The Problem of Evil

The thorniest dilemma in the world of theology is undoubtedly the so-called “problem of evil,” which questions why a perfect God would allow evil and suffering to exist in His creation.  This objection is typically used to substantiate a claim for God’s non-existence.  The argument proceeds as follows: 

· If God is all-powerful, he could eliminate evil.

· If God is all-powerful and good, he would eliminate evil.

· Evil and suffering exist in the world.

· Conclusion: an all-powerful, good God does not exist.

This argument finds expression in another form:  

· Let us assume the existence of an all-powerful, good God.

· There is no reason why such a God would allow evil.

· Evil exists.
· Conclusion: an all-powerful, good God does not exist. 

To this quandary, believers in God propose a number of solutions.  First, God may permit evil out of respect for human free will.  He gave humans freedom of choice in spite of the negative consequences that might follow.  Second, suffering sometimes comes as a punishment for violation of God’s laws.  Third, some desirable character qualities, like courage, compassion, and patience, cannot develop in a world without troubles.  Fourth, evil spirits cause much suffering and affliction.  Finally, evil is only a temporary situation, and someday God will eliminate it.  We will investigate each aspect of this multi-factorial response separately. 

1. Respect for Human Freedom

The believer’s usual response to the problem of evil is that God permits evil and suffering out of respect for human freedom.  God endowed humanity with the quality of freedom of choice and, as a rule, He does not intervene to prevent negative consequences that might result from these choices.  If negative results ensue, God is not at fault, but the person making the choice. 

Critics voice several objections to this view.  An all-powerful God could intervene to prevent negative consequences from occurring.  On the other hand, can we still consider this true freedom?  It seems that true freedom of choice would involve allowing the consequences of free choices to stand.  

Next, could not an all-powerful God create free human beings in a way that they would freely not make bad choices?  Still, we encounter the same difficulty: is this true freedom?  If a person is unable to do evil, is he/she truly able to do good?  Does not doing the “good” require the rejection of evil?  True freedom, it seems, will always include the potential of doing wrong. 

2. Punishment for Sin

According to many faith traditions, God does indeed apply corporal punishment to transgressors of his laws.  This may explain many, but not all, instances of suffering.  Furthermore, the Judeo-Christian faith teaches that our world is under a curse because of the original sin of Adam, from which come the destructive forces in nature.  The key verse relating this idea is Genesis 3:17.  The Lord said to Adam, “Cursed is the ground because of you.”  In other words, the forces of nature, which God originally intended to benefit humans, now cause them grief as well.

At the same time, some object that the degree of punishment experienced does not seem to correspond to the severity of the offense.  People who appear to lead moral lives sometimes suffer more that those who flagrantly sin.  Here believers in God introduce the concept of God’s “general providence.”  When God created the world, He equipped it with a certain degree of autonomy.  Because of the action of natural laws, nature can, to a certain degree, operate independently of God (taking into consideration, of course, that God remains the ultimate source of power for the operation of these laws).
 

Although the laws of nature can, in a sense, operate independently from God, their operation is nonetheless called God’s “general providence.”  It is “providence” in the sense that through the regular and seemingly “automatic” operation of natural law, God accomplishes a certain goal.  Regularity in nature creates the conditions in which free creatures, that is, people, can make decisions and predict the results of those decisions.  Without this stability in nature, it would be impossible to exercise true freedom of choice.  Thus, “general providence” is crucial in God attaining His goal of granting humans genuine freedom.

Consequently, we must make room in our thinking for the concept of “chance.”  If natural laws possess a certain independence in their operation, then certain events can take place that are simply the result of the actions and interactions of these laws, and have no relation to God’s “special providence,” or direct intervention.  Thus, calamities can occur, as Langford expresses it, “from the autonomy of nature,” affecting people regardless of their personal behavior.
 

