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Praise for Good God


Not only is God not dead, but Lucas’s book shows us that he is even better than we previously thought!


—Kevin Sorbo, actor, God’s Not Dead


Lucas Miles has done it again! In Good God he writes about a God the world longs to know. His accurate understanding of God sheds the layers of religion and takes you to the core of knowing your Creator. After reading this book, you will feel enlightened, empowered, and privileged to know God.


—Tim Storey, pastor and celebrity life coach


Pastor Lucas Miles presents the grace of God in such a way that inspires and empowers others to step into their true identity in Christ. I am thankful for men of God like Lucas who present the transforming message of the gospel as good news!


—Cam McDaniel, University of Notre Dame running back


Lucas’s dedication to his goals and dreams fuels his non-ending energy in pursuit of his destiny. I believe he will touch the world in a significant way.


—James B. Richards Ph.D., Th.D., author of The Gospel of Peace and Grace: The Power to Change


After years of stumbling through the shadows of religion, reading Good God is like finding a light switch in a dark room. Lucas Miles has guided us to freedom and truth in Christ after years of misunderstanding Christianity and the person of Jesus.


—Joanna Beasley, American Idol semifinalist and Christian recording artist


In my experience, the single greatest question people ask is, “How could a good God allow evil in the world?” In Good God, Lucas Miles not only answers the question but kicks in the door. This book is for anyone who has struggled with pain, disappointment, and tragedy, and it needs to be read by the most skeptical among us—which I have to admit, is far too often you and me.


—Phil Cooke, filmmaker, media consultant, and author of One Big Thing: Discovering What You Were Born to Do


Lucas Miles is well qualified to write on the goodness of God. He has suffered loss and has heard the empty platitudes that often come with pain. In this book Lucas exposes the lunacy of blaming a good God for bad troubles. If you identify with Job or are troubled by hard times, Good God will help you walk in the freedom and healing of a good God who loves you like a Father.


—Paul Ellis, author of The Hyper-Grace Gospel


As he names some of life’s most vexing issues, Lucas reminds us that one of the most difficult things to change is not just our hearts but our minds. This book not only opens up new ways of discovering ourselves but new ways of meeting God.


—Fr. Daniel G. Groody, C.S.C., University of Notre Dame


Lucas Miles’s Good God will not just change the way you view God, but enable you to fall in love with a very good God who is a Lover desiring to be loved. It will give you a confidence to climb right up on the dear Father’s lap! This book is a long overdue explanation of misunderstood and difficult passages, a revelation drawing us into the true heart of God.


—Jerry Grieser, author, God’s House of Mirrors


The problem of evil in our current cultural context is a very real conversation piece. But there is something bigger: the view of God that we all hold. For far too long we have seen an old-man-up-theresomewhere trying to make sure we color in the lines only to crack us a good one if we miscue. Lucas wants to take that on idea, pick it apart, kick it aside, and show us how the texture and hue of life changes when the God who is good really comes to be known as the Good God. This is one you will want to read and then purchase a case to share with people who desperately want to believe in the message you find here!


—Dr. Ron Martoia, coach, consultant, and author of Transformational Architecture and Bible as Improv
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To Krissy.


When I’m with you, I know God is good.







GOD ISN’T RESPONSIBLE FOR YOUR PAIN





“WE NEED TO TALK,” Jeff said, barging into my dorm room one night, almost pushing me over. I was a freshman at Purdue University, a Big Ten school, and my dorm floor, as you can imagine, was filled with all sorts of interesting characters—from computer nerds to frat boy hopefuls and everyone in between. A physics major, Jeff spent most days playing computer games, hacking websites, and writing code for friends. He was a tech zombie. On paper? A total geek. But as I would soon learn, there was more to Jeff than that—something deeper. He entered my room with such force that night that for a split second, I thought he was going to hit me.


“What’s going on?” I asked, startled by the interruption. Jeff was obviously upset—almost violently so—and he looked as if he had been crying. He took a long, deep breath and then jumped right into it.


“When I was fifteen years old, I accidentally shot my sister with a hunting rifle. She died later that night. I heard you’re a Christian. I want to know why God allowed my sister to die. We were just kids.”


