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This Week’s Cliché: “Everything happens for a reason.” It sounds so sympathetic doesn’t it? But is it true? 
It turns out that most people believe this is true. The NYT did a story a while back on a man named James Costello 
who married Krista D’Agostino—his nurse from the Boston Marathon bombing. After that tragedy he 
developed a close friendship with Krista and eventually proposed and they were married. On his facebook page, he 
posted this, “Now I realize the reason why I was involved in this tragedy. It was to meet my best friend, and the love 
of my life.” The NYT stated that James Costello believes that everything happens for a reason. 
 
And he’s not alone. According to the “Mind and Development Lab” at Yale—a series of studies in the  
Journal of Cognition found that regardless of a person’s religious upbringing, most people in America and 
Britain—including avowed atheists—believe that events in life happen for a reason. An ultimate purpose. 
 
Now, This phrase can be taken in three distinct ways: 
(1) It describes the cause and effect structure of the world as we encounter it. Effects have causes, happenings have 
reasons. 
Illus. I once took an all-night driving course because I wanted to get out of speeding ticket. The instructor asked 
everyone that night to tell the class why we were there. One young man said sheepishly, “Well. Umm. I was driving 
down Idaho Street and I was texting my girlfriend. And I swerved across four lanes and almost hit a parked cop car.” 
You see the reason he was there in the course was different than my reason. But that effect (being in the driving class) 
had a cause. Effects have causes. All happenings have reasons. There is an explanation for everything that happens. 
So if that’s what we mean by this, then the statement is not particularly controversial. 
 
(2) It can refer also to God’s ultimate plan for humanity and our lives. If by that we mean that ultimately the twists 
and turns of life—the ups and downs, the victories and defeats, the triumphs and tragedies—that all of that has some 
ultimate purpose and meaning—no tragedy was ever wasted—then as we’ll see today, I think we can safely say “yes” 
that statement is true. 
 
But if by this we mean that… 
(3) God is the direct cause of every calamity, tragedy, and sin, having a direct lesson to teach through it. In this 
respect, I think we could safely say that the Bible explicitly denies this proposition.  God may sustain the laws and 
hold together the atoms involved in a tornado blowing through a trailer park in Oklahoma, but he is not normally 
the direct cause or reason for it. And he is not the cause of our moral failures.  
No. Everything doesn’t happen for the reason of punishing me or teaching me a direct lesson. 
 
Transition: Today we’ll cross examine this cliché and put it to the test. We’ll discover that there’s some truth to it, and 
we’ll also see that there are misgivings about it too.  
 
 
Let’s look at the first way that statement could possibly be true.  
The fact of…    
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the first way that statement could possibly be true.  
The fact of…    
1. God’s supremacy over all creation. This refers to the doctrine of God’s sovereignty. And if it is not 
true that God is Sovereign, then it can’t possibly true that life ultimately has meaning, purpose, or a reason. 
We should understand the idea of God’s Sovereignty in two ways.    
• Meaning 1: God is a self-existent free agent. Meaning, that God’s freedom to will and to act is not contingent 

upon, nor determined, nor can it be constrained by any external agent or principle. There is no agent or principle 
that is external to God acting upon him to compel him to action or to constrain him from action. 

o Now, this is different than human freedom. When God issues a moral command or a binding 
obligation—you and I are held culpable by God and are accountable to God. But God has no one 
issuing him commands. Illus. This was my hangup with Word of Faith theology. Their view of faith was a 
mystical substance that they could manipulate with their confession and the Bible. God was then 
obligated to give them their miracle. This view of faith is heretical. It is a fundamental denial of God’s 
essential freedom to act according to his will. God is an entirely autonomous being who has no duty to 
create the world, sustain the world, preside over the world, to redeem the world, or to help me in the 
world. Every act on our behalf is an act of divine grace. Every prayer answered is freely answered. Every 
atomic particle he holds together is a free-will act and I am owed nothing, and God is obligated to do not 
one bit of it. Scripture: Psalm 115:3 “Our God is in heaven! He does whatever he pleases!” 

God is sovereign, meaning he is free. 
 
• Meaning 2: God is King and reigns supreme. This is the exercise of God’s free will over creation. It is that aspect 

of God’s nature that is administrative. In the ancient world, a Sovereign was the highest authority. 
- 1 Chronicles 29:11 “O Lord, you are great, mighty, majestic, magnificent, glorious, and sovereign over all the 
sky and earth! You have dominion and exalt yourself as the ruler of all.” 
- 1 Tim. 6:11 “The blessed and only Sovereign, the King of kings and LORD of lords” 
- Daniel 4:34-35 (NRSV) “For his sovereignty is an everlasting sovereignty, and his kingdom endures from 
generation to generation. 35 All the inhabitants of the earth are accounted as nothing, and he does what he wills 
with the host of heaven and the inhabitants of the earth. There is no one who can stay his hand or say to him, 
“What are you doing?” This passage captures both the free will of God and the scope of his reign and rule. 

