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When a Christian is faced with trials a spontaneous response usually is “God is sovereign”. Since God is in control of all situations, the believer is able to rest knowing that the Lord’s plan will never be thwarted, that He understands situations which man cannot comprehend, and that nothing is a surprise to Him in his infinite wisdom. While this attitude is based on revealed truth about God’s character, it is not a complete picture of God’s dealings with us. How does this way of understanding God’s hand in trials differ from the great religions of the world? How does it differ from, say a Muslim, who accepts these same ideas? To him, god is the possessor of all power and he controls all things, therefore men are able to confess, “it is the will of Allah” in the middle of any circumstance and so rest in that idea of their god. 

It is the premise of this paper that there is a vast world of difference. The God of the Bible is a God like no other (Deut 33:26,27), and his dealings with his children are far superior to the dealings of any other so-called god of men. He is not only sovereign, but he is good. Understanding God’s goodness in relation to His sovereignty is vital - the two ideas cannot be divorced without a vastly deficient understanding of the glories of God’s mercies in his dealings with men. It is vital to perceive God under any circumstance not as a distant controller, but with a realization that everything that we receive from Him is colored with his goodness and purposeful mercy. To understand this properly, we will first biblically define both God’s sovereignty and his goodness, and then see how scripture shows the two working hand in hand.

1. Defining the terms:

a. The Sovereignty of God

The fact that God is sovereign is a subset of His omnipotence. Sovereignty implies control, and control requires power. Absolute sovereignty thus implies absolute power. The Old Testament contains numerous passages presenting God as El Shaddai (God Almighty – Gen 17:1, 43:14, etc.), the God who is able to accomplish the outworking of His will in any way that He pleases. “Is anything too hard for the Lord?” (Gen 18:14) His omnipotence demands that He does as He pleases; “nothing is too difficult” for Him (Jer 32:17). God’s sovereignty over the universe stems from two fundamental aspects of His omnipotence:

i. He is creator:  Scripture says that God created all things by the power of His will (Col 1:16, Rev 4:11). “For by Him all things were created, in heaven and on earth, …through him and for him. (Col 1:16)” 

ii. He is sustainer: God preserves all things by simply “the word of His power (Heb 1:3). Everything in the universe is held together by the power of God, “in him all things hold together (Col 1:17)”. If He were to relinquish His sustaining will, the universe would simply disintegrate.

Further developing the idea of his sustaining power, scripture reveals to us specific applications of God’s sovereignty to various parts of creation. There is an order and a purpose to all things that God allows (Prov 16:4), the ultimate manifestation of which is His glory – “all things were created through him and for him (Col 1:16).” (also Ps 19:1, 1 Cor 10:31)

i. God controls animate and inanimate objects: God directs the elements. He has power over the forces of nature that from a human perspective are out of control (Job 28:22-30, Ps 104:4). He determines the rains and how they fall (Matt 5:45), or even the growth of plants (Ps 104:14). God provides for the animals (Ps 104, 27-29), and is fully aware of their needs (Matt 10:29).

ii. God controls all happenings: By definition, if God ordains all things according to the purpose of His will, then nothing is unplanned for. Everything in this universe occurs for a reason. God directs even what is perceived to be random (Prov 16:33). Events that look to be controlled by the laws of science or even by human beings ultimately find their fulfillment only because God ordains it. Colossians 1:17 is clear when it says that in Him all things hold together – God is the ultimate cause and effect, and absolutely nothing is out of his control. Even evil cannot thwart his purpose (Gen 50:20).

iii. God controls the works of nations and men: While God has allowed a certain freedom of action; ultimately nothing can escape his divine prerogative. In the macro, He determines the rise and fall of nations (Job 12:23, Ps 22:28). Not only does he orchestrate the working of entire people groups, but also in the micro he sovereignly controls and deals with the decisions and lives of individuals as a part of the whole. (Ps 37:23,24; Ps 44:1-4; Acts 17:26).

iv. God controls the life of a person: God ordains the length of life of every individual (Ps 139:16). He is aware of the events of a person’s life from before birth, because he has divinely orchestrated birth itself (Jer 1:5). No day is ever lived apart from his sovereign knowledge and intimate design (Acts 17:28). Therefore even men’s plans are superseded by God’s desire. James rightly exhorts believers to submit themselves to the will of God, because ultimately only what he determines will come to pass (Jas 4:13-16). While He does not cause sin (Jas 1:13), God uses even man’s sin to fulfill his purposes (Prov 16:4, Ps 76:10). God is aware both of our spiritual and physical needs (Matt 6:31,32 – “your father knows what you need”), and all provision comes from him – He is able to orchestrate situations with the result that his children never go hungry (Ps 37:25).