Having been open about my faith for as long as I can remember, I had gained a reputation as the “dorm-floor pastor,” and this wasn’t the first time someone had come to me with a question. Most of the time students asked me for relationship advice or intriguing philosophical questions initiated by midnight pizza runs and late nights spent at our favorite local café, both of which had a mystical way of drawing out questions about God. But that night was different. Jeff’s question wasn’t the typical coffee- or pizza-induced musing of a speculative college student. His question was real—a question originating not from the mind but from within the deep and painful recesses of his heart. And I knew, at that moment, I was completely ill equipped to answer it.


As I think back, I can’t remember what I said to Jeff that night. As a college freshman, I’d had virtually no experience with personal tragedy. I had never even been to a funeral for anyone in my own family. I don’t know what Jeff thought that night, but I’m certain that my muddled condolences didn’t even come close to relieving the loss, hurt, and shame this young man carried around with him on a daily basis.


“WHY DID GOD ALLOW THIS TO HAPPEN?”


With time, I did become a pastor. As I ministered to people, I came to realize that Jeff’s situation was not an isolated one. I encountered people who had experienced personal tragedy, lost loved ones, and been the victims of adverse circumstances. And I discovered that they all wrestled with the same question Jeff had:


“Why did God allow this to happen?”


The religious clichés I probably offered Jeff almost ten years prior were the same canned responses I was offering to the people I ministered to as a pastor, despite the fact that these responses offered little comfort. I knew God was good and that, somehow or other, all this pain couldn’t be his fault. I just didn’t know how to harmonize my belief in God’s goodness with the tragedy I saw all around me and the scriptures that seemed to condone tragedy for the sake of our well-being. Despite what we learned in math class, when it comes to opinions about someone, the 10 percent bad always outweighs the 90 percent good and, for people facing tragedy, all of God’s goodness witnessed in his creative work and the message of the cross fades as they entertain thoughts that he allows pain and heartache in their lives.


For several years, tragedy in my own life remained confined to philosophy term papers and theological speculations. But eventually I learned the hard way that tragedy always finds you—often when you least expect it. For our family it began during a routine physical for my wife, when she learned that her benign childhood heart murmur was the result of a bicuspid aortic valve in need of replacement. The news went from bad to worse as further tests revealed the weak valve was creating an irreversible aortic aneurysm that, if ruptured, would take her life. As a result, a highly invasive open-heart surgery was promptly scheduled.


In the days prior to her procedure, I remember making unnecessary late-night trips to the grocery store or driving aimlessly through the countryside only so I could leave the house to cry and scream at God, tearfully pleading with him to answer why he remained silent despite my wife’s ever-deteriorating condition. Every day her aneurysm grew, and so did my questions and my doubts.


My only hope was to push through the assumptions I had about God and turn to Scripture in an attempt to see God for who he truly is. This began for me a period of intense study of what is often referred to as “the problem of evil.” I devoured every section of Scripture I could find that dealt with topics such as suffering, discipline, the fall of man, the nature of God, trials and temptations, and the life of Christ. I tore through commentaries, word studies, and concordances hoping that, somewhere, I would find the answer I required.


I first turned to the book of Job, the cornerstone text for the church’s current theology on suffering. I read and reread the book in more than a dozen Bible translations. With each new read, I sensed something was yet to be discovered within its text. God began revealing to me that asking God why is a question that doesn’t merely challenge his decision-making but doubts his heart. In asking God why, I was assuming he was the source of the suffering and, ultimately, I was questioning his love for me. After much study, I found confirmation of God’s goodness and love toward me in the Hebrew text of the book of Job.


Asking God why is a question that doesn’t merely challenge his decision-making but doubts his heart.


Unfortunately, for many people, the search for an answer to the problem of evil comes up empty, as any hope of a reply is muffled by the sounds of false teaching and anger against God. And the longer the question remains unanswered in our hearts, the stronger and more intense this anger grows within us.


As I came to learn, my issue (and, I believe, the issue of the entire world) is that we don’t understand the true nature of God. It seems so elementary as I write it. Perhaps the simplicity of this truth has something to do with why it is so commonly overlooked. It just came down to this: I, like Job, didn’t understand that God is good—really good—and I certainly didn’t know how to communicate his goodness to others.