3. Development of the Soul

Suffering may serve to promote development of several valuable character traits, which could never develop without encountering difficulties and conflict: traits such as bravery, compassion and patience.  This theory concerning the “purpose for pain” is called “development of the soul.”   

This theory, however, cannot explain all instances of suffering or answer all questions concerning it.  For example, not all suffering can be beneficial for the individual, such as the suffering of infants.  What benefit do they derive from it?  Some also question why it takes so much suffering to instill these qualities.  Clearly, the theory “development of the soul,” although valuable, can only serve as one aspect of a multifactorial response to the problem of evil.   

As part of our inquiry here, we must examine the concept of the “best possible world.”  The German philosopher Gottfried Leibniz postulated that God created the best possible world He could, including in it evil and suffering.  This was the only means by which He could accomplish His purpose for humanity.  

Other thinkers qualify Leibniz’s proposal.
  They suggest that our present world is not the “best possible world,” but the world that best prepares us for a world that God has yet to create.  In this present world, we learn lessons and acquire character traits that would be impossible for us to obtain in ideal conditions.  This world, then, is a vital prerequisite for those who will someday inherit the “best possible world.” 

4. The Activity of Evil Spirits

When considering the problem of evil, people of faith keep in mind the presence of evil spirits in the world, a fact accepted by adherents of nearly all religions, who ascribe many of the evils we experience to these spiritual beings.  Many faith traditions recognize a chief among the evil spirits, whom some call “Iblis,” and others call the “Devil” or “Satan.”  

People of faith insist that evil spirits are not equal to God in strength.  At any time, God can stop them and He does, in fact, limit their activity.  Still, God allows evil spirits some degree of freedom.  Why?  He does so likely to accomplish one of the ends described elsewhere in this section: to develop character or test it, to punish sin, etc.  Therefore, the activity of evil spirits can only serve as one aspect of a multifactorial response to the problem of evil.   

5. Other Proposals  

Several other options for resolving the problem of evil are worth mentioning.  Looking at the question from a practical point of view, one may conclude that faith in God is the best hope for deliverance from the power of evil.  Those who reject God’s existence forfeit the chance to benefit from His intervention in their lives – to deliver them both from evil in the world, and evil within themselves.
  In addition, according to Christian teaching, God Himself came down from heaven in the person of Jesus Christ and experienced suffering.  It follows that God is not indifferent to human suffering, but is personally acquainted with it.
  

Next, we can revisit the form of the problem of evil that claims that there is no reason why a good, all-powerful God would allow evil.  It is highly probable that such a reason (beyond what we listed above) does exist, but we may not always know it.
  If we are dealing with a Being of infinite wisdom, it should not surprise us if we do not understand all His dealings with people.

Several writers comment on this idea, ascribing the problem of evil to God’s “secret” will.  Helm writes, “For reasons fully known only to himself, God did not create or sustain those conditions which would have ensured that no sin occurred.”
  In the words of John of Damascus (7th-8th c.), “The Providence of God is beyond our ken and comprehension.”
  Carson, however, offers hope that someday we will more fully understand God’s plan: “Some answers we are not going to receive here; we shall have to wait for the Lord’s return before justice is completely done, and seen to be done.”
  Helseth calls believers to trust God: “We are called to place our confidence in the character and promises of our Father, even when we have no idea precisely what he is doing as he works out the particulars of his sovereign will.”

Finally, faith traditions hold that suffering is only a temporary phenomenon, and that in the future God will eliminate it, at least for those faithful to Him.  Therefore, in answer to the question, why a good, all-powerful God does not destroy evil, people of faith reply, “The time simply has not yet come.”  

6. Conclusion

In summary, one must admit that none of the above offered explanations, taken in isolation, will serve to fully respond to the challenge the problem of evil presents, or explain every painful event in human experience.  Yet, a combination of these factors can provide an adequate response to the presence and activity of evil in the world, depending on the situation at hand.  Therefore, the problem of evil should not unsettle faith in God or in His goodness.
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