TEACHER’S GUIDE - LIFE SKILLS 
WHY DO INNOCENT PEOPLE SUFFER?
God’s Answers to Tough Questions
OPENING THOUGHTS:

When God created the world and put Adam and Eve into it as the first people, he gave them much freedom in taking care of this world and the things in it.  The Bible tells us they used that freedom to disobey God (Genesis 3) and in the process brought sin into this world.  While God gives us much freedom today he is still in control of this world and the things of this world – whether people acknowledge it or not!  While we do not have the freedom to believe in God or his Son Jesus (that is possible only through the Holy Spirit) we do have the freedom to reject God and go against him and his Word.
QUESTIONS:

1. If God isn’t directly controlling everything that happens, what’s a reasonable explanation of natural disasters?

God is in control of all things.  He has set the natural forces in place and they function as he intends.  But we need to realize that something like a major forest fire is necessary to “clean out” the brush, lay down a new layer of ash for the soil and enrich the soil so the new growth will be stronger.  The same kinds of things are true in other parts of “nature.”
2. Describe a time when you in some way deserved the suffering you were experiencing.  Did you still want to blame someone or something outside of yourself?  Why?

Various answers.  It is part of our natural sinful nature to blame someone else rather than take the responsibility ourselves. (See Genesis 3 – Adam and Eve.)  However, that is not an excuse – we are most often responsible for the suffering we experience.  For example, one might be incarcerated for a crime – no one forced the person to commit the crime – the person is responsible. 
Read the following passage:  Psalm 73:3-5; 12-14: 3I saw that proud and sinful people were doing well. And I began to long for what they had. 4They don't have any troubles. Their bodies are healthy and strong. 5They don't have the problems others have. They don't suffer as other people do… 12Here is what sinful people are like. They don't have a care in the world. They keep getting richer and richer. 13It seems as if I have kept my heart pure without any reason. It didn't do me any good to wash my hands to show that I wasn't guilty of doing anything wrong. 14Day after day I've been in pain. God has punished me every morning.
3. Do you agree that evil people flourish and innocent people suffer? (Give examples to support your answer.)
Various answers. It may seem that way to us at times and in some cases it may even be true.  But even people who SEEM to have no problems have problems of their own.  The golfer Tiger Woods seemed to have everything he wanted but in the end his moral failures led to his downfall.  The Bible tells us that it rains on the just and on the unjust.  We are all sinners living in a sinful corrupt world and we will never have heaven on earth.  What we do have is time to come to repentance and faith in Jesus Christ as our Lord and Savior so we can spend a blessed eternity with him in heaven without any pain or suffering.
4. React to the following statement:

“When someone contracts a disease that is a direct result of a lifestyle choice (such as a drug-user contracting AIDS or a lifelong cigarette smoker who gets lung cancer) the responsibility for that suffering must lie squarely on the shoulders of the person who made that choice.  We, as outsiders, have no obligation to offer compassion.”
Various answers.  As Christians we are always called on to show love and compassion to others.  However, showing love often means tough love, it means pointing out sin that the person might be led to repentance for sinful actions; it means not letting the person “off the hook” by permitting him/her to blame others rather than realize his/her sinful actions led to some serious earthly consequences.  However, we must always direct that person to the cross for there is forgiveness for all of our sins, deliberate sins and sins of weakness.
5. In light of the pain we bring on ourselves, what conclusions can you make about the logic behind God’s guidelines and warnings in the Bible such as “Hate what is evil. Hold on to what is good” (Romans 12:9)?
We are always going to be “better off” if we use God’s Word as a guide for our lives and his Spirit as a motivating force for what we do as believers.  God always wants the best for us – here and in eternity – and we have that through faith in Jesus Christ as our Lord and Savior.
6. C.S. Lewis states “The question is not ‘why do the innocent suffer?’ but rather ‘Why don’t we all suffer more?”  Agree or disagree?  Why or why not?
Agree.  There is not a one of us who can “be holy as I the LORD your God am holy.” We do not deserve anything – even if we have been Christians all of our lives! It is all ours only by the grace of God through Spirit worked faith in Jesus Christ as our Savior.
Commentary – The Heart of the Matter

Suffering is hard.  And it can hurt at such a deep level.  As we endure personal pain and suffering in our lives, we may often use phrases such as “Why is this happening to me?” or “This isn’t fair!”  But suffering is more than an intellectual problem.  We are probably more intent on finding help and relief than answers, and we certainly don’t want someone giving us what they feel is the “right answer” in an unfeeling way.