GOD ISN’T RESPONSIBLE FOR YOUR PAIN


One day my study of the problem of evil moved from mere academic ponderings to true revelation as I cried out in remorse for doubting God’s intentions toward my wife and me. In that moment I had a profound realization: God was not the source of my pain, and my wife’s heart problem wasn’t God’s will. That day, with tears in my eyes, I gained a heart knowledge regarding the goodness of God. I was free. For the first time, I shared the same eye-opening epiphany that Job uncovered after having his own heart-to-heart with God: “My ears had heard of you but now my eyes have seen you” (Job 42:5).


God is neither responsible for your pain, nor is he allowing it. In fact, he is against it and wants nothing more than to prevent it.


As a result, today when I meet people like Jeff, my response is different. Without any doubt, I look them in the eyes and tell them, “God is neither responsible for your pain, nor is he allowing it. In fact, he is against it and wants nothing more than to prevent it.” What you are about to read is the story of my journey into discovering the pure, unadulterated goodness of our God.




CHAPTER ONE





INVENTING GOD





The Answer Is in Our Hearts


SITTING SIDE BY SIDE on the decade-old sofa in my office across from my desk, Emily and Janelle couldn’t have appeared more uncomfortable. Though in many ways opposites, neither of these high school students had been in a church building for quite some time. Emily was popular, pretty, had a bubbly personality, received good grades, and had a steady boyfriend. Janelle, on the other hand, was entrenched in Gothic subculture, seemingly trying to make herself less attractive with dark makeup; long, thick, unkempt hair; and a solemn stare that gave off an effective “don’t look at me or talk to me” vibe. Despite her tremendous intelligence, Janelle was failing several of her classes.


These two girls were in court-ordered counseling as a consequence of smoking a joint outside of their high school a few weeks prior. Because of our church’s reputation in the community, the judge felt that Oasis would be the place best equipped to try to reach them. As they sat silently pouting across from my desk, I couldn’t help but wonder if their twelve weeks of court-ordered counseling sessions weren’t also going to be equally as punishing for me.


“So let me get this straight,” I said, breaking the silence. “You have to meet with me for twelve weeks in order to complete your probation?” That’s a long time, I thought, to talk with two students who show absolutely no interest in anything I might have to say. “So what do you want to talk about for the next twelve weeks?” I asked in my best counselor voice. My question was predictably met with shrugged shoulders and blank stares. The remainder of our forty-five-minute session continued with more of the same. At this rate, it was going to be a long twelve weeks. As they exited, I knew I was going to have to get creative if I really wanted to help the two.


The next week, before the delinquent duo arrived, I set up a whiteboard with markers next to the couch. As they walked in, they took notice with curious glances.


“What’s this for?” Emily asked.


“Today we’re going to do something different,” I responded. “Think of it like an experiment.”


“Whatever,” Janelle muttered. I obviously wasn’t winning any popularity contests among my court-appointed pupils.


As they sat staring at the whiteboard, I began to explain to them that I had been thinking about their counseling and, instead of spending our sessions talking about the dangers of drug use as the court had suggested, I would rather talk about something more interesting—namely, “Who is God?” This caused Emily to giggle, appearing uncomfortable with the thought of talking about God for the remaining eleven weeks.


Janelle, much more bold with her disdain for the topic, proclaimed, “Just so you know, I don’t believe in God.”


“I thought you might say that,” I responded. “So, for next week, I’d like for each of you to make a list of what you think God should be like if he did exist. I want you to describe a god you would want to believe in.”


“You want us to make up a god?” Emily questioned.


“Exactly. I want you to invent a god you would believe in,” I said.


As the session closed, I handed each girl a notebook and reminded them of their assignment. Little did I know how seriously both of them would take it.


When the following week rolled around, I couldn’t help but be curious as to what this next counseling session would hold. Would they complete the assignment? Would any of this make sense to them? In a desire to help, I was banking on the truth found in Romans 1:19: “What may be known about God is plain to them, because God has made it plain to them.” Before the session I said a quick prayer with this verse in mind and, just as I finished, I heard a knock at my door.


