
“I Believe…” Tuesday Evening Talking Points 

“I believe in God the Father almighty, creator of heaven and earth.” 

On Sunday, the two sermons preached at our parish churches covered 
the existence and identity of God along with God specifically as creator. 
To contribute to this discussion, tonight I would like to explore… 

God…the almighty 

How can God be almighty (ie. having complete power, omnipotent) in the 
face of all the bad things in this world, in his creation? How can God be 
omnipotent and good in the face of evil and chaos? 

 It seems like a pretty safe statement to start off by saying that 
God is good. This is, to my knowledge, a universal claim made by all 
religions (at least the mono-theistic ones). God is good. It would indeed 
be a very strange thing to worship a divinity who is evil (not to rule out 
that some choose this alternative). But, within the Judaeo-Christian 
tradition, we are interested in affirming faith in a God who is good. And in 
so doing, asserting that God is good creates its own problems. 

 By doing so, we are confronted with the issue of reconciling a 
good God who is responsible as creator, sustainer and even governor of 
a world that has so much wrong with it. In other words, how can we affirm 
faith in a good, almighty God who is responsible for a place where there 
is so much evil and chaos? We can imagine if we were tenants of a 
building that had drug deals happening in the hallway outside of our door, 
prostitutes conducting business at the entrance to the building, ceilings 
falling down upon our head, no gas supply or hot water. If we resided in 
this building we would be calling for the dismissal of the landlord in a 
second. It wouldn’t help if the he or she insisted, “But I created this 
building and I am good and all-powerful” if they did nothing about the 
situation itself. 

 So, how can we as Christians insist on affirming faith in a good, 
almighty God? How we can affirm a fatherly God who is supposed to care 



for us and one whom we can speak to like a loving Father but, 
simultaneously, live in a world where tsunami’s wipe out thousands of 
lives and gunmen kill men, women and children at random? How can we 
pray to and rely upon a God who we claim to be omnipotent but uses that 
power so sparingly for good, if at all? And if we think about this in the 
Biblical tradition, even when God chooses a people (the Israelites) as his 
own, why is this people so often, seemingly, abandoned to this or that 
calamity? 

 One way this problem was resolved within Biblical thinking was to 
say that the calamities came as a result of sin. Those who did wrong, who 
violated a covenant or the law, were punished for their wrong-doing. This 
type of reasoning only worked (if it works at all) when the wrong-doers 
were the ones being afflicted. But what about the “innocent”? How can 
we reason their afflictions? To do so, Biblical thinking turned to the future: 
there will come a time when all of this evil and affliction will be taken 
away. Hence, the tradition of a coming Messiah and ultimately, a re-
created and perfect end time. That is on a communal level of suffering 
and expectation of deliverance. 

 The story of Job, at least in part, proposes to answer the question 
on an individual level of suffering. Job suffers great afflictions and his 
friends propose that it is a result of sinfulness. This proposition is 
thoroughly rejected in the story. Two other solutions are suggested—Job 
suffered to test his faithfulness and Job’s suffering is redemptive through 
his praying for his misguided friends. No matter the reason for his 
suffering, Job accepts his it in the famous words “the Lord, gave, and the 
Lord has taken away; blessed is the name of the Lord.” God’s own answer 
to all of this challenging of his power is “Shall a fault-finder contend with 
the Almighty?” In other words, “Look how strong I am! So just be quiet!” 
Not overly satisfying to say the least. We wouldn’t justify the landlord with 
such reasoning so how can we accept such justification for God in this 
instance? 



 Theologians within the Christian tradition have wrestled with the 
problem of a good, almighty God and a world of evil, corruption, affliction 
and chaos for centuries. In the 5th century, Augustine of Hippo grounded 
his thoughts on the subject in the idea of freedom: God created free 
beings, who are then capable of wilfully misusing this freedom. Hence, 
evil is introduced and multiplied not explicitly by the creator but by the 
creatures, using their freedom for evil rather than good (at least at times). 
In the 2nd century, Irenaeus of Lyon proposed that evil is allowed by God 
so as to make possible a more perfect creation. The reasoning typically 
runs that creation is incomplete, as humans are not yet fully developed, 
and experiencing evil and suffering is necessary for such development 
(and indeed, eventual perfection). While both of these theories have their 
merits when it comes or our thinking through the problem, they may not 
be entirely satisfying. British theologian John Hick thinks that “both 
alternatives acknowledge explicitly or implicitly God’s ultimate 
responsibility for the existence of evil” and it is difficult to disagree. But, 
assigning the existence of evil to God is something which we want to 
reject. God is good. And if God is good, how can that same good God be 
responsible for the existence and possibility of evil? 

 Maybe the most concrete questioning of the goodness of God is 
that exemplified by the character Ivan Karamazov in Dostoevsky’s book 
The Brothers Karamazov where he questions just such a claim in relation 
to the suffering of a child: “Can you understand why a little creature, who 
can't even understand what's done to her, should beat her little 
tormented breast with her tiny fist in that vile place, in the dark and the 
cold, and weep her sanguine meek, unresentful tears to dear, kind God 
to protect her?” Ivan cannot understand how this is possible: for the 
innocent to be told that God is good and in control and somehow 
expecting them to find comfort in that, all the while suffering horribly. 

 There is more than one way to approach answering this overall 
question. The Augustinian and Irenaean route are two possible ways. We 
could also go about defining, or more appropriately defining, 



omnipotence and goodness and finding in these definitions reasons why 
we can’t shout at the heavens in despair and anger.  

