Questions about Evil

Acts 2:22-41
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Acts 2:22-41

22 "Men of Israel, listen to this: Jesus of Nazareth was a man accredited by God to you by miracles, wonders and signs, which God did among you through him, as you yourselves know.

23 This man was handed over to you by God's set purpose and foreknowledge; and you, with the help of wicked men, put him to death by nailing him to the cross.

24 But God raised him from the dead, freeing him from the agony of death, because it was impossible for death to keep its hold on him.

25 David said about him: "`I saw the Lord always before me. Because he is at my right hand, I will not be shaken.

26 Therefore my heart is glad and my tongue rejoices; my body also will live in hope,

27 because you will not abandon me to the grave, nor will you let your Holy One see decay.

28 You have made known to me the paths of life; you will fill me with joy in your presence.'

29 "Brothers, I can tell you confidently that the patriarch David died and was buried, and his tomb is here to this day.

30 But he was a prophet and knew that God had promised him on oath that he would place one of his descendants on his throne.

31 Seeing what was ahead, he spoke of the resurrection of the Christ, that he was not abandoned to the grave, nor did his body see decay.

32 God has raised this Jesus to life, and we are all witnesses of the fact.

33 Exalted to the right hand of God, he has received from the Father the promised Holy Spirit and has poured out what you now see and hear.

34 For David did not ascend to heaven, and yet he said, "`The Lord said to my Lord: "Sit at my right hand 35 until I make your enemies a footstool for your feet."'

36 "Therefore let all Israel be assured of this: God has made this Jesus, whom you crucified, both Lord and Christ."

37 When the people heard this, they were cut to the heart and said to Peter and the other apostles, "Brothers, what shall we do?"

38 Peter replied, "Repent and be baptized, every one of you, in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins. And you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit.

39 The promise is for you and your children and for all who are far off--for all whom the Lord our God will call."

40 With many other words he warned them; and he pleaded with them, "Save yourselves from this corrupt generation."

41 Those who accepted his message were baptized, and about three thousand were added to their number that day.

It has been my experience here of how God speaks. We scheduled this series last year. Friendship Month to answer questions. Just last month, I changed it to: “So Many Questions”. Now we are going through a time of many questions, of intense searching. The only change to our normal programming – is that we address Question of Evil, not question of science, as planned. But the need is the same - to hear God speak to us in this hour, indeed every hour.

A Question of Reality: Whose side is God on?

We are all still shocked. Our minds are numb. Our wounds are raw. Our lives shattered. We watch the images. We hear the reports. September 11, 2001. A day which shook our sense of decency. What kind of persons could inflict such terror upon innocent people? A day which rocked our routine. Will life ever be the same again in our airports, in our planes, in our home-places and workplaces? More importantly, a day which rocked our sense of reality.

This is the reality of life. When all that we give - our energies and enterprise to is ended so abruptly. All that we have left is mangled steel and smoldering fires. Here this moment, gone the next. Captured in the last minute phone calls of the many victims: “Hey, Mum. Hi, Darling, I don’t think I’m going to make it. Say goodbye to the children. I love you. Kiss them for me. Hold them for me!” When our reality of life is shattered, we fear.

And what about the reality of security. All that we believe in life and to protect this life is powerless. Money and power makes the world go round. The most powerful money and military institutions are attacked. If the most powerful nation can be assaulted, then who – beginning with tiny Singapore - can be safe from the terror of terrorists? Who can be protected from the insanity of the insane? Who can be immunized from the irrationality of irrational? I watched the towers crumbling again and again in the TV replays until 2 am the first night. Can this be real? I pinched myself to sleep. I kept the radio on BBC the whole night. When our reality of the security of life is shattered, we fear.

a. What’s real: which side is true?

In moments like these, we see two sides of humanity, of persons, of ourselves. And we fear. We see both the gory and glorious side of us. We see both the diabolical and divine. We see our God-given creativity to build a better world with sophisticated airplanes and towering skyscrapers. We also see our God-forsaken destructiveness by using the very same airplanes and buildings to make this a brutal world. We see our God-given inventiveness to make life easy with knives and box-cutters. We also see our God-forsakenness to make life hell by using the very same knives and box-cutters to slit throats. Which is the real humanity? Who is the real me? Should we be optimistic or pessimistic about ourselves? And we cannot begin to answer that until we include God in all that happens in our lives and all that happens here on earth. Because it is His world, it is His word, His way, His views, His solutions that is ultimately real and that will ultimately matter to Him and to us. In that way, there will be three sides to our stories.

