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CONCRETE THINKING ON GOD'S SOVEREIGNTY,
MAN'S FREEDOM AND SUFFERING

— by Dr. Samuel Ling
I read with great interest brother Chuen's ( & % 5. ) article on Lordship ( £ +% %+ A.) and Molom's

(%% ) response on the TAC magazine.! They have both offered us much food for the thought! I
would like to explore further what this brother Chuen means when he says that he is a “structuralist” ( &
#E KA ) who has problems even with a “benevolent sovereign” ({1=3% ). Does that give away a clue
to why he would have even more problems with God as a “tyrannical sovereign” ( && )'? In this article,
my interest is to explore some of the "in depth" questions-behind-the-question that brother Chuen may
have about the sovereignty of God. I would add the following as my theological response (which, I am
afraid, is not point by point to brother Chuen's article).

Christians often ask many good and thoughtful questions about God's sovereignty. Many of these

questions touch on man's freedom. We shall take a brief look at God's sovereignty from the point of view
of “freedom”. Now we must start at the most basic level of definitions. We will give a definition for
man's freedom and for God's freedom.

DEFINITIONS OF FREEDOM (H AW RXELE)

A.

When we discuss man's freedom and ability, we need a biblical definition. "Freewill" ( A g &%
is not a term to be found in the Bible. In secular philosophy, "free will" means "arbitrariness" ( %47
#% ) , very similar to the idea behind a TV commercial in Hong Kong about 15 years ago, "If you
want it, just do it" (2843 &4 ) . Such an idea of arbitrariness is foreign to the Bible. Man
certainly does not have this kind of free will!

If we must define "free will" as "# 43t % #¢", then only God has it -- the Bible uses words like
"sovereign" ( £ ), "Lord" ( & ) (especially the name LORD ( + Bf#=% ) both in the Old and in
the New Testaments), and "His pleasure” ( ¥ & &471F ¥ ¥4 ) and "the pleasure of His will" ( 1
FHEE/EEMITH ). A classic verse is Ephesians 1:11.

When we talk about man's free choice and ability, we must distinguish between man in his four
conditions ( WA KN ) :

(1) when created (#i& a4 BEraiR),

(2) after the fall (JefF XK MR,

(3) redeemed/ regenerated ( EE R FAE KL AIKNRN ), and
(4) glorified in eternity ( fLAIZEFRMHRN) .

This is called "concrete thinking" ( A8k %43 ). Concrete thinking means to address

_ an issue in terms of the four conditions men and women find themselves in. Thinking generally,
- neutrally, or "objectively” without reference to these conditions, will mislead us.  Secular philosophy

wants us to think about freedom in a general way. We cannot afford to think generally and neutrally
if we want the frue definition of freedom.
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THE FOUR CONDITIONS OF MAN (AWK wBREH)

Of course we still choose to do some things which are good, on the surface. Buddhists and

(1) WHEN CREATED: Atheists can give blood at the Red Cross, go sailing and enjoy God's creation, and write beautiful

Man had a kind of free-choice-and-ability which is limited ( # &y ), real ( ¥ fL#3 ), and laden with
responsibility (W # ¥4L% ). Man is created ( AR %i#y) . Therefore everything he is,
including freedom, is limited, not infinite. However, he has been given real freedom, just as he has
been given real knowledge, holiness and righteousness (Ephesians 4:24, Colossians 3:10).

Now, in order to think concretely, we need to look at the context (3% ) of man's "freedom".
The context of man's "freedom"”, i.e. Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden, was:

(a) God has created man and the universe,
(b) God has spoken to man and woman about what he/ she should, and should not do.

In this concrete context (not some abstract world in which we think philosophically), man has (i)
real choice ( JLE#53%4F ) (to eat or not to eat the forbidden fruit), and (ii) real responsibility ( ¥
Bty 4% ) (to bear the consequences for his/ her choices). It is (ii) -- real responsibility linked with
choice -- which is sorely lacking in secular definitions of freedom, whether in Confucianism (& £ &
# )/ Taoism ( M K %48 ) or in most schools of western philosophy, especially in existentialism ( #
rx k).

So I would define human freedom in condition #1 as "limited choice ( # MR #9i%4F ) with real
responsibility ( F 494 ) for real consequences (#EF #91% % )." If we can say all these words
in one breath, we've gotit ( F A dy ;892 AA— o K &IEE =4 ). Man wants to be autonomous,
rather than to make choices with responsibility for the consequences ( A& & £ 7 4 R B A ERF
W ey %) . That, in fact, is the very essence of sin ( B AF EAAk ) .