Omnipotence, being all-powerful, we can say, doesn’t mean doing 
anything one wants. Instead, an all-powerful being, who sets a world in 
motion, who creates such a world with limitations and order which we 
might call natural, isn’t omnipotent by metaphorically “dipping his hand” 
into every bad situation. True omnipotence doesn’t involve just doing 
whatever one wants, whenever one wants, because they are powerful. 
There will inevitably arise flat out contradictions that we would have to 
label as unnatural. And when the unnatural becomes to frequent we will 
be living in an unstable world. For example: What kind of world would we 
live in if, when we wanted to use a 2x4 to build a wall it stayed true to its 
woodlike qualities but, when someone picked up that same 2x4 to hit me 
in the head with, it turned into a Styrofoam type substance? Omnipotence 
cannot mean that God, at least in the world as we know it, immanently 
and miraculously stops every evil deed before it is carried out. If we think 
life is chaotic now imagine the alternative chaos if God did act in that 
way. Hence, we can insist upon God’s omnipotence without making that 
mean the ridiculous. 

 We could also define goodness in a way that rules out the happy, 
go-lucky grandfather-type-God who sits on a cloud, smiling down at us, 
giving us what we want when we want it, and every so often getting upset 
with us (but never acting upon that disappointment, like a good 
grandparent doesn’t). We could say that true goodness isn’t the same as 
kindness. Indeed, we could then make the step that goodness involves 
love and true love doesn’t allow us to do whatever we want, whenever 
we want. C.S. Lewis, in The Problem of Pain, would go about resolving this 
conundrum by saying “because God is what He is, his love must, in the 
nature of things, be impeded and repelled by certain stains in our present 
character, and because He already loves us He must labour to make us 
lovable.” And that labour may involve some things which we find 
uncomfortable and not very kind. In other words, God’s goodness is best 



exemplified in his love; and, love hurts and being loved isn’t always the 
heart-warming experience we normally think it is. 

 Both of those explanations—properly defining the divine attributes 
of benevolence and omnipotence—help us to rationally maintain both the 
omnipotence and benevolence of God. Hans Jonas, a Jewish theologian, 
proposes a different path. In “The Concept of God after Auschwitz” Jonas 
proposes that we cannot have it both ways: we must either give up the 
notion of God’s benevolence or the notion of His omnipotence. To do the 
former, to give up on God’s benevolence, would be tantamount to 
worshipping Satan. Hence, Jonas would argue that in some way we must 
give up on the notion of God’s omnipotence. One way of doing so is that 
of the suffering God – that is, God does not stand outside of creation like 
some judge reigning down punishment left and right, but instead, in a 
mysterious way, God undergoes the suffering of creation Himself. One 
way (not the only way) that this has been formulated is to say that in the 
act of creation God underwent a painful contraction so that God must be 
seen as suffering from the beginning of creation. 

 The idea of a suffering God, a God who we do not attribute the 
notion of omnipotence to has, at least implicitly, Biblical support: Isaiah’s 
suffering servant is one example along with, of course, the crucifixion of 
God incarnate in Jesus of Nazareth. And, ironically enough, the idea of a 
suffering God also speaks to a creator God, specifically to a creator God 
in light of the challenges thrown up by science, most specifically those 
of evolution by survival of the fittest. John Polkinghorne writes: “In the 
lonely figure hanging in the darkness and dereliction of Calvary the 
Christian believes that he sees God opening his arms to embrace the 
bitterness of the strange world he has made. The God revealed in the 
vulnerability of the incarnation and vulnerability of creation are one. He 
is the crucified God, whose paradoxical power is perfected in weakness, 
whose self-chosen symbol is the King reigning from the gallows.”  

Reflecting upon this, the self-confessed atheist Peter Bowler, 
writes in his book Monkey Trials and Gorilla Sermons, “This is not a God 



who punishes us eternally unless we accept His son’s sacrifice as the 
only route back to His favour. It is a God who participates in the human 
drama and in the drama of creation, and if there is any kind of God who 
makes sense to the convinced Darwinian, this is probably it.” 

And so, to tie in the topics of God and suffering and God and 
creation, Bowler concludes his book by saying, “We no longer expect an 
external designer who has imposed order on the world from without. And 
we can see our own imperfect natures as products of the process by 
which He has chosen to allow the world to develop.” Hence, maybe the 
suffering God is our best chance at affirming belief in “God the Father 
almighty, creator of heaven and earth.”  

To recap: 

 The Augustinian answer: God created free beings, who are then 
capable of wilfully misusing this freedom 

 The Irenaean answer: evil is allowed by God so as to make 
possible a more perfect creation 

 The answer which defines omnipotence and benevolence in 
ways which make an all-powerful, loving/good God believable in 
a fallen world 

 The suffering God which relieves us of an omnipotent God who 
sits over creation and judges it for its faults for a God who suffers 
with his creation and identifies with us through that suffering 

But, without making these our only conclusions or paths of 
discussion, we have at least the following avenues, as they arise in the 
first article of the creed, to explore further this evening: 

Belief… 
The existence of God… 
God as almighty or omnipotent 
God as good or benevolent 
God as the creator 
God as external to creation or God as a suffering part of creation 

 



Works used to prepare these talking points: 
Questions of Faith: A Skeptical Affirmation of Christianity by Peter Berger 
 
The Problem of Pain by C.S. Lewis 
 
Monkey Trials & Gorilla Sermons: Evolution and Christianity from Darwin 

to Intelligent Design by Peter J Bolwer 