b. Three sides of the story

It is not just simplistically terrorists vs Americans. It is not simplistically fundamentalism vs freedom. It is not just two human stories, two human sides. Over the past week, we have seen images, we have heard cries only from one side/one party of the sufferers. When the bombings begin and if the TV crews film dying children, women and men in Afghanistan and other countries – we may be forced to see the other side. We may have to ponder: is the life of a Palestinian child less than the life of an Israeli child to God? Are the limbs of an Afghan child less valuable than the limbs of an American child? Is the blood of a child whose only “crime” is to be born in the Islamic world less precious than the blood of a child whose singular fortune is to be born in the free world? Is it so clear whose side God is on? Are we so certain? Ask the UN workers, ask the UN peacekeeping forces, ask the medical and mission doctors who have held bleeding/dying children in their arms. The same blood flows through both an Arab and Israeli child. They have the same hearts, the same cries, the same laughter, the same hopes and the same fears. With every fight between a couple in marriage, with every feud between two parties in business, with every war between two nations – there are always two sides. Two micronarratives. Two biographies. Two stories.

That is where we have to listen to God’s story or meta-narrative. God’s objective, unchanging, non-negotiable and real story. The third side. It is the third dimension that matters because it is the true dimension. Why? Read Romans 3:9-18. Ultimate evil is when we all turn against God. Both Jew and Gentile. No one righteous. No one who seeks God. Not even one. All have turned away. There is no fear of God. Because we have rejected God and replaced God with ourselves, this world is a living hell. Asked any person who has been betrayed by adultery. They will ask: How dare he/she? They are expressing the pain: How dare he/she reject me and then replace me with someone less and with no right to this relationship? Romans 3 tells us we dared and we did replace - GOD - with someone less and with no right – ourselves! Because we have suppressed God and substituted him with our ourselves, man’s inhumanity to man will always be the cancerous part of our hearts and heartlands. The debris of our self-rule and self-centredness will litter all aspects of our lives from the personal to the societal. What can be done about this ultimate evil?

c. Ultimate Evil

Acts 2:22-41 is about God dealing with ultimate evil. How? In the person of Jesus. It tells us about this Jesus in pairs:

The two events in Jesus' life 
(death and resurrection)

The two witnesses to Jesus 
(prophets and apostles)

The two promises about Jesus
(forgiveness and the Spirit)

The two responses to Jesus

Firstly the two events of Jesus' life. The first event is Jesus' death. Peter the Apostle is pleading with his fellow Jews to understand two realities. The first is that God is in absolute control of the world. The second, God’s absolute control of the world is seen in the death of Jesus. This passage perhaps makes the most controversial statement of all time in Acts 3:23-24. “This man (Jesus) was handed over to you by GOD’s set purpose and foreknowledge, and YOU with the help of wicked men put him to death by nailing him to the Cross.”

And the most controversial statement is: God is in charge BUT His Son is crucified. The two truths should not stand side by side. They are mutually exclusive. They should have nothing to do with one another. Because if God is in charge, His Son should NOT be crucified. If God is sovereign, His Son should NOT suffer. If God is master of the universe, His Son should NOT be murdered! But His Son, Jesus, IS crucified, DOES suffer, IS murdered. If there were newspapers then, the headlines would scream with 100 points bold font: “God’s Son Murdered”.
Illustration: Scrawled on the walls of a concentration camp in WWII during the Holocaust were these words: “What we need now is a God who suffers!” Indeed, Peter is saying we have a God who suffers! A God who suffers ultimate evil in giving His Son for us. If we think the cold-blooded murder of innocent people by terrorists is evil, then the murder of God’s innocent Son finds no parallel. If people in planes, in the WTC and Pentagon have nothing to do with terrorists, then Jesus has nothing to do with our sin and our death. But God had purposed and man executed this. By breaking into human history, God is telling us he wants to have everything to do with us. His very Son will take our sin and death. “You” (in 2:23) – the headline should actually read: “We murdered God!”
Jesus does not just die, but God raised him from death. Jesus is the man who should not die (2:24). Quote Psalm 16. It is not king David but the Christ, God’s chosen king. He is the man who is fully acceptable to God by his perfect sacrifice for us. How acceptable? God has not just raised Him but exalted/promoted/glorified to be at God’s right hand. Quote Psalm 110. This was God’s plan for exaltation.

