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A World Plagued With 
Human Suffering

Suffering. It’s not a pleasant subject to discuss, but a necessary one. 
A dictionary defines suffering as the state of anguish or pain of 
one who suffers—the bearing of pain, injury or loss (The New 
International Webster’s Comprehensive Dictionary).

Suffering plagues our world. In its many forms it affects us physically, 
psychologically and 
emotionally. Whatever 
its manifestation, 
extended suffering can 
crush the body and 
spirit.

Suffering falls on the 
just and the unjust. It 
afflicts innocent victims. 
This uncomfortable fact 
makes it difficult for us 
to reconcile such obvi-
ous unfairness with the 
existence or fairness  
of an intelligent divine 
being.

Some are so dis-
turbed by this state of 
affairs that they try to 
remedy the situation. 
They devote much of 
their energy to performing charitable works aimed at relieving unde-
served suffering. They long to make the world a more just and equitable 
place to live.

But, commendable as these efforts are, good works don’t solve the 
world’s problems. It appears that our efforts to stop suffering at best only 
delay the inevitable. And nobody, it seems, has a believable explanation  
of why so much human misery persists.

What is the answer? Why is suffering so indiscriminate? Why isn’t it 
meted out to only those who deserve it? Why do the innocent suffer from 

A World Plagued With Human Suffering

The barbarity of war has caused incalculable suffer-
ing not only for direct participants but for families, 
loved ones and entire societies. Human history is 
one long chronicle of war.
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Suffering won’t go away—yet

Suffering strikes rich and poor, religious and irreligious, small and 
great. In this life virtually everyone will experience it. Disease and health 
problems seem to strike most people at some time or other.

In centuries past common diseases caused immense suffering. But in 
spite of advances in medical science that have greatly lengthened the 
average life span, we know we will still die. Rather than having our lives 
cut short by the killer diseases of earlier years, now many of us will 
expire at a greater age from such debilitating afflictions as cancer or heart 
disease. Many will lose their mental faculties long before their bodies 
wear out. 

In poorer nations, suffering and death from diseases that are largely  
preventable still cut an enormous swath of misery and despair.

Barbarity is responsible for much mental and physical suffering. Noth-
ing reduces man to brutal cruelty more quickly than war, and man is 
always fighting his fellow man. A few decades ago historians Will and 
Ariel Durant wrote that in 3,421 years of recorded history “only 268 have 
seen no war” (The Lessons of History, 1968, p. 81).

War causes not only deaths and crippling injuries on the battlefield but 
heartbreak, the destruction of families and poverty. It sows the seeds of 
enmities that last for centuries. Jesus prophesied that the period immedi-
ately before His return would see the greatest suffering of all time, much  
of it directly attributable to warfare (Matthew 24:6, 21-22).

After the terror of the wars of the first half of the 20th century and  
the worldwide disruption they engendered, mankind has enjoyed a moder-
ate reprieve in the sense that wars since then have been regional rather  
than global. Yet nothing has changed in human nature that offers much 
enduring hope for the future.

Where suffering is a constant

Suffering exacts its greatest toll on people in poorer, backward coun-
tries. In many countries people struggle simply to have enough to eat. 
United Nations statistics explain that more than 800 million people suffer 
from the effects of constant hunger, and a child dies of hunger or hunger-
related ailments every five seconds. According to the World Bank, almost  
a billion people earn less than a dollar a day, and almost half the world’s 
population survive on less than $2 per day.  

“You have the poor with you always,” said Jesus (Matthew 26:11). This 
is depressingly true not only in pockets of poverty in Africa, Asia and 
Latin America, but virtually everywhere. What makes the existence of  
the abject and underfed more tragic is that much of this kind of suffering  
is avoidable.

actions and events they have no control over and often cannot foresee?
Thinkers and philosophers have weighed in on the issue for years, but 

they have failed to provide a satisfying rational answer. Those in pain—
including many reading this booklet—need answers to their questions.

The Bible view: Realistic and encouraging

Let’s examine the causes of suffering from a biblical perspective. God’s 
Word is the key source that can help us discover the reasons people suffer.

The biblical view of life is realistic and encouraging. The Bible explains 
why pain has always been with us and why it will remain, at least for a time.

At the same time the biblical view is also encouraging, especially when 
we expand our thinking to see life in terms of God’s plan and His purpose 
for mankind.

Jesus Christ tells us that His mission includes the offer to us of an abun-
dant life (John 10:10). Psalm 16:11 tells us that “at [God’s] right hand are 
pleasures forevermore.” The Bible also reveals how God will lighten our 
burdens and how relief will one day come to the whole world. It also tells 
us of a time even further beyond when suffering will completely disappear.

But that is not the condition of humanity in our age. 
Jesus understood that suffering is an inextricable part of this physical 

life. He reminded His followers, “In this world you will have trouble” (John 
16:33, New International Version).

A World Plagued With Human Suffering

Technology has presented us a gift of 
dubious worth—the ability to see people 

suffering on live television from news spots 
almost anywhere on the planet.

We see people in pain not only in our own 
neighborhoods, but we have front-row seats 
to watch multitudes in misery all over the 
world. Our media-mad world makes this kind 
of news coverage available and sometimes 
almost inescapable.

Through the wandering eye of modern 
communication, we see the brutality of man-
kind in living color. We’re served the horror of 
war in the convenience of our living rooms. 
We watch the depravity of twisted individuals 
played out on the world stage.