To summarize, man and woman were free (and responsible fo choose) to obey God ( AFLILEEF
BEhiea & miRERRLT ). Of course, there was a real possibility that they would disobey.
(God did not make robots; He did not make absolutely arbitrary free agents, either (A% /A
B BRERAMABA FLAABRALEA Y - #EERF4H ). He made humans with

. freedom/ ability which are limited, and are within the context of His creation and revelation.)

So we can say that God, in the Garden of Eden, gave man and woman a test ( %5 ) .

Some theologians call this test "the covenant of works." ( T4f 2% )i It means that there was,
in real time and space, a context defined and designed by God, which gave man real choice with real
consequences, life or death.

(2) AFTER THE FALL:

Man became dead in his sin (Ephesians 2:2)". Therefore man and woman could only choose
disobedience. We no longer have the ability to choose to live in obedience to God's will.  As Martin
Luther said, our wills are in bondage.  (Some of the consequences of this death are the curse of God,
including childbirth with pain; work with pain; and struggle between man and the Devil (Genesis 3)
(See below Suffering and the Christian, p.21) ).

music and literature. Gentiles without the law of God do the things prescribed by the law of God ( 3
R 2R AL L) (Romans 2).

However, such "good" (truth, good and beauty ( & - % - £ )) must be evaluated by three criteria:

(@) Isit truly and totally obedient to God's norm in the Bible? ( #R# ¥ B R4 7 )

(b) Is it truly and totally motivated to bring God glory and worship? ( & 7 £A& B ? )

()  Does it truly and totally come from a heart of faith, love and obedience toward God? (3 ¥ &
BE#HHT)

These are the three classical perspectives on ethics: (i) norm ( 3R] ), (i) goal ( 8 #4 ), and (iil)
attitude (or motive--an older word) ( #5#% /%% ). No one can pass all three tests on anything we do,
since the fall (before we are born again). There is no righteous, no, not one (24 & A * i&—1@4,
/24 ! ) (Romans 3).

(3) AFTER REGENERATION:

After we are born again (the rebirth is a work of the Holy Spirit), we are enabled to repent and believe
(cf. Molom's article). The Holy Spirit does three things in regeneration:

(@) The Holy Spirit removes our old heart ( f&4-% & ) (Ezekiel 36:26).
(b) Hegivesusanewheart (B4 A ) (Ezekiel 36:26).
(¢c) Helives in that new heart ( & & F#AA-Y ) (Ezekiel 36:27).

Cf. John 3:3, 5, 8; Titus 3:4-7.

We now have the freedom/ responsibility to obey God and glorify Him in all that we do (I Cor.
10:31; Ephesians 1:6, 12, 14). We will and do still sin, but Christians are (i) free from the
punishment of sin ( E#944% ) (i.e. hell), and (ii) Christians are increasingly free from the power of
sin (FE&9HH ) (we are not controlled by sin nor by the Devil, though we are tempted often ( R &
F AW RIS > A715 L RIE) ).

So if we still sin, what is the difference between Christians and other people? Three differences
-- very real and important differences -- set Christians apart:

(a) Christians are honest to admit we do sin, and that we are sinners (redeemed sinners, but sinners
nevertheless). We are ot in denial (or should never be!!) ( AF# BT AL - EFFTHER
¥¥).

(b)  Christians do something about their sin -- we feel remorse, and come to the cross and repent of
our sins (AHFAME  AEABE) .

(c) Christians make progress out of sin ( ZH&IRE » £ AMEF ) . That is God's precious
promise!

The Holy Spirit enables us to die to sin, and live to God!



HEE 20

(4) IN ETERNITY:

Christians will be free not only from punishment, and from the power of sin, we will be free from the
presence of sin and from all consequences of sin (e.g. no more tears!). ( AKRER » TRIELA F &

G~ BB ERARAELRENBRGER)

GOD'S SOVEREIGNTY AND GOD'S FREEDOM (#¥En i Hfct eoER)

Now, let us return to God's sovereignty, or "freedom". God is not arbitrary in His use of His sovereignty-
freedom( £ R E Rty A &/ # ). He certainly has a right to do so, and if He has done so, we have
no right to demand that we know how He did it. This is where, with our limited minds, we will never
fathom the mind of God. We can never know as much as God knows (4wid4ediéy—A5 % ). Wecan
never know as God knows ( foi¥ —AZ3b 401 ) . We can only know what is our portion/ our business to
know ([$FEHEBIMAfE  HHFBEANFRARMP KM TR ) (Deuteronomy 29:29). We can
only know in the way in which God wants us to know ( BE#HBEE K MniliedEse ).

