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				“Jim McGuiggan’s provocative ideas will open doors in your mind and heart—as they have in mine—to reconsidering exactly who this God is we claim to worship and what He is up to. Celebrating the Wrath of God tackles with realism, wisdom, and a no-punches-pulled writing style a topic important to every honest person. Prepare to access the center of your soul and have whatever’s there nudged aside in favor of worship.”

				—DR. LARRY CRABB, founder of New Way Ministries and author of Shattered Dreams

			

			
				“Jim McGuiggan applies the lordship of God to suffering and pain, and the author is one who knows that reality personally. In Celebrating the Wrath of God, I hear the pain of the sufferer, but also the voice of confidence. McGuiggan … reminds us that God is a loving Sovereign who uses the fallen world to unrelenting pursue his people in love.”

				—JOHN MARK HICKS, professor of theology at Lipscomb University and author of Yet Will I Trust Him

			

			
				“If you pick up this book you may have difficulty putting it down. Jim McGuiggan combines strong thought with delightful style and speaks to the human condition.”

				—HADDON ROBINSON, PH.D., co-host and teacher of Discover the Word radio program and co-director of the Doctor of Ministry Program at Gordon-Conwell Theological Seminary

			

		

	
		
			
				“This collection of essays will be a rewarding study for all who are serious about their Christian journey. McGuiggan will push readers to a depth of discussion for which they long and will enable them to recognize that God sees in a way we cannot see. Like a tender-hearted Job who refuses to “push God outside the door” lest God receive “bad press,” McGuiggan assumes God’s terrible and loving presence to make sense of our existence.”

				—DAVID FLEER, professor of religion and communication, Rochester College, and co-author of Preaching Luke/Acts and Preaching Autobiography: Connecting the World of the Preacher and the World of the Text
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		INTRODUCTION

		The poet W. M. Clow has it right:

		
			God loves to be longed for, he longs to be sought.
For he sought us himself with such longing and love,
He died for desire of us, marvelous thought!
And he longs for us now to be with him above.1

		

		His little book repeats the astonishing claim that God adores his creation and longs with an unceasing hunger to live with us in holy friendship as our Lord.

		Many people reject this claim as nonsense. We live on a planetary Alcatraz, they tell us, a desolate wasteland. They believe that if there was a God who adored us, he wouldn’t allow us to live this way, generation after generation after generation.

		Mind you, I’m not just talking about people who are atheists or agnostics. Many Christians are hiding lives of desperation behind masks that say they’re coping well, when, in fact, they’re struggling and losing against evil forces in their lives. They’re fighting patterns of failure that horrify them with strength and durability. They’ve prayed, begged God for deliverance, and like the poor, bleeding woman in the Gospels, they’ve gone to all the “doctors” and find themselves no better off. They’ve spent all they have, and now they’re listless, drained. Some parts of their lives are in shambles, and this affects other areas. The desert they live in seems to have no boundaries. Speechless with grief, they wonder where God is.

		Their despondency makes sense. These people don’t lie around in recliners with cold beers in their hands, critics of all they survey, enjoying verbal tussles that keep them from coming into contact with real life. No, they’re pain-wracked, brokenhearted people who are irritated beyond measure by glib explanations for their suffering. Their deep heartache and struggle is a holy place; we should enter only in a respectful and humble manner, leaving our plodding, overly technical books or slick seven-step cures at home.

		This book isn’t an exercise in Christian apologetics; it’s simply an exposition and proclamation that God is Lord of this wilderness we call life. The only answer to the question of suffering is God. He knows very well about the world’s awful wrongs and its inexpressible pain. In the end, it’s God’s character and his commitment to us that brings us assurance if assurance is to be had.

		In every generation, God has been able to persuade millions of people who’ve been made skeptical through disappointment and loss that he’s working a wondrous work that’ll leave them speechless with joy when he finally brings them through to glory. They’ve come to trust in him and know they’ll find him not only faithful but capable.