In recent decades the media have force-fed 
us with accounts of thrill killings by psycho-

paths. Serial killings and mass murders that 
once were rare now seem almost common-
place.

What is the effect on us of the persistent 
exposure to such decadent and depressing 
fare? One effect is that we mentally suffer, 
whether we realize it or not. Constant expo-
sure to the rampages of deranged people 
is hard enough on adults, but it inflicts far 
greater damage on the minds of youth in 
their formative years.

Although it is impossible to shield our 
children from every unpleasant side of soci-
ety, exposure to so much gratuitous violence 
early in life can emotionally damage them. 
Repeated exposure to violence—real and 
feigned—in news and entertainment hard-
ens us to the real suffering of others.

A Front-Row Seat for Suffering
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Political ineptitude, corrupt leadership, war and rapid population growth 
that outstrips food supplies fuel hunger and starvation. Inefficient farming 
methods and inadequate transportation and food-delivery systems are factors 
that contribute to chronic shortages and man-made famines. Conditions 
beyond human control also play a part. 

Starvation and disease are problems that are going to get worse even if 
short-term relief measures are successfully implemented. Jesus foretold  
a time of unprecedented trouble in the “last days” that will include wide-
spread famine. He prophesied of “famines, pestilences, and earthquakes  
in various places” (Matthew 24:7).

Pestilence—disease epidemics—often accompanies famines. When 
destructive earthquakes strike, particularly in poor nations, a ravaged 
infrastructure prevents the flow of food into the afflicted areas. Disease and 
hunger soon take their deadly toll.

Although wars make the headlines, the number of deaths from armed 
conflict is small compared with those who die from disease. According  
to some estimates, AIDS kills 10 times as many in Africa alone as die  
in wars worldwide.

Mankind willfully spreads suffering

Although the toll of suffering from food shortages and disease is monu-
mental, raw greed brings yet more suffering. Slavery, for example, is an 
ancient and supposedly obsolete institution, yet it remains a cancer in  
many countries.

The United Nations estimates that more than 12 million people are 
enslaved today. Other organizations believe the true number is more  
than double that. Time magazine describes the situation: “Millions of peo-
ple around the globe, including children as young as six, are working in 
bondage—in dangerous and degrading conditions that often involve 
18-hour workdays, beatings and sexual abuse” (March 22, 1993).

Many more, although not held against their will, live in virtual slavery, 
trapped by economic circumstances and long work hours while eking out  
a meager living. Such conditions crush the human spirit. Imagine a life 
bereft of joy, an existence in which people never enjoy such simple plea-
sures as the sound of beautiful music, the fun of good humor, the feel  
of a new garment or the comfort of a secure roof overhead.

Greed takes a deadly toll in hundreds of more subtle ways. Advertis-
ers hawk products that can ruin our health and eventually kill us. Enter-
tainment promotes selfish, arrogant lifestyles that focus on short-term 
pleasure even as they ultimately destroy personal relationships and ruin 
opportunities for long-term happiness. Some businesses, manufacturers 
and governments poison the air, land and water with toxins that threaten 

others’ health and safety. The list goes on and on.

Will the picture change?

When Jesus Christ came to earth two millennia ago, He saw His share 
of misery. He witnessed the plight of outcast lepers, widows in need and 

people with debilitat-
ing mental disorders. 
He reacted with com-
passion to alleviate 
misery.

Jesus’ concern  
and compassion  
were evident when 
He wept openly  
as He approached 
Jerusalem for the 
final time (Luke 
19:41-44). He could 
foresee the anguish 
that warfare would 
bring on the beloved 
city and its people in 
A.D. 70 when a Jew-
ish rebellion would 
result in Roman 

armies laying siege to the city, with horrible consequences.
He proclaimed that part of His mission was “to heal the brokenhearted,  

to proclaim liberty to the captives and recovery of sight to the blind, to set 
at liberty those who are oppressed” (Luke 4:18). Such a time has not yet 
occurred for all mankind, but God promises He will bring an end to suffer-
ing in general during Christ’s millennial reign and will eventually banish it 
(Revelation 21:4).

In the coming pages we’ll discover how and when this will occur. But, to 
understand how suffering will end, we must understand how it began—and 
why it continues.

A World Plagued With Human Suffering

In spite of great advances in medicine, health care 
and sanitation, which have eliminated many of the 
devastating epidemics of the past, we still see much 
suffering and death from disease.
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body of the doctrine of the mainstream church, where its influence has 
fostered confusion and misunderstanding to this day.

Many assume God angrily intervenes to punish us whenever we step  
out of line, when in reality He generally allows us to suffer the conse-
quences of our own selfish, shortsighted behavior (see Jeremiah 2:19; 
10:23). Most people fail to recognize that God doesn’t have to directly 
intervene every time we sin; the spiritual laws He set in motion are  

self-enforcing, bring-
ing their own punish-
ment in the form of 
painful consequences 
when we break them.

Is this God’s  
handiwork?

Historians have 
addressed the seem-
ing contradiction of a 
world created by God 
but replete with evil. 
The English historian 
Arnold Toynbee 
noted that “one of  
the conclusions that 
have been drawn by 
human spectators  

of the moral evil of the Universe is that this chamber of horrors cannot  
be any God’s handiwork” (A Study of History, abridged version, 1957, 
Vol. 10, p. 300).