However, what God has actually done in eternity ( /A1 ¥ &3 & ) -- to the extent that He has
revealed it to us so that we know -- is to choose plan #1 (not plan #2, 3, 4, to infinite numbers). Plan #1

was: He created man, and He chose to come to earth to save His people through the 2nd person of the
Trinity, Jesus Christ the Son ( 22— 2 B2 ——EFAETINEK) .

And how did the Son use His sovereignty-freedom? By becoming "bound" ( & £ & #] ) (becoming
un-free, or un-arbitrary), and by becoming a servant, dying on the cross (B 7 g8 % > La+F
% k) (Philippians 2:6-11). This is 2 mystery. God did this so that we can be free from the punishment,
power and presence of sin!! So that we, then, can give our new found freedom back to God as servants
(slaves) of righteousness ( /£ & #4944 ) (Romans 6)!! So that we can ... learn to be servants.

Yes, God is a servant and a shepherd to us ( #BL R £ A X244 A ). But we need to understand that
it is the absolutely free and sovereign God, eternal and infinite (before time, above space), who chose to
come into time and space, and to serve and to shepherdus ( RAMzEH AR~ A - BHEFE - ER
T ARBEERE TA | HIEAFIKA). Ttismind-boggling. It is too good to be true, by our
standards. Yet He did it. He actually did it.

TRUE FREEDOM (8¢ A¥)

When we think about God's sovereignty, the usual course to take, is to assume our own autonomy ( At
BASA T ). Weoften are not conscious about this, because it is natural to our fallen condition ( &
%188 % ). However, we will begin to learn that, absolute autonomy in the human being is a goal
which is the very essence of sin (Eve's sin lay in the fact that she wanted to make an autonomous decision:
Will the fruit make me wise? Is the fruit delicious? Will it open my eyes? Will it make me equal with
God?). In submitting to God's sovereignty, we become free indeed.

Then, in condition #3, as born again men and women, we can go and enjoy God's creation -- in land
and sea!! -- and with a liberated, free, joyful and light heart, worship and praise Him -- indoors as well as
outdoors!!  We can enjoy God's love as young adults -- in our 20's and in our 30's -- until we reach the end
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of life. And we can certainly enjoy the freedom which is ours, every time we reflect on our sins and
repent -- bringing our sins and struggles to the cross of Jesus. We are free from being bound to our past
memories of pain and struggle. We will not forget our past. We, however, have been liberated by the
Holy Spirit to remember our past in a new way -- through the "lens" of the cross -- Jesus carries all our past
in the bosom of His love.

We are ... free indeed!

SUFFERING AND THE CHRISTIAN (£MRESL#EW)

For the topic of suffering, 1 have not studied it in depth, but am aware that it is one of the most poignant
questions modern men and women face in relationship to their faith. Suffering is more than a question
about the relationship of God to men (His justice, His mercy, His inscrutable sovereign purpose); it is also a
question about the role of Satan in the universe. In that sense, many Christians have not adequately
developed a "triangular" model" of the universe.

CONCRETE THINKING — SUFFERING UNDER THE FOUR CONDITIONS (B ¥R ANMKLEH)

Just as it is important to think concretely when it comes to the issues of human freedom and divine
sovereignty, it is important to think concretely when it comes to suffering.

(1) WHEN MEN AND WOMEN WERE CREATED:

(a) There was no suffering in the human realm (A& EHE » ABRAFEH) .

(b) Satan was allowed to fempt men (##FTHAZRIRA) .

(¢) Sin was a real possibility ( FR&—1EHE K6 TH M ), given the lirited choice-and-
responsibility God gave to men.

(2) AFTER ADAM AND EVE SIN AND THE HUMAN RACE FELL:

(a) Suffering became part of God's curse (#8478 ) (Genesis 3:15ff).  All of us suffer at some
point in this life because we are part of the sinful human race. In other words, God does punish
us for being sinners, and for specific sinful acts. If nothing else, scars remain with us when we
sin (375 ZEYFEEMKM) ! Godis holy and just.