		If you’re able to give God a brave hearing, the agony of your own life and the vast agony of the world you care about will be easier to live with, easier to make sense of, easier to be hopeful about. He comes to all of us saying, “Give me a chance, let me enter your life, don’t give up on me. Before you and I are done, I’ll convince you that all you fear and hate and run from will bring to you an eternal weight of glory. When it’s over you’ll say, ‘I wish I could do it again, I’d do it better. I’d live more nobly and trustingly in the wilderness. I’d watch for the signs along the way of God’s hand at work. I’d be more assured and more at peace during my struggles.’”

		But it isn’t only those who hurt who need help. There are those of us whose life is as tame as last week’s bus schedule. We suffer no pain, aren’t lonely, our family’s in good shape, and life is a breeze, and yet … and yet … we sense a profound emptiness. At the beginning of our Christian life, we heard the call of God like a trumpet. Our eyes lit up, we threw ourselves heartfirst into the battle, only later to settle for church attendance, happy songs, and interchurch rivalry. Life is fine, and we can relax because we’re no longer in jeopardy.

		A mind-set like that’s a killer. Gone is any sense of conflict with dark powers. Gone is the conviction that somehow we’re fighting God’s fight for him against all the forces of cynicism and oppression. Gone is the conviction that what we do in this life makes a difference at the cosmic level. Gone, too, is the sense that daily faithfulness is important to God’s galactic purpose.

		Let’s not lose our place in the biblical story of which we’re a part. As believers we are the colony of heaven, fighting our way through a wilderness world with a glad message of galvanizing truth: The wilderness isn’t forever. The holy God who made us all has given up on none of us.

		Weekly platitudes and assurances that God is a “heavenly sweetheart” who exists to see that his followers don’t get hurt or hungry or disturbed—they have their price. For some, they’ll do just fine, but for others, there’s a restlessness, a feeling of disappointment—“This is it? This? This is what the biblical heroes in Israel and other nations went through purgatory for? This is what Paul had in mind when he talked about tearing down strongholds and taking captive everything that sets itself against God?2 This is what Paul ran halfway across the world to tell—taking beatings and scourgings as he went, enduring loneliness and betrayal, hunger and slander? All that so we can sit and sing happy songs while humanity goes down into oblivion? This is what Christ died for?”

		We know in our bones that that isn’t true! His Word tells us Christ died to redeem us and to make right the suffering and sin in the world—in the end. We were made for war as well as peace. We’ve been sent into the world by Christ, as Christ was sent into the world by his Father. But the suffering and pain of this world’s curse falls on everyone, including Christians.

		This book claims: God’s people are people of the wilderness for the world’s sake. We suffer vicariously for the world’s sake. This book declares that God’s glory is seen with startling clarity in a chaotic world; our vision of God is purified and enriched by wilderness conditions, and many have borne witness to this truth by living honorably and courageously in the midst of the wilderness.

		It wasn’t until Ezekiel was a captive in Babylon (“the wilderness of the nations”—Ezekiel 20:35, NLX) that the heavens were opened to him (Ezekiel 1:1). Luke tells us:

		
			In the fifteenth year of the reign of Tiberius Caesar—when Pontius Pilate was governor of Judea, Herod tetrarch of Galilee, his brother Philip tetrarch of Iturea and Trachonitis, and Lysanias tetrarch of Abilene—during the high priesthood of Annas and Caiaphas, the word of God came to John son of Zechariah in the desert. (3:1-2)

		

		While all the noise and clamor was going on in the big cities, while the world’s powerbrokers were jockeying for position and reputation in the places of commerce and religion, the word of God was breaking into the world in the desert! “Head for the big cities,” someone was sure to be advising aspiring young rabbis or politicians. “That’s where it’s all happening! You’ve got to be in Jerusalem or Caesarea or you’re going nowhere.” But the glory of God wasn’t seen in the big cities, at the big conferences, in the presence of the major players—it was seen in the wilderness.

		Nothing’s changed!

		The wilderness—the place of curse—becomes the place of rescue in more ways than one. For there, so the biblical story tells us, God made a home with his children to bless and shape them, to teach and enlighten them, to discipline and minister to them so that through them he could save the world. This opportunity to glory and rejoice over the wilderness in a final “going home” is open to us all—no exceptions.

	
		PART I

		[image: ]

		The Wilderness

	
		1
A FAITH FOR GROWNUPS

		
			Therefore we will not fear, though the earth give way and the mountains fall into the heart of the sea.