Toynbee recognized that much of the world’s suffering is caused by the 
misrule of tyrants. Scripture shows that God can remove wicked men 
from power (Daniel 2:21). He humbled and removed Babylon’s King 
Nebuchadnezzar, the mightiest ruler of his era. As an emperor over many 
conquered peoples, Nebuchadnezzar “executed whomever he wished” 
(Daniel 5:18-19). Yet God brought him down to size, neutralizing his 
influence for seven years.

So why doesn’t God do this more often? Nebuchadnezzar, in his pomp 
and arrogance, caused only a fraction of the misery inflicted by some  
dictatorial rulers of our era.

Physicist Paul Davies reflects on this side of the good-vs.-evil argument. 
He considers the issue of why God, if He truly is all-powerful, does not 
simply intervene and stop all evil. “Is God free to prevent evil?” Davies 

Why a Loving God 
Allows Suffering

British author and historian Paul Johnson writes of one of man-
kind’s greatest theological dilemmas in his book The Quest for 
God, stating, “I suspect that the problem of evil drives more 
thoughtful people away from religion than any other difficulty” 

(1996, p. 61).
Many people believe that if God is truly the God of love and mercy, He 

would be bound by His own character and principles to prevent suffering  
in the world. This brings up a good question. Why doesn’t God intervene  
to prevent suffering?

The evil that God allows, and the tragedies He chooses not to prevent, 
leads many to question the wisdom, goodness and even existence of  
God. Some atheists cite the reality of evil as their trump card in the argu-
ment about the existence of God. Julian Huxley, one of the 20th century’s 
leading proponents of evolution, opined that the existence of evil “is  
a challenge to God’s moral character” (Religion Without Revelation, 
1957, p. 109).

Huxley concluded that divine revelation and a divine Revealer do not 
exist. (For proof that God is indeed real and evolution a fable, please 
request our free booklets Life’s Ultimate Question: Does God Exist?  
and Creation or Evolution: Does It Really Matter What You Believe?)

Why does God allow evil? Anyone who has ever felt pain or experienced 
tragedy wonders about this. Theologians, philosophers, historians and sci-
entists have mused over the issue. Let’s consider some of their conclusions.

An evil God vs. a good God?

The second-century gnostic teacher Marcion, who was declared a her-
etic because of his views, believed that “there were two rival Gods: one, 
the tyrannical creator and lawgiver of the Old Testament; the other, the 
unknown God of love and mercy who sent Jesus to purchase salvation 
from the creator God” (Webster Encyclopedia, one-volume edition,  
1985, p. 561).

In Marcion’s view the lawgiver God was responsible for the existence 
of pain and evil, and the work of the Savior was to deliver the world  
from the pain and evil caused by that God. Ironically, this erroneous out-
look was modified and refined by others and gradually took root in the 

Why a Loving God Allows Suffering

Much of the world’s suffering has been caused by 
corrupt and cruel leaders such as Adolf Hitler, Joseph 
Stalin and Mao Tse-tung, whose tyranny led to the 
deaths of millions of human beings.
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wonders. “If he is omnipotent, yes. Why then does He fail to do so?” (God 
and the New Physics, 1983, p. 143).

Davies’ questions are reasonable. Is God powerless in the face of suf-
fering? If He exists, why doesn’t He act to remove evil and pain from the 
face of the earth? The questions are troubling, though not because they 
are hard to understand. They are unsettling because the answers are not 
what we would want them to be.

The truth of the matter forces us to reconsider our ideas about God and 
His plan and purpose 
for us. When we 
understand those, we 
understand that God 
has His reasons for 
not acting now.

A greater purpose?

Why doesn’t God 
simply ban evil?  
To understand the 
answer, we must  
consider the conse-
quences such an 
action would bring.

Understanding why 
God allows evil and 
its resultant suffering 
requires a fundamen-
tal understanding of one of God’s greatest gifts—as well as how man has 
continually abused that gift.

The gift is free will—or, as it is more popularly called, freedom of choice. 
God granted this freedom to our first human parents, Adam and Eve, at cre-
ation. But over the millennia we have proven ourselves to be woefully inept 
stewards of this precious gift and its far-reaching responsibility.

As God explained to ancient Israel, the freedom to make choices is 
essential to developing righteous character (Deuteronomy 30:15-19).  
Without freedom to choose, we would be little more than robots, with our 
behavior either preprogrammed and unchangeable or dictated in all its 
details by an outside force such as God Himself.

But that is not God’s intent. He has different expectations of us 
because of His much higher purpose for us. He wants us to choose to 
obey Him from the heart. He wants us to enthusiastically love and cherish 
His values and standards, which are based on two overriding principles 

—loving Him with all our hearts and loving others as much as we love 
ourselves (Matthew 22:35-40).

As we will see, choosing to obey God and learning to love others when we 
have the freedom to do otherwise is vital for the future God has planned for us.

Different levels of decision making

Of all the earth’s physical creatures that God has made, man alone can 
exercise free will. Simpler life-forms, such as microbes and insects, are 
preprogrammed to react in certain ways to certain stimuli. They behave  
in accordance with their environment and have virtually no independent  
decision-making abilities in the sense that man does.

The actions of more-complicated life-forms, such as mammals, are also 
largely governed by instinct, though they do make rudimentary decisions 
when reacting to stimuli and adapting to situations.