b. The Goodness of God

The idea of goodness has to do with approval. To be good, the object being considered would need to meet the approval of a certain standard. God’s goodness means that he meets the approval of the highest standard. Since He himself is the highest standard, he meets his own standard of approval both in character and action.  God is above and beyond any other (Luke 18:19) God is not just good in character, but everything he does is colored by his goodness. 

i. God’s goodness is seen in His creation: When God created the world; at each step of the way he gave his stamp of approval on His work, till the complete product of creation was declared to be “very good” (Gen 1:31).

ii. God’s goodness is seen in His deeds: God’s actions are worthy of the perfections of his own approval. The psalmist summarizes it well when he declares, “You are good and do good (Ps 119:68). Since God’s every action is flavored by his goodness, His goodness is not just objective but subjectively experienced - “Oh, taste and see, that the Lord is good (Ps 34:8)”.

iii. God’s goodness is seen in His care: God endows his people with good things (Jas 1:17). He does not withhold any good thing from His children (Ps 84:11). God’s goodness is present even when He disciplines his loved ones (Heb 12:10,11).

iv. God’s goodness is comprehensive: There is no aspect of the created order that does not experience or evidence the goodness of God (Ps 145:9). The orchestration of his sovereignty accomplished the manifestation of His goodness (1 Cor 10:31).

The goodness of God is shown in other manifestations of His nature: His mercy, his love, his grace, his kindness, his favor, his patience are some of these. Grudem describes well some of these outworkings of God’s goodness:

God’s mercy is his goodness toward those in distress, his grace is his goodness toward those who deserve only punishment, and his patience is his goodness toward those who continue to sin over a period of time.

2. Combining the terms:
How are we to view these two concepts together? Scripture gives us a wonderful, practical illustration to rightly understand God’s goodness in light of his sovereignty. Christ called himself “the Good Shepherd” who “lays down his life for the sheep” (John 10:11). Here we are provided with a perfect explanation of how God’s goodness and sovereignty need to be understood: God as Shepherd. In this light we can rightly understand how God deals with us in the midst of the hardest circumstance. He is not just a sovereign despot, but also a pastor to His people. David in the epic Psalm 23 aptly describes how this duality of perspective works. A brief summary of salient points in the psalm:

a. Verse 1-2: Because God is sovereign, he knows exactly what our needs are, even better than we do in our finite understanding. Because God is good, he provides for our every need, including what we do not know we need, to full satisfaction.

b. Verse 3: Because God is sovereign, he accomplishes the glory of His name (“for his name sake”) as the end of all his actions. Because God is good, he restores, renews us to and sustains us in righteousness so that He is not glorified in our destruction (which would be perfectly justified), but in our sanctification.

c. Verse 4: Because God is sovereign, he controls every aspect of our lives, including trials. He “leads us” in his sovereign wisdom through trials, and his plan can never fail. But because God is good, his purposes are for our discipline, our growth and there is no harm. Because God is good, we receive comfort from his nearness, and there is no fear.

d. Verse 5: Because God is sovereign, nations or strong men cannot stand against his plan or His elect. Because God is good, while protection would be enough, God chooses to unleash blessing upon his child in the middle of affliction, so that He alone receives praise.

e. Verse 6: Because God is sovereign, He knows every day and every step of everyone who walks this earth. But because God is good, he pursues his child every day and every step of the way with His goodness and his mercy, till eternity when his goodness and sovereignty will be experienced firsthand in its fullness.

3. Concluding thoughts:
Declaring the sovereignty of God alone in trials does not paint the complete picture. We need to develop a theology of suffering that acknowledges both the absolute control that God possesses over all things, but also equally importantly, his disposition to goodness especially in light of the terrors of affliction. It is only when we see God in this light that we can truly offer a praise of thanks in all circumstances (1 Thess 5:18) with the psalmist in Psalm 100, “Enter his gates with thanksgiving, and his courts with praise! Give thanks to him; bless his name! (v4)” because not only is He God the sovereign creator and owner (v3), but He, the Lord “is good; his steadfast love endures forever, and his faithfulness to all generations. (v5)”. We can declare with full and absolute assurance, not only that “God is our refuge and strength (Ps 46:1a)” but also that in His goodness He is our “very present help in trouble (Ps 46:1b). Truly then, will we have understood that “He is to be held in awe above all Gods (1 Chronicles 16:25)”.
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