This is also reflected in his names:  
“EL’ Ely’on” means “God, Most High” 
“Adonai Yahweh” means “The Sovereign LORD” 

It’s reflected in his actions: Sovereign Lord’s issue decrees. 
Is. 25:1 “O Lord, you are my God! I will exalt you in praise, I will extol your fame. For you have done 
extraordinary things, and executed plans made long ago exactly as you decreed.” 

The very first thing we want to say about the possibility of there being a “plan”, a design, an ultimate 

reason for anything— is that God is the Sovereign Lord over creation. If that weren’t true then life is just a 
runaway train. Headed for nothing—for oblivion. 
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The second sense in which it could be true that everything happens for a reason 
Is the fact of… 
2. God’s providence over all creation. This means that God is actively engaged in the unfolding of human 
history. Essentially, we have four options when it comes to how we view the progression of creation, and the unfolding 
of human history. 
• Naturalism: Denies God’s creation and thus his providence. Everything unfolds without purpose, design, or 

ultimate goals. Biologist Richard Dawkins has said, “The universe that we observe has precisely the properties 
we should expect if there is, at bottom, no design, no purpose, no evil, no good, nothing but pitiless 
indifference.” But of course, he can’t actually live this philosophy out. What would stop him from, say, being a 
serial rapist or killer, or a real fiend? No, even the people who supposedly hold this view of the world can’t live it 
out. 

• Deism: Affirms God as creator, denying that he intervenes in universe or human history. On this view, the world 
is a machine God created and left behind to wind itself down. A deist god is like preacher Farris. The master 
craftsman who built the house I grew up in decades before I lived there. I had the evidence of the craftsmanship 
of that old home, I heard about his existence from others—but I never met him, and he never stopped by.   

The next view of God’s relationship to the world would be… 
• Fatalism: Affirms that God knows what will happen in the future, but doesn’t do anything to cause it, control it, 

or ultimately bring it to an intended conclusion. What will be will be. 
• Providence: The view that God actively superintends the advancement of creation and the unfolding of human 

history toward its grand finale—God reigning as King, humanity redeemed and resurrected, dwelling together in 
a reborn world. 

There are at least three aspects of his divine providence that I can see in Scripture:  
Aspect 1: God’s active preservation of the created order. The Scripture says that it is God that causes the rain, 
sends the wind, and “It is God who makes the grass grow.” God is the one who has infused creation with its creative 
properties and potencies. God sustains and preserves it. Scripture: Heb. 1:3 states that Christ “upholds the universe 
by his powerful Word.” He maintains everything from the largest galaxy down to the smallest subatomic particle and 
holds it together.  
 
Aspect 2: God’s active supervision of the nations. In the NT, Paul says in Acts 17:26 “From one man he made every 
nation of the human race to inhabit the entire earth, determining their set times and the fixed limits of the places 
where they would live, 27 so that they would search for God and perhaps grope around for him and find him…In him 
we live and move and have our being.” God made every nation, set their boundaries and determined their times.  
 
Aspect 3: God’s election (choice) of a people. Paul told the Ephesian Christians in Eph. 1:4 “For he chose us in Christ 
before the foundation of the world that we may be holy and unblemished in his sight in love.” We’ll unpack this a bit 
more in September when we go through the book of Ephesians.  

Romans 1 states that the Gospel is the power of God first for the Jew and then for the Gentile. 
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And we have this assurance… 
3. God is working everything toward our good. This is the doctrine of glorification. God is not just 
working everything out in our favor. God is working everything out to his glorious purpose in us. Here’s Paul on that. 
Scripture: Romans 8:28-30 “28 And we know that all things work together for good for those who love God, who 
are called according to his purpose, 29 because those whom he foreknew he also predestined to be conformed to the 
image of his Son, that his Son would be the firstborn among many brothers and sisters. 30 And those he predestined, 
he also called; and those he called, he also justified; and those he justified, he also glorified.” 
The first thing Paul does is to establish the scope of God’s redemptive activity… 
All things: There is nothing that touches your life, nothing that encourages you, nothing that benefits you, nothing 
that threatens you or challenges you—all things in the spectrum of human experience. 
 
Work together: Have you ever seen anyone work together effectively? It means they work in concert, usually 
with one end goal. They may not be the same kinds of things—but those different things, be they pain, suffering, or 
triumph and abundance—those things work together as we grow together to reach the unity of the faith in Christ.  
 
For the Good: Is our future sharing in Christ’s radiant glory.  

• Conformed to his image—impervious to death, pain, sin—perfected in our character and in our bodies.  
• Resurrected in glory.  
• Reigning with Christ forever.  

 
Rom. 8:18 “For I consider that our present sufferings cannot even be compared to the coming glory that will be 
revealed in us.” 
 
