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How Long O Lord?  D. A. Carson

Lament for a Son    Nicholas Wolterstorff

Rejoice with those who rejoice. 

Weep with those who weep.     Rom 12:15



Theological issues

Scientific issues

Natural disasters
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Eyjafjallajökull Volcano, Iceland

July 2010
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Poverty (<$2 per day)



Carbon production





Holuhraun, Iceland, August 2014

Volcanic eruptions





The Haze Famine, 1783-1784 Iceland

Deaths: 76% horses, 50% cows, 79% sheep & 25% of humans



Saint Pierre, Martinique: Ascension Day 1902

26,000-36,000 dead



‘There is nothing in the activity of Pelée that 

warrants a departure from St. Pierre.’ 

(Governor’s Commission of Inquiry, 5th May 1902)

‘The side of the volcano was ripped out, 

and there was hurled straight toward us a 

solid wall of flame.

…

After the explosion not one living being 

was seen on land.’ 

(Charles Thompson, one of 25 survivors out of 

68 people on the steamship Roraima offshore 

St. Pierre on 8th May 1902)

Saint Pierre, Martinique: Ascension Day 1902

26,000-36,000 dead



Ludger Sylbaris

born Louis-Auguste Cyparis

(1875-1929) 





Earthquakes



Loma Prieta, California, 

18th October 1989

Magnitude 7.0

57 died

A Tale of Two 

Earthquakes



Haiti, 12th January 2010

Magnitude 7.0

230,000 died

99.98% of deaths 

due to poor construction

and endemic corruption



Turgeau Hospital 
Digicel Communications

Haiti, new buildings (2009)



Floods 

• one of the world’s main killers



Cyclone Bhola 12 November 1970 

> 500,000 people died



Cyclone Sidre 15 Nov 2007 

Compared to 1970 

99.8% of deaths saved by 

cyclone shelters and early 

warnings

http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/2/2e/Sidr_14_nov_2007_0445Z.jpg
http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/2/2e/Sidr_14_nov_2007_0445Z.jpg
http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/d/df/Cyclone_Sidr_-_US_Navy_Aid.jpg
http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/d/df/Cyclone_Sidr_-_US_Navy_Aid.jpg




• 1887: Yellow River, China 0.9 – 2.0 million dead 

• 20th century: floods affect 100 million per year

• 1931: Yellow River, China 1.0 – 3.7 million dead

• 2025: half world population at risk from storms 

Natural disasters



‘failure of the New Orleans Flood Defense System 

was a predictable, predicted, and preventable 

catastrophe … it did not result from an act of 

“God”. It resulted from acts of “People.”’



Famines

Natural disasters



Population Fall in Ireland, 1841-1851 

Irish Potato Famine 1845-55

1 million died

2 million forced to emigrate





Trevelyan saw the Famine as a ‘mechanism for 

reducing surplus population’.

‘The judgement of God sent the 

calamity to teach the Irish a lesson, 

that calamity must not be too much 

mitigated. …The real evil with which 

we have to contend is not the 

physical evil of the Famine, but the 

moral evil of the selfish, perverse and 

turbulent character of the people’.



Ukraine famine of 1932–33

3–5 million deaths as a result of Stalin’s 

rural collectivization policies

China 1958–61 

20–40 million deaths as a result of Mao 

Tse-tung’s ‘Great Leap Forward’



John Wesley, 1755. Serious thoughts 

occasioned by the late earthquake in 

Lisbon

What is nature itself, but the art of God, 

or God’s method of acting 

in the material world?

Augustine 354 - 430

Nature is what God does



Theological issues

Scientific issues

Natural disasters



For by him [Jesus] all things were created …

and in him all things hold together.

Col 1:16-17

God sustains the universe



Herald Sun





God is sovereign

Natural disasters

Humans have free-will



Joseph

Natural disasters

Job

Jesus



“Here comes that dreamer!” [Joseph’s brothers] said 

to each other. “Come now, let’s kill him and throw him 

into one of these cisterns and say that a ferocious 

animal devoured him. Then we’ll see what comes of 

his dreams.”  Gen 37:19-20

Joseph being taken out of the cistern

San Marco mosaic, Venice



Potiphar’s wife

by

Guido Reni, 

1631



‘In a period of seven years, 

Grain was scant, 

Kernels were dried up, 

Scarce was every kind of food. 

Every man robbed his twin… 

Children cried, Youngsters fell, 

The hearts of the old were 

grieving; 

Legs drawn up, they hugged the 

ground, Their arms clasped 

about them… 

Everyone was in distress
Sahel stele, Egypt

King Djoser, 26th century BC

(written in Ptolemaic period c. 200 BC)



‘And now do not be distressed, or angry

with yourselves, because you sold me

here; for God sent me before you to

preserve life.

For the famine has been in the land

these two years; and there are five more

years in which there will be neither

ploughing nor harvest. God sent me

before you to preserve for you a

remnant on earth, and to keep alive for

you many survivors.

So it was not you who sent me here, but

God’ (Genesis 45:5‒8)



Joseph said to them ‘As for

you, you meant evil against

me, but God meant it for

good, to bring it about that

many people should be

kept alive, as they are

today.’