Human beings alone among earthly creatures have an advanced sense  
of time. Ecclesiastes 3:11 says that God “has put eternity in [our] hearts.” 
In other words, we can contemplate the future. We make far-reaching  
decisions and plan our lives months and years in advance.

We also study the past; we have a sense of history. We learn lessons from 
our experiences and the experiences of others. God gave the capacity for 
advanced decision-making abilities only to man among His earthly creation.

God designed human beings to make choices. Yet we have never learned 
how to make consistently wise and properly informed choices. Nor have we 
learned how to effectively manage our emotions, motives and desires and 
their influence on our decisions.

The first exercise of man’s freedom of choice

Our freedom to decide what we want to do can result in acts of good or 
evil. God gave us freedom both to reach out and help our fellow man and 
freedom to act self-servingly and in ways that harm ourselves and others.

We frequently exercise our freedom of choice in wrong ways, and we 
reap the consequences—which take the form of often-unexpected penal-
ties. This is nothing new; it occurred in the Garden of Eden with the first 
human beings, Adam and Eve.

God had placed two trees in the garden. One was the tree of life and the 
other the tree of the knowledge of good and evil (Genesis 2:9). God told 
Adam he could eat of the former, but he was not to partake of the latter: 
“Of every tree of the garden you may freely eat; but of the tree of the 
knowledge of good and evil you shall not eat, for in the day that you eat  
of it you shall surely die” (verses 16-17).

As the book of Revelation explains, the tree of life symbolized obedi-
ence to God that would ultimately lead to eternal life (Revelation 2:7; 

Why a Loving God Allows Suffering

God allows suffering to continue for several reasons. 
Answers emerge when we put together many scrip-
tures on the subject. Among the major causes of  
suffering are our own decisions and actions.
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22:1-2). The other tree—the tree of the knowledge of good and evil— 
represented rejection of God’s direction by determining good and evil for  
oneself. This choice would eventually lead to death.

Eve, tempted by the serpent, exercised her free will unwisely and was 
deceived (2 Corinthians 11:3). She rationalized her way around God’s 
instruction. Although the apostle Paul tells us that Adam was not deceived 
(1 Timothy 2:13-14), he allowed his wife to persuade him to join her in  
disobeying God (Genesis 3:17).

Adam’s full realization of his actions made him all the more guilty for 
what happened; God held him responsible even more so than Eve. Never-
theless, acting together they chose to listen to and follow the serpent (Gen-
esis 3:1-6), identified in Revelation 12:9 as the devil and Satan. (To better 
understand Satan’s influence, be sure to request Is There Really a Devil?)

Adam and Eve reaped the consequences of their sin. God told them 
they would die—and eventually they did—but the immediate conse-
quence was that God expelled them from the garden and cut them off 
from the tree of life.

Now they had to make their own way in a difficult world (Genesis 
3:22-24). They were left to their flawed wisdom—their own judgment 
(verse 6). Life from that point would include sorrow, pain and toil because 
of their rebellion against God’s clear instruction (verses 16-19).

Since that time “all have sinned” (Romans 3:23; 5:12) and reaped the  
penalties Adam and Eve incurred.

Many people disdain the Bible because it includes many accounts of 
people’s bad behavior. Yet we should understand that Scripture, in part, is  
a historical account of the sinful way of life man chose when he rejected 
God’s commandments and reaped the resulting consequences.

God inspired the recording of the lessons in the Old Testament so that we 
might learn from the experiences of others (1 Corinthians 10:6, 11; Romans 
15:4). Although the New Testament includes similar lessons for us, its focus  
is mostly on the message of the Kingdom of God and the good news that God 
sent His Son to save us from our sins (John 3:16). It also reveals how suffering 
and sorrow will eventually cease.

A choice of blessings or curses

About 2,500 years after Adam and Eve, God offered tangible relief from 
suffering to the Israelites. He began working with them while they were 
still in bondage in Egypt. He promised not only to free them from slavery 
but to give them the opportunity to be a model nation others would want  
to emulate (Deuteronomy 4:5-8).

As a part of God’s agreement with them, they were to become His obe-
dient people (Exodus 19:5). He instructed them in the 10 cardinal points of 

His eternal, spiritual law—the Ten Commandments (Exodus 20). He gave 
them additional laws and statutes, which we find primarily in the books 
written by Moses (the Pentateuch).

That law, He told them, would be their “wisdom” and “understanding in 
the sight of the peoples who will hear all these statutes, and say, ‘Surely 
this great nation is a wise and understanding people’” (Deuteronomy 4:6).

God told the Israelites they had the freedom to choose between the two 
ways of living: “I call heaven and earth as witnesses today against you,  
that I have set before you life and death, blessing and cursing; therefore 
choose life, that both you and your descendants may live; that you may love 
the Lord your God, that you may obey His voice, and that you may cling  
to Him, for He is your life and the length of your days” (Deuteronomy 
30:19-20).

He informed them that if they obeyed they would reap many blessings 
(Deuteronomy 28:2), but if they disobeyed they would be accursed (verse 
15). Many of the curses God said would result from disobedience (verses 
15-68) are virtually identical to the pain and suffering that wrack modern 
nations. Some of these troubles would affect the nation as a whole. Others 
were to be personal afflictions, both physical and mental.