			PSALM 46:2

		

		Several years ago I met two of the three sweet sisters for whom the world had collapsed and become a lightless planet. One of them, Lori, came home and found their mother, Mary Chandler, a deeply committed Christian, bound and strangled to death.

		Five miles from where I live, a couple devoted to God and one another longed for a baby and prayed for one for some years. Imagine their excitement when they learned that the wife was nurturing a baby inside her. Imagine their devastation when the baby was born with severe spina bifida and other problems that meant it had a short, agonized life, leaving behind parents speechless with grief.

		Another woman I know had spent more than thirty years in Asia as a missionary and was vacationing in America for a couple of weeks when she leaned over to pat a dog. The animal lunged at her, caught her by the mouth, and ripped away her whole bottom lip.

		In the United Kingdom recently, two young boys took a two-year-old boy from a shopping mall, led him out to a secluded place, stoned him, then bludgeoned him to death before dragging his body onto a railway track, hoping to hide that he’d been savagely and cold-bloodedly murdered.

		Atheism can never be proven philosophically, but the harsh, senseless, and horrific realities of daily living insinuate the absence of God more powerfully than any bankrupt philosophical argument can propose. In John 11, Martha unknowingly spoke the pain of millions when she said to the Lord, “If you had been here, my brother would not have died.” Today countless hearts are saying to God, “If you’d been here, my mother, my child, my friend, my————would not have died or been mutilated.”

		Is it possible God isn’t there at all?

		Or if he is, does it make any difference? Is a world burdened down with personal tragedies, calamities, and wars—is a world like that worthy of God? Could a God worthy of respect, much less worship, allow such a world to exist if he could do anything about it?

		Maybe that’s it. Maybe Rabbi Harold Kushner and the many before him have it right; maybe God can’t do anything about these horrors. Maybe he’s as helpless as we are. Wishing us well, he wrings his handcuffed hands and feels bad that he can’t help us. Poor God, what a fix to be in—to be impotent at a time like this.

		What is it that generates so many questions in this area? I’m sure there are many factors, but this I know: As long as we continue to croon romantic ballads about God as a heavenly sweetheart (as the preacher Harry Emerson Fosdick would phrase it), we’re going to have difficulties facing a planet that groans under a curse.

		As long as ministers and authors continue to proclaim a God of fluff and gentility, we’re not only ignoring the holy, loving God of Scripture, we’re irreparably damaging the world he so loves that he wouldn’t spare his own Son.

		The deliberately one-sided picture we rightly paint of God for our little children in their very early years must be balanced as they grow. The content of a little child’s faith isn’t full enough to come to terms with Auschwitz, with the hellish reign of Papa Doc or Pol Pot. Adults must have their trusting heart, but their childish and limited view of God must be reworked and augmented. Scottish preacher W. M. Clow says we shouldn’t want a childish faith, not only because we can’t have it, but also because we can have something better!

		By insinuating that a good God will only and always be gentle and tender, we’re laying the foundation for a religion of sulk instead of gallantry, a grudging response from pouting lips instead of an enlightened and tough trust. No wonder Michael Medved, the film critic, insists that the one sound he hears rising daily from society is a whine. And, listen, it isn’t coming only from the nonbelieving camp.

		To assure a frightened four-year-old child that God won’t let the bad man hurt him makes sense under the circumstances, but for ministers and authors to feed this unceasingly to people with their eyes open to the world we live in is shameless nonsense. And the shameless nonsense is only made more immoral by the ceaseless harping on favorite texts that “move us” by ministers who know better.

		Such preaching and writing loses credibility. Only those whose lives are one long vacation can believe that stuff. What’s more, it breeds a spirit of scorn in the prosperous and a spirit of resentment in the deprived. But more to the point, it’s flat nonsense and biblically false!

		So, what are we to do? Admit that God is a callous tyrant who is indifferent to the world’s great wrongs and suffering? Pretend the horrors aren’t real? Look at people enduring crucifixion and say, “Smile, God loves you”? So, what are we to do? Get God off the hook by blaming all the agony and tragedy on “bad luck” or demonic beings or free will gone mad?