“Come on in,” I welcomed them. “Did both of you bring your assignment?”


Both girls held up their notebooks. It was the first bit of enthusiasm I had seen in either of them since we began. As the session continued, I had the two of them write their lists on the whiteboard. Here is how they read:


If I could invent a god I would believe in, this is what he’d be like:


•  My God would be really good.


•  My God would always forgive me for messing up.


•  My God would heal people who are sick.


•  My God wouldn’t be boring but fun.


•  My God wouldn’t allow bad things to happen.


•  My God wouldn’t send people to hell.


•  My God would give his people superpowers to fight evil.


•  My God wouldn’t get mad at me if I failed, and he would always love me.


•  My God would get rid of death so that people could live forever.


When the girls finished compiling their lists, which were almost identical, I asked them, “So, if God was like this, like everything on your list—you would believe in this God? You would give your life to follow him?”


They thought for a moment but seemed sufficiently confident that their god was far superior to my God—thus there was no danger of actually having to commit to follow this imaginary god. They both agreed: “Yeah, I would believe in a god like that.”


From that session forward, the characteristics on the whiteboard were all we discussed in our counseling sessions. With each characteristic, I shared with the girls verses in the Bible that showed the god they thought they had invented was really the true God, the One and Only. My Romans 1:19 instinct was correct—what may be known about God was plain to them. I realized that their “invention” of God came so naturally because it was based in reality.


During our remaining counseling appointments, I learned that Janelle’s hurt and distrust of God came from praying to him every night when she was ten as she watched her little sister die from a rare form of childhood cancer and that Emily’s bubbly exterior was just a facade to hide the pain she felt from her parents’ messy divorce. Like many, Emily and Janelle had misconceptions about God that led to their misgivings of him and their lack of desire to pursue him. As each session continued, the girls’ hearts seemed to soften, and they started attending our church’s youth ministry. A year later, Janelle, the self-proclaimed atheist, gave her life to Christ and was baptized.


I share this story with you to illustrate a point: in our hearts, we all carry an intuitive knowledge of who God is—his nature and his divine attributes. The problem is that most of us also carry with us a belief system about God, formulated through years of pain and religious indoctrination, that suppresses the truth of his goodness. All the while, the reality of who God really is remains sealed within our hearts.


In the case of Emily and Janelle, they knew in their hearts the true nature of who God is, but the pain of their past clouded their ability to embrace his actual identity, which in turn led to false conclusions about why certain tragedies happened in their lives, and what or who was the source of them. They, like most of us, responded in anger and rebellion toward God, which landed them on the couch in my office.


As we continued to meet together, however, I didn’t have to convince them about God’s good nature. I simply gave them the tools they needed to push past their pain in order to see God’s genuine character. As Emily looked deeper, not only did she come to the conclusion that God had not caused her parents’ divorce, but she was also able to remember numerous specific moments during that troubling time when God comforted and protected her. When Janelle discovered the truth of God that was written on her heart, she finally came to the conclusion that God did not allow her sister’s tragic death. For both of them, the knowledge of God and his goodness was already present; I only helped remove the obstacles.


THE DAY THE WORLD CHANGED


There it was: an isolated tree standing near the center of the Garden. Not particularly handsome as far as trees go, but there was something alluring about it nonetheless. Its bark was gray and, despite being newly formed, it possessed a strange sense of age, old and hardened beyond its years. Its fruit, plump and lively, dangled from twisted branches and hung like ornaments shimmering in the sunset. Up until this day, the two of them had never noticed how enticing it appeared.


“So this is the tree he told you about?” the woman asked the man.


“Yes,” he muttered, half embarrassed and half in awe of the mysterious tree. “Do you really think the serpent was right?” he inquired, somewhat hoping she would say no.


“Look at it! He has to be right. Have you ever seen a tree like this?” she said.


The two of them sat motionless, frozen by the weight of the moment, yet contemplating the decision they were about to make. The woman stepped confidently toward the tree and lunged forward on her tiptoes as far as she could to grab the ripest fruit she saw, plucking it from the branch. As she caressed the fruit between her delicate fingers, the man looked at her and said, “You know, after we do this … things won’t be the same anymore.”