Regrettably, Israel disobeyed and reaped terrible misery that God fore-
told. These included agricultural catastrophes, poverty, family problems,  
ill health, crime and violence, military defeats and eventual captivity. 

After the Israelites’ centuries-long experiment with freedom of choice— 
during which they consistently chose to ignore God and do things their own 
way—they were returned to a state of national enslavement.

Cause and effect: often overlooked

God has often tried to impress on man the crucial principle that every 
effect has a cause. But we have difficulty grasping this truth, so we con-
tinue to suffer the debilitating effects of our transgressions.

We can trace many tragedies and much suffering to our own all-too-
human actions and decisions. In a world of freedom of choice, some 
choices inevitably lead to harmful and painful results.

Actions yield consequences. Many people recognize the saying “You 
reap what you sow,” but they do not realize that it comes from the Bible 
(see Galatians 6:6-7). Proverbs 22:8 says that “He who sows iniquity will 
reap sorrow.” 

When we analyze the phenomenon of suffering, we can learn much if 
we will trace the circumstances back to their cause. Proverbs 22:3 warns us 
to consider the long-term consequences of our actions: “A prudent man 
foresees evil and hides himself, but the simple pass on and are punished.”

When we look for the main causes of suffering, we often need look no 

Why a Loving God Allows Suffering
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Perhaps the suffering most difficult to 
understand is that which seems to 

come out of nowhere and for no discern-
ible reason. We must realize that individual 
tragedies may occur over which we have 
no control and that are impossible for us 
to foresee. In such instances the Scriptures 
encourage us to pray, asking God to remove 
or relieve the problem or help us deal with 
the difficulty and learn from it.

Our Creator in His wisdom doesn’t always 
give us the answer we want. Rarely does He 
reveal the specific reason for the deci-
sion He makes. Yet He always has a good 
reason.

For example, God delivered the apostle 
Paul from many trials, but in at least one 
He declined to intervene in spite of Paul’s 
fervent prayers (2 Corinthians 12:7-10). 
On this occasion the response to Paul 
was, “My grace is sufficient for you, for My 
strength is made perfect in weakness.”

In this instance, strengthening an aspect 
of Paul’s spiritual perspective or character 
was ultimately more important than his 
personal comfort.

This example should help us understand 
that God’s perspective is different from 
ours (see Isaiah 55:8-9; 2 Peter 3:8). He 
sometimes places the character lessons 
we should learn in difficult circumstances 
above our physical and mental comfort. At 
such times we may think God doesn’t hear 
our prayers, but He does. It’s just that we 
often don’t want to accept that His answer 
is “no” or “not yet”—or, as in the case of 
the apostle Paul, “I have something better 
in mind for you.”

We need to be aware of God’s prom-
ise never to test us beyond our abil-
ity to endure (1 Corinthians 10:13). Paul  
set a wonderful example. He simply trusted 
God’s wisdom and determined to continue 

doing the work God had called him to do.
If we are ever burdened with suffering 

that God does not soon reverse—especially 
if it is caused by circumstances beyond 
our control—we should follow this sound 
biblical advice from Peter: “Therefore, let 
those suffering in accordance with God’s 
will entrust themselves to a faithful Creator, 
while continuing to do good” (1 Peter 4:19, 
New Revised Standard Version).

Notice the particular area of suffering 
Peter had in mind: “If you are reviled for the 
name of Christ, you are blessed, because 
the spirit of glory, which is the Spirit of 
God, is resting on you. But let none of you 
suffer as a murderer, a thief, a criminal, or 
even as a mischief maker. Yet if any of you 
suffers as a Christian, do not consider it a 
disgrace, but glorify God because you bear 
this name” (verses 14-16, NRSV).

If each individual’s suffering could be 
traced directly to his own transgression of 
a specific law, it would be easier to under-
stand and accept as a just consequence. 
But it is rarely that simple.

In giving us freedom to choose, God has 
given us room to accept or reject His guid-
ance, to choose rebellion or submission, 
to make foolish decisions or wise ones. In 
doing so He has given each of us an unde-
termined future.

We are free to drive carelessly or after 
drinking too much, free to dump toxins 
into our environment, free to eat unwisely. 
Each of us has that freedom, as do our 
neighbors and everyone else around us. 
All of our actions—and theirs—bring con-
sequences. Sometimes we suffer because 
of our own decisions—and sometimes 
because of our neighbor’s decisions. The 
reverse is also true. Freedom to choose is a 
wonderful gift, but we have seldom handled 
this responsibility well, as evidenced by our 

sorrowful, suffering world.
This gives us some understanding of why 

the innocent, including little children, at 
times suffer as a result of the poor choices 
of others. It is during these times that we 
most need the comforting help of a loving 
God and support of family and friends.

None of us is immune to the conse-

quences of actions—ours or others’. The 
person who develops a disease that is not 
traceable to his specific personal behavior 
and the infant born with a congenital birth 
defect both suffer, though not necessarily 
because of anything they did.

Those who are injured or killed in acci-
dents or natural disasters are often inno-
cent victims too. Not all suffering is the 
result of personal disobedience or irrespon-
sible behavior by the one who suffers. Even 
in the Ten Commandments God reminds  
us that the consequences of wrong actions 
can affect one’s descendants for several 
generations (Exodus 20:5).