Philippians 1:6 (ESV): “And I am sure of this, that he who began a good work in you will bring it to completion at the 
day of Jesus Christ.” 
 
For those who love God and are called according to his purpose. Yes! Amen. All things work in cooperation with 
God’s ultimate plan to make us like Jesus. What we take from this passage and the rest of what we’ve said is that God 
has a plan.  
 
Isn’t it comforting to know that God has a plan? Isn’t it comforting to know that God has a grand design for his children 
and that everything we encounter is working in concert to form in us Christ’s image, to bring many sons to glory.  
But that’s only half of the truth. There’s another side to the story. 
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Here’s the sense in which I think the statement is used wrongly.  
4. God is not the author of sin and evil. I have encountered some people who think that God is the 
direct and efficient cause of their moral failings and all the calamity that befalls them, either moral evil or natural 
evil that touches their lives.  
Illus. We had a guy named Trey at the previous church where I served who brought his wife in one day—and they 
were about to pop with rage at each other. She confronted him with cheating on her on and off with her best friend 
and next door neighbor. In that first meeting I was pretty direct, offering him serious tough love.  
 
His poor little wife was destroyed by the knowledge of this, his two teenage boys needed ongoing counseling because 
they were seething with rage for him. No matter what I did, no matter what we said or how hard we pleaded—He 
just wouldn’t stop going back to the woman.  
 
He came in my office, life falling apart, through his tears and his agony asked me, “I just don’t know what God is doing. 
What’s his plan in all this?” The Undercurrent of what he was saying was, “What’s the reason Why God is doing this 
to me?” 
I looked at him and said, “Trey. God is not the author of your repeated pattern of sin and failure.” 
James 1:13-14 Let no one say when he is tempted, “I am tempted by God,” for God cannot be tempted by evil, and he 
himself tempts no one. 14 But each one is tempted when he is lured and enticed by his own desires.  
 
He responded, “But pastor Jeff, it’s too hard. I just can’t resist.” Nope. Nope. 
1 Cor. 10:13: “3 No temptation has overtaken you that is not common to man. God is faithful, and he will not let you 
be tempted beyond your ability, but with the temptation he will also provide the way of escape, that you may be able 
to endure it.” 
Notice Paul states that God will allow us to be tempted. But not beyond our capacity to resist. But God is not the one 
doing the tempting.  
 
Acts. 14:16: “In past generations he allowed all the nations to walk in their own ways.” 
Notice it does not say, “God caused them to…” But that God “Allowed them to walk in their own ways.” 
 
Rev. 9:4: Gives us a picture of God “allowing” the locusts from the abyss to torment the enemies of God—and they 
were “not allowed” to kill the people.  
 
Rev. 13 states that God allowed the false prophet to have dominion over the earth for 42 months and God permitted 
evil to proliferate for that time.  
 
Jesus was asked about the Galileans who were the victims of an atrocity by Pilate. They were zealous Galileans and 
Pilate killed them and had their blood mixed with the sacrifices on the altar. Jesus knew what they were asking: 
“What had these men done—what great sin had they committed to warrant this gruesome judgment?” Jesus’ answer 
is shocking. “Do you think those Galileans were somehow worse sinners than you, warranting a greater judgment? Or 
how about those poor Jews on whom the Tower of Siloam fell and crushed. Do you think they were worse sinners?” 
(1) This was not a direct act of God’s judgment, (2) He refutes the notion that the Galileans or tower Jews were 
somehow more sinful or deserving of that Act of judgment.  



Series: Half-Truths 
Addressing the Clichés, Canards, and Fallacies of Pop-culture Christianity 

Today’s Message: “Everything Happens for a Reason” 
July 15th 2018 / Jeff Kennedy 

 

 6 

 
THERE ARE THINGS GOD ALLOWS THAT HE DOESN’T PARTICULARLY CAUSE 
I want to conclude our time today with a paragraph from the Westminster Confession: It reads this way, 
God from all eternity did by the most wise and holy counsel of his own will, freely and unchangeably ordain 
whatsoever comes to pass; yet so, neither is God the author of sin; nor is violence offered to the will of creatures, 
nor is the liberty or contingency of second causes taken away, but rather established. 
 
Look, the Sovereign ruler of the universe loves you and has a wonderful plan for your life. He is presiding over the 
course of human history, and the final chapter on humanity is going to end exactly the way he foresees it, the way he 
wills it, and the nations will progress according to his foreknowledge, according to his plan.  
And he has chosen a special people he calls his own. Jew and Gentile. Sons and daughters alike. And God will, for 
those who love him and are called to his purpose, conform us to his image, and resurrect us ultimately in glory.  
 
Does everything happen for an ultimate reason and purpose—yes. Christlikeness and the inheritance of resurrection.  
 
But there isn’t a direct lesson or judgment or punishment that God is exacting through every trial or temptation. 
And God is never never the author of our sin. GOD ALLOWS things to touch our lives. 
 
 