		Should we do what I recently heard a Bible professor say we should do? He suggested we should say nothing but get involved in people’s pain, walk with them in their hurt. It’s an interesting view to be put abroad by a Bible professor and, I suppose, as naive as any view you’ll hear. There are no words that offer a framework for agony; the best we can do is make the best of it we can. This is what we should do? Kushner is right? There’s no meaning in it, and since God doesn’t make sense of it we are left to ourselves to invest it with meaning?

		Not even the Bible professor can stick to his sermon—he talks. Besides, human sympathy and kindness aimed at alleviating the pain only underscores that God let the situation arise in the first place. Here we have it: Humans care and try to alleviate the suffering they can’t eliminate, while God uncaringly stands by, watching. No wonder some people want to obey the second commandment, “love your neighbor,” while dispensing with the first, “love the Lord your God.” On this showing, speechless humans care more than the God who speaks in the Bible.

		So, what are we to do? Should we deny the existence of “bad luck” (randomness, being in the wrong place at the wrong time) or the existence of malevolent forces that act in the human situation? Should we deny that God “allows” things to happen? I don’t think we should deny any of that.

		Should we say there are realities over which God has no control? Now that’s something else!

		In Northern Ireland some republican districts have signs painted on the walls: No RUC Here! The locals have forbidden the police (the Royal Ulster Constabulary) to enter; they’ve created no-go areas for the existing authorities. Is this what happens with God? Does human free will handcuff him? Is “chance” or randomness free of God’s control? Do demonic beings roam the universe, wrecking and pillaging, as free agents who don’t serve or answer to God? Are there no-go areas in the universe that exclude God?

		Yes, but there’s a day coming when God will assert his authority and gain control over everything, and the demons will pay. And in the meantime? The universe is not under God’s control? Demons are not under God’s control? “Natural law” is not under God’s control? There are black holes where God is not? “No God here!”?

		However complex all this is, maybe there’s a way to see God in and through the curse the world staggers under; maybe there’s a way to see him in and through it rather than just after it. Maybe we don’t have to wring our hands in unrelieved bewilderment. It might be that God offers us the option to see suffering in all its forms as his redemptive work, and what we need is more courage to drink our share of the cup. We need the courage to see God as Job saw him.

	
		2
BAD LUCK OR DIVINE PLAN?

		
			Who gave man his mouth? Who makes him deaf or mute? Who gives him sight or makes him blind? Is it not I, the LORD?

			EXODUS 4:11

		

		Creation is under God’s holy judgment! And what is God’s “curse”? It’s the expression of his holy anger. It isn’t God’s foaming at the mouth, using foul language, vindictive and vengeful, nor is it the expression of God’s loveless holy anger—there’s no such thing. God’s holiness can never cause him to lose his heart!

		God’s curse is his holy love flowing toward humanity in redemptive anger. It’s the holy Father withholding the tenderness of his holy love from his rebellious creation and chastising us because we are in mortal danger. His heart doesn’t change toward us. That is, he loves us despite our crass selfishness and cruelty, and he pours out his anger to bring about our salvation. As Rabbi Abraham Heschel said: God’s loving wrath is meant to destroy what made the wrath necessary in the first place.

		To speak of God’s curse on the earth as some spiteful, capricious, vicious reaction is to misunderstand God completely. But make no mistake, God’s curse is the anger of an infinitely holy lover who makes known the price of rebellion.

		Is God willing to put a whole world under curse? Yes he is, and if what Christians believe is true, he put Jesus Christ under the same curse, and he’s worth more than the sum total of all the worlds you can imagine! If that’s true, we’ll hardly balk at saying that God put this world under a curse.

		But would he curse the innocent and righteous along with the guilty? Would he do that? Christians won’t bat an eye when they tell you he put someone innocent under the curse who was more than innocent; he put Jesus Christ under it, and he was positively full of holy righteousness and love.

		Yes, but Jesus was only one person. Cursing an entire planet, generation after generation, is surely a more audacious move, isn’t it?