Often the specific cause of instances 

of suffering simply cannot be precisely 
explained—at least not in this life-
time. Sometimes the best we can 
do is to accept it as explainable only  
by what the Bible calls “time and chance” 
(Ecclesiastes 9:11). Although God does not 
cause accidents, neither does He micro-
manage the lives of every human being to 

prevent them all. Paul tells 
us that in this life we see 
through “a glass darkly”  
(1 Corinthians 13:12, 
KJV). We will never fully 
understand some things 
during this life, but we will 
in the world to come.

We should realize that 
even suffering that is a 
result of time and chance 
is not causeless. If it 
cannot be connected to  
a specific behavior, it is 
often nevertheless a con-
sequence of one or more 
behavioral patterns fol-
lowed by the human race 
since creation.

Adam chose, by sin-
ning, to turn away from 

God. The rest of mankind has taken the 
same path: “Therefore, just as through 
one man sin entered the world, and death 
through sin, . . . death spread to all men, 
because all sinned” (Romans 5:12).

One of the consequences of humanity’s 
decision to live contrary to God’s instruction 
is a world subject to the capriciousness 
and vagaries of “time and chance” and 
the actions of others. This pattern will pre-
vail until Christ returns to establish God’s 
Kingdom on earth. The entire world will 
then be filled with the knowledge of God 
and His righteous laws (Isaiah 11:9). All of 
humanity finally will thrive in a world that is 
just and fair.

Can We Explain All Suffering?

Although the causes of suffering can often be traced 
to specific choices and actions, sometimes in this life 
we simply cannot know why tragedies take place. 
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further than ourselves—the decisions and actions of individuals and 
humanity as a whole. In one way or another sin is usually the underlying 
cause, and suffering is the effect.

Causes of misery

Nations and individuals suffer many miseries because of ignorance of and 
disobedience to the same spiritual laws of God that Israel disobeyed. God’s 
commandments are living laws, with universal application, providing bene-
fits for obedience and punishments for disobedience. His inspired Word tells 
us that those who love His law have “great peace” (Psalm 119:165), but the 
way of the lawless and unfaithful is difficult (Proverbs 13:15).

The Bible points to many agonizing human experiences that are direct 
results of sin. One such example is military aggression. The apostle James 
wrote of the origin of armed conflict: “Where do wars and fights come 
from among you? Do they not come from your desires for pleasure that war 
in your members? You lust and do not have. You murder and covet and can-
not obtain. You fight and war” (James 4:1-2).

These words apply to nations as well as individuals, since nations are 
simply groups of people looking out for their own interests. Aggressors go 
to war out of a desire to enhance their power, prestige and wealth. In so 
doing they thrust aside law, ethics, morality and peace. They kill and maim 
to further their ends, putting into practice the might-makes-right principle 
and the maxim that to the victor go the spoils.

Will and Ariel Durant understood this human tendency when they wrote 
in The Lessons of History: “The causes of war are the same as the causes 
of competition among individuals: acquisitiveness, pugnacity, and pride; 
the desire for food, land, materials, fuels, mastery” (1968, p. 81).

Ironically, nations that freely choose violence, including warfare, often 
inherit a fate similar to that of the countries they crush. Jesus understood 
this when He said: “All who take the sword will perish by the sword” (Mat-
thew 26:52). History is a chronicle of the succession of empires conquering 
and being conquered. Mankind is doomed to repeat the cycle as long as 
disobeying God remains our chosen way.

Decisions have consequences

Many forms of suffering are simply the inevitable consequences of per-
sonal decisions. For example, in many advanced nations pockets of poverty 
persist in spite of billions of tax dollars spent to combat the problem.

Often that poverty can be traced to individual decisions. Students drop 
out of school, cutting short their education and consigning themselves to 
lifetimes of difficult jobs, low wages, financial hardship and frustrated 
ambitions.

Many teenagers become sexually active, with millions of girls giving 
birth out of wedlock to children who may never see their fathers. Studies 
have shown that children abandoned by their fathers are far more likely at 
an early age to turn to drugs, alcohol and tobacco, adopt criminal behavior 
and become sexually promiscuous in their own turn, bringing suffering  
on themselves and others.

Many young mothers—often unmarried because the fathers ran from 
responsibility—find themselves trapped in low-paying jobs with young 
mouths to feed and forced to rely on handouts, usually from the govern-
ment or charities, to survive. The pattern repeats itself in a cycle of poverty 
spanning generations—usually because of shortsighted personal choices 
and actions.

Health and choices

Untold health problems plague us because of our individual decisions.  
We eat poorly, fail to exercise, consume harmful substances and carelessly 
injure ourselves and others in accidents. Many suffer from mental afflic-
tions as a result of violating the principles governing relationships that the 
Bible clearly spells out.

Physical and psychological problems result from the abuse of alcohol 
and other drugs. Such abusers not only risk taking years off their own lives, 
but their habits exact a huge toll on their families and friends. Even more 
tragically, many abusers are involved in accidents that cripple or take the 
lives of innocent bystanders.

The physical harm caused by smoking is solidly documented. Smoking-
related illnesses take 400,000 lives each year in the United States and millions 
more worldwide. Many of these deaths are excruciatingly painful and slow. 
We readily acknowledge that the best cure for the grief caused by smoking is 
simply to quit, yet many are so addicted they spurn this obvious solution.