(b) Satan continues to attack and accuse men and women, and to draw them away from God ( ¥ #
R AHesg % ). One tactic Satan used, as in the case of Job ( #918 ) , was to try to defeat
men with suffering.

(¢) Sin became the universal human condition ( & %i&# X% ). Men and women could no
longer choose to do good; we only choose to do evil. Thus suffering becomes a consequence of
sin (FHERTEBEGEY) .

To summarize: Suffering under condition #2 could be part of God's curse, the result of
God's curse, the result of human sin, or Satan's attack (#F#97L 30 ~ AWy F E X Bfauh ¥ ) .
All of the above could happen to any one.
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(3) AFTER MEN AND WOMEN ARE BORN AGAIN:

(a) Christians are not exempt from suffering, because we still live in a sinful world. We still
endure suffering because of God's curse; because of our sin or other people's sin; and because
of Satan's schemes (Job was a believer!). ( ¥ %A Z B ERATEHNEETEETH)

(b) Satan continues to win battles against believers, but he has lost the war. Jesus won the whole
war in the universe ( #{2 # b5 & ¥ 58 ) (I Cor. 15:20-27).

(c) Christians still sin, thus inflicting suffering on themselves and on others ( F¥ 4 K4, €38
FEakel) .

(d) However, God walks with us when we suffer ( A3 #¥ » H##FE47T) (ICor. 10:13). Thisis
the tremendous good news, that Jesus is our High Priest (Hebrews 2 and Hebrews 4:15).

(e) There is an additional kind of suffering: suffering for Christ and suffering for the gospel ( &#&
HBENELBRE) .

(f)  Suffering can do a lot of good for the spiritual maturity of the Christian (A B E A& ) .

(4) IN HEAVEN:

(a) There will be no more tears, no more suffering (24 &# > A HRE) .

(b) Satan will be permanently defeated ( #f2#RiEH %) .

(c) People in heaven will no longer sin -- sin would be an impossibility ( Ak » FiLHHA
# T fett ) . People in hell will also have to acknowledge God's holiness and justice.

(d) The only suffering there, in the universe, will be in hell (4 ¥B T HE#k) .

Meanwhile, as Christians live in the world:

(a) We trust in God's mercy to take us through suffering (/R EF I > ITBALHE ) ;

(b) We trust in Christ's sympathy and understanding, and so share this sympathy and understanding
with others who suffer, bringing comfort (& @+ #3A > BhREZHALHFHA)
Corinthians chapter 1);

(¢) We accept suffering as part of God's sovereign purpose ( SR L AL FHFE—F Lay x4 ) .

GOD'S SOVEREIGNTY, MAN'S FREEDOM AND SUFFERING (¢ H - A BRER)

I think it is important to keep in mind, in conclusion, that all things work together for God’s glory, and for
our good. Even suffering is part of God's plan for His glory. This does not mean that God is the author
ofsin ( E#Rit4 ). He does, however, bring good out of evil (Genesis 50:20). When people try to
explain suffering as a result of man's misuse of his freedom, it is a partial explanation ( REZ 2B FE) .

Perspectives on suffering in part depend on what one believes about the sovereignty of God, and about
man's freedom ( AHFROERBEMMEN THGIH | o TANA Y, HRR).

God is a God of grace -- He came to solve the sin problem. But God is also a God of mercy -- He
came to address the problems which are results of sin, including suffering, broken homes, hurt and injury,
sickness, and spiritual harassment from Satan's forces. God does both: He overcame sin ( £ &% ), and
He is overcoming sin's results ( #3452 ). Praise God!
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CONCLUSION: (#33)

This is NOT meant to make suffering into a logical scheme, because I know that suffering is a very real
life-and-death issue for many people. They struggle with it at the very depths of their soul. However, I have
offered these thoughts merely as an attempt to clarify our thinking, so that we do not generally, neutrally,
or "objectively" talk about suffering without reference to conditions ## 1, 2, 3, and 4.

As we face new realities and the 21 century is dawning, let us be strong in the grace of God. Let us
accept our duty to make righteous and holy choices according to God's Word. And let us freely accept
God's grace and mercy, and learn to remember our past in light of His wonderful love. God's grace and
God's mercy is sufficient for us to experience for a whole lifetime.
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