Gen 50:19-20



Joseph

Natural disasters

Job

Jesus



There was a man in the land of Uz whose name was Job, 

and that man was blameless and upright, one who feared 

God and turned away from evil.                            Job 1.1

And the LORD said to Satan, “Have you considered my 

servant Job, that there is none like him on the earth, a 

blameless and upright man, who fears God and turns 

away from evil?”                                                  Job 1.8 

And the LORD said to Satan, “Have you considered my 

servant Job, that there is none like him on the earth, a 

blameless and upright man, who fears God and turns 

away from evil? He still holds fast his integrity” Job 2.3



One day when Job’s sons and daughters were feasting and drinking wine at 

the eldest brother’s house, a messenger came to Job and said, ‘The oxen 

were ploughing and the donkeys were grazing nearby, and the Sabeans

attacked and made off with them. They put the servants to the sword,

and I am the only one who has escaped to tell you!’

While he was still speaking, another messenger came and said, ‘The fire of 

God fell from the heavens and burned up the sheep and the servants, 

and I am the only one who has escaped to tell you!’

While he was still speaking, another messenger came and said, ‘The 

Chaldeans formed three raiding parties and swept down on your camels 

and made off with them. They put the servants to the sword, and I am the 

only one who has escaped to tell you!

While he was still speaking, yet another messenger came and said, ‘Your 

sons and daughters were feasting and drinking wine at the eldest 

brother’s house, when suddenly a mighty wind swept in from the desert 

and struck the four corners of the house. It collapsed on them and they 

are dead, and I am the only one who has escaped to tell you!’

Job 1



Job: 6th - 7th century Bible, northern Mesopotamia



God’s speech to Job:

Where were you when I laid the foundation of the earth?

Tell me, if you have understanding.

Who determined its measurements—surely you know!

or who stretched the line upon it?

On what were its bases sunk,

or who laid its cornerstone,

when the morning stars sang together?

Job 38: 4-7

Oldest known galaxy: 13.1 Ga old



When he raises himself up the mighty are afraid;

at the crashing they are beside themselves.

Though the sword reaches him, it does not avail,

nor the spear, the dart, or the javelin.

He counts iron as straw,

and bronze as rotten wood.

The arrow cannot make him flee;

for him sling stones are turned to stubble.

Clubs are counted as stubble;

he laughs at the rattle of javelins.

Job 41: 25-29



“Can you draw out Leviathan with a fishhook

or press down his tongue with a cord?

Can you put a rope in his nose

or pierce his jaw with a hook?

Will you play with him as with a bird,

or will you put him on a leash for your girls?”

Job 41: 1-2 & 5



No one is so fierce that he dares to stir him up.

Who then is he who can stand before me?

Job 41: 10



Then Job answered the LORD : 

“I know that you can do all things, 

and that no purpose of yours can be 

thwarted.

… Therefore I have uttered what I 

did not understand, things too 

wonderful for me, which I did not 

know.”

Job 42:2 & 6

‘Job and his friends’ 

by Gustave Dore



And the LORD restored the fortunes 

of Job, when he had prayed for his 

friends. And the LORD gave Job 

twice as much as he had before. 

Job 42:10

‘Job and his friends’ 

by Gustave Dore
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[Jesus said] “those eighteen 
on whom the tower in 
Siloam fell and killed them: 
do you think that they were 
worse offenders than all the 
others who lived in 
Jerusalem? No, I tell you; 
but unless you repent, you 
will all likewise perish.” 

Luke 13:4-5



Now there were some 
present at that time who 
told Jesus about the 
Galileans whose blood 
Pilate had mixed with their 
sacrifices. Jesus answered, 
‘Do you think that these 
Galileans were worse 
sinners than all the other 
Galileans because they 
suffered this way? I tell you, 
no! But unless you repent, 
you too will all perish.

Luke 13:1-3



God is sovereign

Natural disasters

Humans have free-will

Hope for the future



• ‘Three times I was shipwrecked; 

• I spent a night and a day in the 

open sea;

• I have been in danger from rivers, 

in danger at sea; 

• I have known hunger and thirst 

and have often gone without 

food; 

• I have been cold and naked’

• Paul survived an earthquake in 

Philippi (Acts 16)

Apostle Paul writing in 2 Cor. 11



Historical earthquakes above magnitude 6.5 before AD 1900 

Diamonds show major cities destroyed by earthquakes. 

759 BC

‘the vision [Amos] saw concerning Israel two

years before the earthquake, when Uzziah

was king of Judah’ (Amos 1:1)



18 I consider that our present

sufferings are not worth comparing

with the glory that will be revealed

in us. 19 For the creation waits in

eager expectation for the children

of God to be revealed.

22 We know that the whole creation

has been groaning as in the pains

of childbirth right up to the present

time.



Handel Messiah 1741

I know that my Redeemer liveth, 

and that he shall stand at the latter day upon the earth. 

And though worms destroy this body, 

yet in my flesh I shall see God.          (Job 19.25‒26)

For now is Christ risen from the dead, 

the first-fruits of them that sleep.       (1 Corinthians 15.20) 