Smoking is but one of many behaviors that cause pain. Dr. Paul Martin 
notes that instances of seemingly innocuous behavior can add up over 
time: “There are plenty of commonplace behavior patterns that kill people 
gradually but in huge numbers” (The Healing Mind, 1997, p. 58).

In a book with Philip Yancey, Dr. Paul Brand reported that, at a major 
national health conference, he began a list of the serious behavior-related 
health problems on the agenda that take a serious toll on Americans’ 
health. They include “heart disease and hypertension exacerbated by stress, 
stomach ulcers, cancers associated with a toxic environment, AIDS, sexu-
ally transmitted diseases, emphysema and lung cancer caused by cigarette 
smoking, fetal damage stemming from maternal alcohol and drug abuse, 
diabetes and other diet-related disorders, violent crime, automobile acci-
dents involving alcohol. These were the endemic, even epidemic concerns 

Why a Loving God Allows Suffering
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for health experts in the United States” (The Gift Nobody Wants, 1993,  
pp. 226-227).

In making decisions that lead to such problems, our bodies often alert us 
to the dangers. Brand and Yancey note that “an astounding proportion of 
the health problems stem from behavior choices that show disregard for the 
body’s clear signals” (p. 226).

We reap what we sow

The conclusion should be obvious. Much suffering is caused by wrong 
choices. The Bible offers guidance as to how we should live. Yet as far  
back as Adam and Eve we have repeatedly spurned God’s instruction and 
brought enormous pain and sorrow on ourselves.

The Bible offers practical advice on virtually all aspects of life. Many of 
its principles reveal how to avoid—and to some extent relieve—suffering. 
(We have compiled much of this guidance in Making Life Work, a booklet 
showing that many things in life go better if we simply apply principles God 
reveals in His Word. Be sure to request your copy from our office nearest 
you, or download or request it from our Web site at www.ucg.org/booklets.)

We cannot live substantially free from suffering until we are reconciled 
to God and His commandments: “My son, do not forget my law, but let 
your heart keep my commands; for length of days and long life and peace 
they will add to you” (Proverbs 3:1-2, emphasis added throughout).

Were we to follow God’s instruction on a national scale, we would see 
immediate and drastic reductions in crime, disease, hostilities between 
nations, pollution, accidents, mental illness, broken families, shattered rela-
tionships and many other phenomena that cause us grief. God’s law is not 
harsh or onerously restrictive. It is a law of liberty (James 1:25) that would 
eliminate most of the world’s pain if it were universally obeyed.

Why a Loving God Allows Suffering

Belief in Satan the devil as a literal being is 
not fashionable in many circles. Even in the 

United States, where belief in the devil is com-
mon, polls have shown that most Americans 
do not believe in Satan as a literal, living entity. 
Many conceive of the devil as merely symbolic 
of man’s inhumanity to man or the embodiment 
of evil in general.

The Bible, however, presents Satan as a 
real being—a spirit presence possessing great 
power to do harm. Because so many reject the 
existence of an actual devil, he is an unrecog-
nized cause of much suffering. Whether we 
realize it or not, his deception of humanity is the 
major cause of anguish and grief.

The extent of Satan’s influence and 
power is clearly revealed in the Bible. Rev-
elation 12:9 tells us he “deceives the whole 
world.” John writes elsewhere that “the whole 
world lies under the sway of the wicked one”  
(1 John 5:19). When Paul proclaims that “the 
god of this age” has blinded the minds of 
many so that they do not believe the gospel  
(2 Corinthians 4:4), he refers to the devil.

In the parable of the sower and the seed, 
Jesus tells us that as soon as many people hear 
God’s Word explained to them “Satan comes 
immediately and takes away the word that was 
sown in their hearts” (Mark 4:15). This wicked 
being wants mankind blinded to the comfort, 
encouragement and deliverance of God’s truth.

Through the spiritual blindness and 
ignorance Satan has foisted off on the 
world, he is the instigator of incalculable  
suffering. He has blinded humanity to the 
reason for our existence. He has deceived 
people into believing that his way—the way of 
selfishness and sin—is better than obedience 
to God’s commands. Regrettably, humanity has 
fallen prey to Satan’s ploys, not realizing the 
ultimate grief that sin brings.

Satan is called “the tempter” (Matthew 4:3). 
Throughout history he has succeeded in tempt-

ing people to indulge in an unlawful and immoral 
exercise of their physical appetites. He employed 
this strategy in the Garden of Eden, and his 
game has worked marvelously ever since. 
Everyone has suffered because of it.

Yet Satan’s influence goes beyond mere 
deception. Paul refers to him as “the prince of the 
power of the air, the spirit who now works in the 
sons of disobedience” (Ephesians 2:2)—appar-
ently “broadcasting,” as it were, wrong moods 
and attitudes to receptive human minds.

Jesus described the devil as “a murderer 
from the beginning” (John 8:44). Satan’s intent 
has always been to make human life miserable 
and ultimately destroy us (1 Peter 5:8). His very 
nature is destructive, and those who commit 
destructive acts unwittingly follow him. Revela-
tion 9:11 labels Satan as “the angel of the bot-
tomless pit, whose name in Hebrew is Abaddon, 
but in Greek he has the name Apollyon.” These 
two names mean “destruction” and “destroyer,” 
respectively. In contrast to God, who is the 
creator, sustainer and giver of life, Satan is the  
ultimate destroyer and murderer.

