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Tough Questions/Real Answers:

How Can You Worship a God Who Allows Innocent Children to Die or Be Killed?

Mark 10:13-16

The Scripture reading this morning is from Mark 10. Follow along in your pew bibles if you want to. It is a very familiar story to us. This is the story of the little children and Jesus. Mark 10:13-16. “People were bringing little children to Jesus to have him touch them, but the disciples rebuked them. When Jesus saw this, he was indignant. He said to them, “Let the little children come to me, and do not hinder them, for the kingdom of God belongs to such as these. I tell you the truth, anyone who will not receive the kingdom of God like a little child will never enter it. And he took the children in his arms, put his hands on them and blessed them.”  May God bless to us the hearing and understanding of his word today. Amen. 
Last Saturday, a nice couple came to my husband’s church with their big yellow lab dog which my daughter Jani immediately wanted to play with. As I talked to them a little bit I found out that they were not there for the Craft Bazaar, a fundraising event that we had going on, but instead they were looking for a cemetery in which to bury their daughter. As the story unfolded, tears came to my eyes. Mike and Sally had been married for over twenty years and had never had a child which they desperately wanted until a baby girl was born to them near the beginning of 2005. The baby was premature - only a pound in weight. Hershey Hospital nursed that baby until it was strong enough to go home. On the day they were taking their baby home, a doctor came to them and said that there was a problem with the baby’s heart and that she would need an operation. The parents were stunned. They transferred the baby to another hospital where a specialist doctor ran many tests. There, at the hospital in Philadelphia, the baby caught an infection and died. There was overwhelming sadness, indescribable pain for these people and I could feel it. These words that I have said cannot communicate the grief or confusion or anger of these parents. Mike and Sally were not alone in their feelings. Many people are also confused or angry about the death of innocent children.
In the 1980’s I lived in Seattle and I attended a large Presbyterian Church there in which Bruce Larson was the Senior Pastor. Pastor Larson preached a sermon series based on people’s biggest concerns, the biggest questions that they had, things in their lives like divorce and cancer, etc. I was not married at that time and I had no children but I will never forget the sermon he preached about the death of children. For each of the sermons in that series Pastor Larson interviewed a church member who had been through that particular experience. He interviewed them in front of the congregation so that people could see the Christian faith lived out in real life. But you know what? He could find no one, even in that mega-church, not one person who could stand up in front of the church body and share about the death of their child without breaking down. Even when that child had died thirty years ago the parent could not stand up and talk about it. Pastor Larson said that in his experience the loss of a child was the most painful experience that a person could go through. 
What could I say to Sally and Mike? No words of mine were adequate, but neither was my silence. I told them that I was deeply sorry for their loss and they knew that I really meant that. But I was a Minister who, in less than a week, was going to preach on the subject of a good God allowing innocent children to suffer and die, so I asked Sally a question. I asked her if she was angry with God. She answered, “Yes.” She was angry that God had allowed her precious daughter to suffer so much in her short life. Perhaps you have asked God why, why is there so much intense suffering in this world? Why do the children starve when so many others have so much? How can you, God, be all good and all powerful and yet this terrible evil exists all around us? Well, the Bible, God’s words to us does give us a few answers to that. First of all the bible says that we live today in not a perfect world, but a fallen world. The Bible starts with Genesis and it describes God’s creation as very good. But Adam and Eve chose to disobey God and the world was forever changed. God said that they would die if they ate that fruit and they did. Adam and Eve and you and I and everyone else who ever lived are going to die because of our disobedience to God. We know that. We just like to forget about it most of the time. God doesn’t just take the lives of innocent children, he takes everyone’s life, some just sooner and some later. And while it is wrong for you or me to take a person’s life, there is a real good argument that our creator can take back the lives he created anytime that he wants to. Suppose I created something like a garden or this sermon. It would be wrong for you to go into my garden and pull up the plants or for you to misquote my sermon or change the words or meaning without my permission. But it is not wrong for me to change my garden or my sermon. I created them with God’s help and it is okay for me to revise a sermon between the first service and the second, or to change my flower beds which I do almost every year. So in the same way, God the creator is the one who gives us life and he can take it or give it according to his very great wisdom, justice and mercy. That is one explanation. We live in a fallen world, so each and every one of us will die and our great creator has the right to run things as he want to. Anyone who can create a universe probably knows the right time for me to die. Now that is the rational explanation. It tells us about God’s power, about what God has the right to do. But where is the good in that? The God of the Bible is not only all-powerful. He is also all-good. 