		The Christian faith doesn’t see it that way. Christians dare to say that the death of this one person interprets all the suffering of the world, whether it’s the suffering of the Holocaust, the gulags, or any other hellhole history tells us about. Christians say God’s cursing of Jesus Christ, God the Son, gives us insight into the plight of the retarded boy or the girl with Down Syndrome, the murdered mother, or the disfigured missionary.

		Did God place all creation (humanity included) under a curse? Yes, Genesis 3:14-19 tells us this, Paul in Romans 8:18-25 insists on it, and daily experience confirms the truth of it. Paul says:

		
			The creation waits in eager expectation for the sons of God to be revealed. For the creation was subjected to frustration, not by its own choice, … in hope that the creation itself will be liberated from its bondage to decay and brought into the glorious freedom of the children of God. (8:19-21)

		

		The biblical message assures us that the same God who created out of joy-filled, holy love, blessing his creation, is the God who responded in holy love to judge humanity’s sinful rebellion.1 In creation he separated the waters into their places and made life to teem and flourish on earth. “Let there be an expanse between the waters to separate water from water. So God … separated the water under the expanse from the water above it” (Genesis 1:6-7). Then, in response to human sinfulness, God brought the waters back up over the earth in uncreation, and wholesale death occurred. “And the floodgates of the heavens were opened. And rain fell on the earth forty days and forty nights  …. Every living thing that moved on the earth perished” (Genesis 7:11-12, 21).

		God doesn’t need us to get him off the hook by saying that he “permitted” the curse. He claims he brought it! The language of “permission” is legitimate enough; it’s just not big enough to cover all the facts. And, besides, we need to remember that God chooses to allow what he allows.

		Hidden behind the refusal of some of us to say God brought the curse is the suspicion that a good and caring God wouldn’t do such a thing. If he did that, we think, he wouldn’t be good or caring. But a good and caring God laid the sins of the world on his very own Son and brought about his crucifixion. God wasn’t simply giving his permission then; he was positively carrying out his purpose.

		Moreover, it’s as hard to “defend” an all-powerful God who would “allow” Genghis Khan to bury eleven million Chinese, Great Britain to firebomb more than one hundred thousand civilians in Dresden and Hamburg, and the United States to do the same to one hundred thousand in Hiroshima. It’s as hard to defend a God who would allow that kind of thing to go on generation after generation as it is to defend one who brings and sends nations against each other, as Isaiah says God does. Listen to this:

		
			Woe to the Assyrian, the rod of my anger,

			in whose hand is the club of my wrath!
I send him against a godless nation,

			I dispatch him against a people who anger me,
to seize loot and snatch plunder,

			and to trample them down like mud in the streets.
But this is not what he intends,

			this is not what he has in mind;
his purpose is to destroy,

			to put an end to many nations. (10:5-7)

		

		God sent Assyria to work his wrath on apostate Israel. That Assyria didn’t think she was sent by God changes nothing. That Assyria didn’t mean to do the will of God doesn’t matter; she was doing it and God was sending Assyria to do it. Passages like this fill the pages of the prophets. When Habakkuk wants to know how God plans to judge the Judean gangsters and warlords, God tells him:

		
			Look at the nations and watch—

			and be utterly amazed.
For I am going to do something in your days

			that you would not believe,

			even if you were told.
I am raising up the Babylonians,

			that ruthless and impetuous people,
who sweep across the whole earth

			to seize dwelling places not their own. (1:5-6)

		

		No wonder the prophet asks God to remember mercy while he is judging the nation.2 In light of the horrors of war, no wonder he says, “I heard and my heart pounded, my lips quivered at the sound; decay crept into my bones, and my legs trembled” (3:16). But this holy judgment upon Israel by means of Babylonian invaders was the work of God. Babylon advanced in a cruel lust for power; what they didn’t know was that they were carrying out the will of God.

		It’s perfectly legitimate, and even necessary at times, to carefully nuance what we mean when we say God has brought holy judgment on the world. What isn’t legitimate, it appears to me, is to deny that he has done it. It’s right to insist that those who commit brutal crimes are responsible for their hideous behavior, but we’re not wise to exclude God from doing what he purposes in and through their wickedness. Regarding Jesus’ crucifixion Peter said: “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” (Acts 2:23).

