on our reading the Bible. The reason is obvious: You face circumstances twenty-four hours a day.” Page 193

“Regardless of the cause, none of your problems could happen without God’s permission. Everything that happens to a child of God is Father-filtered, and he intends to use it for good even when Satan and others mean it for bad.” Page 194

“Because God is sovereignly in control, accidents are just incidents in God’s good plan for you. Because every day of your life was written on God’s calendar before you were born (Psalm 139:16), everything that happens to you has spiritual significance.” Page 195

“Our hope in difficult times is not based on positive thinking, wishful thinking, or natural optimism. It is a certainty based on the truths that God is in complete control of our universe and that he loves us.” Page 195

As God’s own people we can have full confidence that our Heavenly Father is working out everything in our lives for his good purpose:

“And we know that in all things God works for the good of those who love him, who have been called according to his purpose.” Romans 8:28

Good Out of Evil

The story of Joseph in the Old Testament is a classic example of how God brings good out of evil (see Genesis 50:19-20). For some more examples read the following Scriptures: John 9:1-3; John 11:4; Galatians 4:13; Acts 8:1,4.

All the time God is continuing to work out his good purposes through all that happens. Sometimes his greater purpose requires us to suffer for a while, so that in the end a greater good may result (e.g. 1 Peter 1:6-7; 2 Corinthians 4:16-18).

Death – A Limit on Sin

God himself does sometimes cause sickness, disasters and suffering – but never without good reason! (See for example, Deuteronomy 8:2-5; Ezekiel 14:21-23). And it is he who gives life, and he who takes it away again – death comes from God! (See 1 Samuel 2:6).

Death was not part of God’s original plan for mankind – we were made to live forever! (John 3:16; Genesis 3:22-24; Revelation 22:14.) Death entered the world because of sin (Romans 5:12; Genesis 2:16-17). Death was not just a punishment for sin; it is God’s ultimate limit on sin – sin cannot go beyond the grave! (Ecclesiastes 9:5-6,10.) Can you imagine living forever in a world spoiled by sin? It would truly be a life of never-ending suffering and misery! It would be hell! Instead, “we are looking forward to a new heaven and a new earth, the home of righteousness.” (2 Peter 3:13.) Speaking of the ‘New Jerusalem’ (i.e. the place where people will live with God in eternity), the Bible says, “Nothing impure will ever enter it, nor will anyone who does what is shameful or deceitful, but only those whose names are written in the Lamb’s book of life.” (Revelation 21:27.) Death is not the end for us; but it is the end for sin!

Conclusion

God keeps the universe going moment by moment, and he has control over everything that happens – he is Sustainer and Controller. Our ultimate security comes from the fact that God is in control and he loves us. Nothing in life is truly ‘an accident’; everything is either caused or allowed by God. He is working out his eternal purpose through everything that happens. In the end his good plan for his creation will be fulfilled. Although we don’t often know the reason behind any particular circumstance, we can be sure there is a reason. The present suffering of mankind will end one day, God’s purpose will prevail, and the glory and perfection he originally intended will finally be realised. But for now, we are still responsible to do our part in fulfilling God’s purposes, and he will hold us accountable for everything we do and say!

“Behold, I am coming soon! My reward is with me, and I will give to everyone according to what he has done. I am the Alpha and the Omega, the First and the Last, the Beginning and the End.” Revelation 22:12-13

A Final Question: Read Romans 5:1-4.

(a) How does suffering produce perseverance?

(b) How does perseverance produce character?

(c) And why does developing godly character lead to hope?
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