The Bible recognizes the need to go beyond explaining pain to a sufferer, and so encourages us to “weep with those who weep.” It is a practice Jesus himself modeled.  People going through a dark valley are looking for compassion, not just pat answers from someone more concerned with being correct than with showing concern.

7. Can you think of any positive things that come out of our suffering?

We can let suffering drag us down farther or we can see the good the Lord has in store for us.  (See the example of Job, especially the opening and final chapters.) When the Lord permits suffering to come into our lives it is always for a good purpose – to lead us closer to him and to lead us to a stronger faith.  It often has another result and that is that it helps those around us as well in their walk of faith.
Read Romans 5:3-4:  3 And that's not all. We are full of joy even when we suffer. We know that our suffering gives us the strength to go on. 4 The strength to go on produces character. Character produces hope.
C.S. Lewis states: “God whispers to us in our pleasures, speaks in our conscience, but shouts in our pains; it is his megaphone to rouse a deaf world.”

8. Has God ever used pain and suffering in your life to get your attention? What was he trying to get across to you?  (See Psalm 119:71)
Various answers.  He wants us to know that we are not in the ultimate control of anything!  It is all dependent on him and his grace.  He wants us to be his own and he wants us dependent on him.  A person might be one of the richest people in the world with access to the best medical knowledge but still might die from an incurable disease.  The only fully curable disease is the disease of sin and that was cured by our Lord and the cure (forgiveness, strength, and salvation) are freely given to us by faith.
9. What are some possible alternatives to pain and suffering that God could have used to capture your attention?

There are times when God allows good things to come to us that we did not deserve – but with the same intent – to draw us closer to him.  A person might have committed a serious crime but was never convicted for it – God knows (and forgives) but wants us to use our lives to his glory and not to think that we can commit another crime and get away with it just because we did that at an earlier time.
Commentary:

You see, Jesus endured a suffering beyond all comprehension:  he bore the punishment for the sins of the entire world.  None of us can comprehend that suffering. Though he was innocent, he voluntarily underwent the punishment for your sins and mine. And why?  Because he loves us so much.  How can you reject him who gave up everything for you?  William Lane Craig, “No Easy Answer”

Read Romans 8: 28, 32, 35, 37-39: 28 We know that in all things God works for the good of those who love him. He appointed them to be saved in keeping with his purpose… 32 God did not spare his own Son. He gave him up for us all. Then won't he also freely give us everything else?... 35 Who can separate us from Christ's love? Can trouble or hard times or harm or hunger? Can nakedness or danger or war?... 37 No! In all these things we will do even more than win! We owe it all to Christ, who has loved us. 38 I am absolutely sure that not even death or life can separate us from God's love. Not even angels or demons, the present or the future, or any powers can do that. 39 Not even the highest places or the lowest, or anything else in all creation can do that. Nothing at all can ever separate us from God's love because of what Christ Jesus our Lord has done. 

10. What encouragement do those words give you as a Christian?

These words assure us that God’s love in Christ will always be there for us.  While we may fail – and we do, over and over again – God never fails and he will never give up on us.  Through faith in Christ we have won not only the battle but the war itself and the victory of heaven is ours!
Chart Your Journey

___
I still cannot understand why God would allow innocent people to suffer?

___
I can understand that suffering could be used as an “attention-getter,” but I think


a loving God would think of a better way to make that happen.

___
The benefits for God allowing people to make choices must far outweigh the 

costs.

___
The suffering I have experienced in my own life has driven me away from God.

___
It is good to know suffering is only temporary.

___
I don’t understand it all, but I trust the way God is handling suffering in my life


and in this world.

___
Other: __________________________________________________________
Additional passages:  1 Peter 4:19, Romans 8:18
Scripture taken from the Holy Bible, NEW INTERNATIONAL READER'S VERSION®.Copyright © 1996, 1998 Biblica. All rights reserved throughout the world. Used by permission of Biblica.
Adapted from a Bible study originally prepared by Duane Anderson (no date).
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