2 witnesses: prophets and apostles. God has been working throughout history. God has been waiting. To do what? To strike the death blow against our sin and our death. The US has now just mobilized thousands of troops and billions of dollars to deal with terrorists. They are uncertain whether they will succeed. God has mobilized His entire resources. Not new. It was promised long ago by prophets and witnessed now by apostles. Jesus is NOT stuck in the grave.

2 promises: Forgiveness and Spirit. To grant us forgiveness of sins, of guilt, judgment. See that is that which God now gives us and that it has nothing to do with us. He gives us His Spirit. He wants to have everything to do with us. Unlike a generous judge who declares us innocent or a good Samaritan who helps and disappears, God wants to us be with us.

2 responses: repentance and faith. Repent of living our way. Faith that Jesus has made me right.

Jesus’ death is real. It is for us.

Jesus’ resurrection is real. It is for us.

Jesus’ promise is real. We are forgiven. We are God’s own.

Our response must be real.

Answers to Evil

a. What we do NOT know

·    Why specifically this act? Why specifically these people?

·    Will this plunge the world into financial crisis?

·    Will this plunge the world into war?

Water tight answers. Cause and effect answers. Simplistically. The people in New York and Washington are not more sinful than the people in the rest of country and the world. We just do not know. To offer any singular theological reason may be to misrepresent the very God we want to represent. Like Job’s friends, we may have the right theology but the wrong person.

b. What we DO know

-
Sin is real. We have all sinned. We live in a fallen world. We do not need to swing wildly between being optimistic and pessimistic. We are realistic. As long as we reject God, we live this way. More than violence of society, I fear the violence of my heart. Speak to any mother here, when a child cries without end, wakes every night, disobeys – we have enough venom in hearts to harm them. Let alone not trusting our maids. We do not trust ourselves. It is not the terror of the terrorist that we fear. It is us we fear. SIN.

-
God is real. He is in sovereign. Man’s will does not catch Him by surprise.

-
Gospel is real: 2 events of Jesus life, the two witnesses of God’s purposes, the two promises, the two responses.

Responding to Evil

a.  What we should NOT do

-         Be prejudiced towards all Arabs, all Muslims. We should not hate and we should teach our children NOT to hate our Muslim neighbours as is beginning to happen in USA and Australia. We should NOT fall back onto our prejudice to decide and act. Instead, we should fall back on Christ.

-         Self-righteousness. It is not what we do in war but it is what war does to us. In the movie “The Patriot”, Mel Gibson had just lost his wife and sons. In his self-righteousness he butchers his enemies. There is terror in his son’s eyes. Terror in his eyes. This should not be the case for us. In prosecuting our case, we need to ensure we do not embrace the same evil that was perpetrated towards us.

-         Listen to false prophets. We do not need to listen to other doomsday prophets. This is the end or near to the end. Whether you go to supernatural Nostradamus. Or academic prophecies like Harvard’s Samuel Huntington. We need to find comfort, live truly and hopefully in God’s Word. Jesus is God’s final word. We are living on borrowed time. The in-between. The now but not yet. The question is not “are we?” – the question is: “when”?

b. What we SHOULD do

-         Cry with Americans. Show not just our human but Christian compassion. We comfort them. We encourage them. We pray for them. This is the great work.

-         Pray for the leaders of USA. President Bush. He has a heavy burden. He has said on TV, “I am loving guy but I’ve got a job to do and I’ll do it.”

-         Pray for the nations who will be attacked. Pray for the children and women of those countries whose only crime is born into that nation, associated with those terrorists and whose lives may be buried because of that.

-         Listen to the Gospel. Rightly respond to God. Not just pray, give and volunteer. By responding to Jesus. He is God’s way.

·    Repent of false hopes in better world. Trust in Jesus. Come Lord Jesus come!

·    Learn 2 WTL.

·    Go out to share.

How real are you? Whose side are you on?

Illustration: There were 2 firemen in Pennsylvania, when they heard of what happened in New York they travelled a great distance to help with the work of removing the rubble from the WTC ruins. What they saw on TV just moved them, moved them to tears. With stomachs churning, eyes blurred with tears they vowed to help, they had to respond to this crisis. WHAT ABOUT YOU? What would you do about Jesus? What is the best way for you to respond to Him? If you are ready to, you can pray this prayer in your heart:

"Dear God, I know I am not worthy to be accepted by you. I don’t deserve your gift of eternal life. I am guilty of rebelling against you. I need forgiveness. Thank you for sending your Son, Jesus, to die for me that I may be forgiven. Thank you that he rose from the dead to give me new life. Please forgive me and change me by your Spirit that I may live with Jesus as my ruler. Amen."
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