“I know,” she said excitedly. “The serpent said that once we eat it, we will be like God ! Can you imagine?” She lifted the forbidden treasure to her lips and bit into the juicy, tender flesh. Then she playfully tossed it to her husband and he did the same. Words could not express the sweetness and flavor. But as delicious as that moment was, its savor quickly faded. Instantly they felt something new: shame. With one act of disobedience, the world as they had known it was changed. Their eyes were opened and they knew good. And they knew evil.


HUMANKIND: REFEREES OF MORALITY


From that fateful day, humanity and this world we call home were forever changed. When our first ancestors ate from that tree, humankind became fitted with an incredible intellect that enabled us to discern right or wrong, good or evil. This ability is a key differentiator between humans and the other created species.


In his classic book Mere Christianity, C. S. Lewis wrote this regarding our innate understanding of good and evil:


This law was called the Law of Nature because people thought that every one knew it by nature and did not need to be taught it. They did not mean, of course, that you might not find an odd individual here and there who did not know it, just as you find a few people who are colour-blind or have no ear for a tune. But taking the race as a whole, they thought that the human idea of decent behaviour was obvious to every one. And I believe they were right.1


As we embark on our journey to discover this good God, we must solidify the fact in our minds that, as members of the human race, we have a unique ability to discern both good and evil. We can know and do know the difference. As our ancestors ate from that forbidden tree, their consciences—which prior to their disobedience had been pure, spiritual, and in tune with God’s heart—instantly became cognizant of their own nakedness, their immorality. In the blink of an eye, Adam and Eve became keenly aware that they were no longer like God. Theologically speaking, they had gained knowledge of their own depravity. Sadly, this enlightenment was never meant to be. God never intended for mankind to tell the difference between us and him, and as a result, this one act plunged all of mankind into a never-ending cycle of questioning God’s nature and his heart toward us, his beloved creation.


Before Adam and Eve gained this knowledge, ignorance of good and evil had prevented them from doubting God’s love for them as they lived in blissful naiveté, enjoying unfettered relationship with God without the hindrances of guilt and shame. In their eyes and his, they were acceptable. Before the Fall, Adam and Eve knew they were God’s beloved. Now, regardless of God’s many attempts to communicate his love toward us, humans are driven by doubt and fear because we are keenly aware that our thoughts, desires, behavior, and nature fall incredibly short of God’s goodness.


At the Fall humans became referees of our own morality, blowing the whistle on our fellow man and, at times, even shifting the blame onto God himself in our futile attempts to restore our righteousness and preserve our egos. “The woman you put here with me” and “The serpent deceived me” rang the sanctimonious excuses of Adam and Eve after the Fall (Genesis 3:12–13). As Eve pointed her finger at the serpent, Adam pointed to his wife for offering him the fruit and then to God for giving him the woman in the first place. Because of their awareness of their now fallen nature, Adam and Eve resorted to self-preservation at all costs—even if it meant blaming God. This was and is the nature of the curse and what causes us, even to this day, to cover ourselves in our own self-righteous fig leaves whenever we feel as if we are in danger of being exposed.


JUDGING GOOD FROM EVIL


In our frantic attempts at self-preservation, we have distorted the one unique skill we acquired at the Fall—the ability to judge good from evil. In order to sustain our dignity we have done the opposite of what our nature is inclined to do: we have resorted to calling what is good evil and what is evil good. As the events of our lives unfold, our interpretation of those happenings has caused us to invent a god who is the author of the beliefs we now have of ourselves.


For instance, some people refuse to accept their fallen state and futilely attempt to restore their perfect record by performing good deeds. Those who are guilt ridden embrace negative emotions, such as shame, as a self-imposed punishment for their wrongdoings. And the self-righteous refuse to accept any responsibility for their actions, always making excuses and blaming others for the substandard state of their lives. No matter the tendency, though, one thing is certain. As long as we perceive God as our enemy, we will continuously reinvent his nature in order to justify our circumstances.
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