		If we hadn’t rebelled against God, there’d be no suffering, no judgment against sin. But we did rebel, and God did bring holy and redemptive judgment on us, and until we face that truth we are missing a vital piece of the framework within which to live before God and one another.

		When we talk of “bad luck,” we mean that someone was in the wrong place at the wrong time. A person happened to be crossing the road just at the time the drunk driver was there or the stray bullet ricocheted and hit this child rather than that one. When we talk of bad luck, we mean that the specifics of the events weren’t precisely planned; something about them could not be predicted. Should believers recognize such a thing as bad luck? Of course! The element of chance exists; no one of us could have predicted such events.

		But the unpredictable exists because God created it. It suits his purposes that randomness exists; he wants it that way and insists that its reality be laid at his feet. He tells Job that he’s the one who sends the rain on desolate land where no people dwell (Job 38:25-27). What a waste of water, we might think. But God chose to do it, whether we think it wise or not, and it was God doing it even though we would speak of it as unpredictable and random.

		Sly King David gave orders to “allow” Uriah to be killed and then laid the brave man’s death at the feet of bad luck.3 If purpose and bad luck can go hand in hand with David, they can go hand in hand with God. First Kings tells us that God’s purposed judgment on Ahab was carried out like this, “But someone drew his bow at random and hit the king of Israel between the sections of his armor” (22:34). Fancy that! A soldier, holding the horses, anxious to get a shot in, grabs his bow and shoots an arrow in the direction of the enemy “at random,” and Ahab is judged. As he’s driven away, someone might have been heard to mutter, “That was bad luck.”

		Something like a tornado blew down Job’s house, and everybody knows that the path of tornadoes is unpredictable. Was it just bad luck? And the lightning that struck his crops and burned them up? More bad luck? And when God sends rain on the just and unjust, should we deny he does it because we can’t ultimately say why the climatic conditions do this or that? All these things are under God’s control, all are servants of God. All creation does God’s bidding. Listen to this:

		
			Praise the LORD from the earth,

			you great sea creatures and all ocean depths,
lightning and hail, snow and clouds,

			stormy winds that do his bidding,
you mountains and all hills,

			fruit trees and all cedars,
wild animals and all cattle,

			small creatures and flying birds,
kings of the earth and all nations,

			you princes and all rulers on earth.

			 (Psalm 148:7-11)

		

		We sing this in churches all over the land, and we need to take it seriously.

		Random elements and aspects play a part in the matter of blessing as well as curse. We recognize this, but we insist on giving God the credit for the blessing; we don’t just smile and call it good luck.

		Speech like “good luck” or “bad luck” makes sense. We call a thing good or bad depending on whether we see it as a blessing or a curse. And we call it luck, meaning we couldn’t have predicted it with precision; it could easily have happened to the guy standing next to us. As long as this is what we mean, such speech isn’t harmful; but in practice it expresses a hidden conviction that some things are completely independent of God’s control, and that simply isn’t true.

		When it rains hard and long on our fields that are in dire need of it, we thank God who sends the rain.4 When that same rain destroys the business and home of our not-too-distant neighbor, we push God out the side door so he won’t get bad press and then talk about bad luck and randomness.

		We need to be careful what we’re doing here. If you sit down and think about it, our lives—all our lives—hang together in an unending chain of “unpredictable” words, thoughts, and events. Before we know it, if we’re not careful, we’ll exclude our very lives from God’s control. We can’t predict a vast amount of life, but just because we’re bound by ignorance and impotence, we’re not to conclude that God is. God can accomplish his positive will by using what we call chance.

		God has cursed creation and subjected it to futility. It now serves purposes it was never created for. As man rebelled against his Lord, not giving him his due, so the earth rebels against its lord, devouring its people. Under the curse of God the land refuses to bring forth food, famine smites the nations, and calamities decimate its peoples, Christians included.

		I think it’s important to frame our understanding of God’s government of our world so that it will take into account the many different truths we read in Scripture and see in experience. It’s important that we don’t give any reality complete and utter autonomy, cutting it off from God’s control and service.

		In short, we need to frame our understanding of God’s government of the world to allow for his overarching purpose to redeem his creation from sin, suffering, and futility.
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