Satan is the agitator of war and other conflicts. 
The book of Revelation depicts demonic spirits at 
the end of the age that “go out to the kings of the 
earth” to “gather them to the battle of that great day 
of God Almighty” (Revelation 16:14). Satan and  
his demons will instigate a time of distress 
that will be more terrible than any devastation 
human beings have ever experienced (Matthew 
24:21-22).

We can see from these passages that Satan 
exerts a pervasive power over mankind. God, 
however, sets limits on Satan’s power (Job 
1:12; 2:6). God will not allow Satan to thwart 
His master plan for the salvation of humanity. 
God will never relinquish His ultimate control 
over mankind and the rest of His creation. (To 
learn more about Satan’s role in human affairs, 
be sure to download or request your free copy 
of Is There Really a Devil? )

Satan’s Role in Human Suffering
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How Good Can Come 
From Suffering

Sigmund Freud worked as a counselor to deliver people from  
psychological difficulties. Yet he was honest enough to admit that 
his ability to help was limited. He confessed that he “cured the 
miseries of the neurotic only to open him up to the normal misery 

of life” (Ernest Becker, The Denial of Death, 1973, p. 271). Freud was 
right: There is no such thing as a trouble-free life.

Since we cannot avoid all suffering, we must keep in mind that it can 
and often does produce good results. It’s easier to endure suffering and 
pain when we view them as challenges than when we think of them as 
unbearable curses. 

It has traditionally been a tenet of Western culture, and rightly so, that 
some difficulties are beneficial in that they can help us mature and become 
better people. However, author Richard Kyle reminds us that much of 
Europe, Britain and the United States has entered the post-Christian era,  
in which “Christianity is no longer the definer of cultural values” (The  
Last Days Are Here Again, 1998, p. 25). 

The post-Christian mind-set rejects the traditional biblical view that 
hardship and pain—though unpleasant and undesired—can work to ulti-
mate good. Expressions such as “By standing firm you will gain life” (Luke 
21:19, NIV) and “We must go through many hardships to enter the kingdom 
of God” (Acts 14:22, NIV), though true, are no longer widely accepted.

The Bible plainly teaches that adversity can produce beneficial results. 
Even though Christ was the Son of God, He, too, “learned obedience by  
the things which He suffered. And having been perfected, He became the 
author of eternal salvation to all who obey Him” (Hebrews 5:8-9). Even sec-
ular history provides many examples of individuals and nations that, under 
conditions of duress, overcame difficult circumstances to achieve greatness. 
Sometimes one determined individual has provided the spark needed for 
nations to endure hard times and achieve praiseworthy objectives.

A prime minister powerfully serves his country

Sir John Keegan observed this to be true with Winston Churchill and 
Britain in World War II. In 1940, during the darkest days of the conflict, 
Churchill stood valiantly to rally the beleaguered British people. “In a 
series of magnificent speeches, appealing to his people’s courage and  

historic greatness, he carried Britain with him.” Through his powerful 
words, he imposed his “will and imagination on his countrymen” (U.S. 
News and World Report, May 29, 2000).

Stiffened by their prime minister’s resolve, Britons withstood a horrific 
pounding by Hitler’s bombers in the Battle of Britain and turned a time  
of trial and impending defeat into triumph in what Churchill called his 
country’s “finest hour.”

Keegan writes that the British, under the threat of invasion, “wholly exem-
plified how a finest hour should be lived. They dug the dead and the living 
from the rubble, manned their beaches [and] tightened their belts” (ibid.).

In The Lessons of History, Will and Ariel Durant observed that “a chal-
lenge successfully met . . . raises the temper and level of a nation, and 
makes it abler to meet further challenges” (1968, p. 91).

The British experience demonstrates the necessity of pulling together 
and supporting each other during adversity. Dr. Paul Brand tells how he 
prepares for the worst: “The best single thing I can do to prepare for pain  
is to surround myself with a loving community who will stand beside me 
when tragedy strikes” (Brand and Yancey, p. 236). He notes that “suffering 
is only intolerable when nobody cares” (p. 257).

God reveals that suffering carries with it a noble purpose: It should help 
us to grow in brotherly love. “Bear one another’s burdens, and so fulfill the 
law of Christ,” writes Paul (Galatians 6:2).

When our concern flows out toward others, suffering, as undesirable and 
painful as it is, can be a profitable experience. We learn the reality that “no 
discipline seems pleasant at the time, but painful. Later on, however, it pro-
duces a harvest of righteousness and peace for those who have been trained 
by it” (Hebrews 12:11, NIV).

Facing difficulties

The belief that affliction can yield considerable benefits has almost dis-
appeared in Western culture. It is largely replaced by the idea that suffering 
or any unpleasantness is unfair and to be avoided at any cost.

Perhaps this notion is partially bequeathed to us by our living in a quick-
fix society that teaches us we deserve to have a pill for every ache and a fast 
solution to every problem. It is also part of a victim mentality—a refusal to 
take responsibility for one’s actions or circumstances—that can weaken a 
society that succumbs to it. Any society that recognizes that sometimes life 
is not fair and definitely not always easy—and courageously responds to 
challenge—grows stronger.

In the modern view, pain is sinister, an enemy that must be avoided. We 
can view it that way, or we can see it as a warning that we need to change  
a behavior. If we cannot avoid it, then perhaps we can accept its challenge 
and become a stronger, better person.
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