The second explanation found in the Bible is that God has not left us to eternal death. The Bible is the story of how God loved Adam and Eve and He loves us and He wants to save us. We all are children of Adam and Eve, we all are those disobedient children of disobedient parents. No one is righteous says the Bible, no not one. We can’t save ourselves and so God has had to do it for us. God planned for a perfect person to be born. God Himself became human in Jesus the Christ. Jesus had not sinned and did not deserve death so He could take our punishment for us with the result that we can live eternally. Jesus died on that cross so that we wouldn’t have to. If we accept Jesus’ sacrifice, if we will accept Jesus as our own Savior we will miss the judgment that we deserve. Instead of dying forever, we will live eternally with God. In heaven the messed up part of the world is done away with and a new heaven and a new earth will be created where there is no sorrow. But what about children who die before they are old enough to understand what salvation means, those who die before they can ever make that choice? A strong argument can be made from Bible passages that there is a certain age of accountability. Some of the passages that we read this morning show us that God loves children very much and that he accepts them into his kingdom. Our call to worship today was Matthew’s passage about that subject. Our scripture was the passage in Mark that says that Jesus rebuked His disciples who tried to keep the children away from Him. The last verse of the Mark reading says, and Jesus took the children in his arms and he put his hands on them and blessed them. We kind of skim right over that but Jesus is showing us God the Father with everything that He did, Jesus said I and my Father are one. So how do you think God the Father reacts to little children? Does he push them away or tell them to be quiet? Does he ignore them or even hate them? No, he welcomes them onto His lap and puts His arms around them and blesses them. 
There are other examples from the Old Testament like Isaiah 7 which says that there is a time of growth and maturity for a child before there is accountability. A strong case can be made that when children die God immediately takes them into His heaven. He welcomes them. Several of the parents that I have talked with about the death of their children have affirmed that they believe their child is in heaven. That does not seem to be as much a problem to their faith as the suffering of the child. Sally told me she was angry with God because her daughter had suffered so much in her short 7 months of life. Suffering! Doesn’t God hear our prayers when we beg for relief of suffering? A couple of months ago I was right in the middle of that and I can tell you that I questioned it. Did God not hear my prayers for the healing of my daughter? Yes He did and sometimes He stops the suffering and sometimes He lets it go on. Some people suffer greatly and they do it willingly because they see a purpose in it. A young girl carries a younger sibling for two days to get that child to a medical clinic. Solders may suffer greatly and yet they willingly give their lives to protect the people at home. Hopefully most of you know of Joni Erickson Tada who has been a quadriplegic for over thirty years. She can’t even brush her own teeth, or dress herself or feed herself and yet her words and her ministry and her painting and her gracious spirit have touched millions of lives around the world. So it is not suffering itself that faith shaking, suffering can produce a strong enduring faith. C. S. Lewis wrote,
“God whispers to us in our pleasures, speaks to us in our conscience, but shouts to us in our pain: it is His megaphone to rouse a deaf world.” 
Pain and suffering, God’s megaphone. Works for me! I know that it is in the hard times that I seek God the most. I pray the most when my children are suffering. How about you? Do you pray more when you are happy or when you are hurting? It is a good thing that God lets pain in our lives to draw us closer to Him. Dr. James Dobson in his book “When God Doesn’t Make Sense” explains that it is not suffering or even death itself that shakes our faith as much as it is senseless suffering or death. It is when we have no good reasons for the pain or loss that we feel confusion, betrayal and anger. He writes in the chapter entitled “The Betrayal Barrier” that 
“we have been given too few facts to explain all the heartache in an imperfect fallen world.” 
He says on page 34 
“we must teach our brothers and sisters in Christ not to depend to heavily on their own ability to comprehend the inexplicable circumstances of our lives. Remember that the Scripture warns us to lean ‘not on your own understanding’ which is Proverbs 3:5. Note that we are not prohibited from trying to understand. I have spent a lifetime attempting to get a handle on some of the imponderables of life, which has lead to the writing of this book. But we are specifically told not to lean on our own ability to make the pieces fit. ‘Leaning’ refers to the panicky demand for answers - throwing faith to the wind if a satisfactory answer cannot be produced. It is pressing God to explain Himself -or else. That is where everything starts to unravel.” 
Dr. Dobson says that confusion is the factor that shreds faith. We don’t understand why something terrible has happened and so our trust in God is shaken. But remember the definition of faith from Hebrews chapter 11: Faith is the substance of things hoped for, the evidence of things not seen.” Not seen, but hoped for - that is faith. 

Faith leads us into our third biblical answer about our suffering. Our life here on earth has the illusion of permanence but the truth is we are just passing through. There is not better way to remind yourself of that than to walk through a cemetery. Perhaps it is God’s great blessing that White Clay Creek Church building is completely surrounded on all sides by a cemetery. You cannot come here to worship without walking past the headstones. We are here only temporarily and if you forget that, just look around. But God will be making a new heaven and a new earth where we who trust Him will live with Him forever. 1 Peter 4:12-13 says “Dear friends, do not be surprised at the painful trial you are suffering, as though something strange were happening to you. But rejoice that you participate in the sufferings of Christ, so that you may be overjoyed when his glory is revealed.” Let’s finish a very difficult subject about innocent children suffering by reading together what Jesus says to us. It is John 16:33, page 825 in your pew bibles, it is the last verse of that chapter. And Jesus says to us “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.” That is God’s word to us today. We may not understand the troubles we have, but we can rest assured that Jesus loves us and died for us and that we will live again with those precious children that are in heaven. Jesus is coming back and He will take us with Him to heaven. Praise be to God who saves us. Amen.      
