The Problem of Evil

John Stott has said that "the fact of suffering undoubtedly constitutes the single greatest
challenge to the Christian faith." It is unquestionably true that there is no greater obstacle
to faith than that of the reality of evil and suffering in the world. Indeed, even for the
believing Christian, there is no greater test of faith than this--that the God who loves him
permits him to suffer, at times in excruciating ways. And the disillusionment is
intensified in our day when unrealistic expectations of health and prosperity are fed by
the teachings of a multitude of Christian teachers. Why does a good God allow his
creatures, and even his children to suffer?

First, it's important to distinguish between two kinds of evil: moral evil and natural evil.
Moral evil results from the actions of free creatures. Murder, rape and theft are examples.
Natural evil results from natural processes such as earthquakes and floods. Of course,
sometimes the two are intermingled, such as when flooding results in loss of human life
due to poor planning or shoddy construction of buildings.

It's also important to identify two aspects of the problem of evil and suffering. First, there
is the philosophical or apologetic aspect. This is the problem of evil approached from the
standpoint of the skeptic who challenges the possibility or probability that a God exists
who would allow such suffering. In meeting this apologetic challenge we must utilize the
tools of reason and evidence in "giving a reason for the hope within us." (I Pet. 3:15)

Second is the religious or emotional aspect of the problem of evil. This is the problem of
evil approached from the standpoint of the believer whose faith in God is severely tested
by trial. How can we love and worship God when He allows us to suffer in these ways?
In meeting the religious/emotional challenge we must appeal to the truth revealed by God
in Scripture. We will address both aspects of the problem of evil in this essay.

It's also helpful to distinguish between two types of the philosophical or apologetic aspect
of the problem of evil. The first is the logical challenge to belief in God. This challenge
says it is irrational and hence impossible to believe in the existence of a good and
powerful God on the basis of the existence of evil in the world. The logical challenge is
usually posed in the form of a statement such as this:

A good God would destroy evil.

An all powerful God could destroy evil.

Evil is not destroyed.

Therefore, there cannot possibly be such a good and powerful God.
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It is logically impossible to believe that both evil, and a good and powerful God exist in
the same reality, for such a God certainly could and would destroy evil.

On the other hand, the evidential challenge contends that while it may be rationally
possible to believe such a God exists, it is highly improbable or unlikely that He does.
We have evidence of so much evil that is seemingly pointless and of such horrendous



intensity. For what valid reason would a good and powerful God allow the amount and
kinds of evil which we see around us?

These issues are of an extremely important nature--not only as we seek to defend our
belief in God, but also as we live out our Christian lives.

We have noted that there are two aspects of the problem of evil: the philosophical or
apologetic, and the religious or emotional aspect. We also noted that within the
philosophical aspect there are two types of challenges to faith in God: the logical and the
evidential.

David Hume, the eighteenth century philosopher, stated the logical problem of evil when
he inquired about God, "Is He willing to prevent evil, but not able? Then He is impotent.
Is He able, but not willing? Then He is malevolent. Is He both able and willing? Whence
then is evil?" (Craig, 80). When the skeptic challenges belief in God on the basis of the
logical problem of evil, he is suggesting that it is irrational or logically impossible to
believe in the existence of both a good and all powerful God and in the reality of evil and
suffering. Such a God would not possibly allow evil to exist.

The key to the resolution of this apparent conflict is to recognize that when we say God is
all powerful, we do not imply that He is capable of doing anything imaginable. True,
Scripture states that "with God all things are possible" (Mt. 19:26). But Scripture also
states that there are some things God cannot do. For instance, God cannot lie (Tit. 1:2).
Neither can He be tempted to sin, nor can He tempt others to sin (James 1:13). In other
words, He cannot do anything that is "out of character" for a righteous God. Neither can
He do anything that is out of character for a rational being in a rational world. Certainly
even God cannot "undo the past," or create a square triangle, or make what is false true.
He cannot do what is irrational or absurd.

And it is on this basis that we conclude that God could not eliminate evil without at the
same time rendering it impossible to accomplish other goals which are important to Him.
Certainly, for God to create beings in his own image, who are capable of sustaining a
personal relationship with Him, they must be beings who are capable of freely loving
Him and following his will without coercion. Love or obedience on any other basis
would not be love or obedience at all, but mere compliance. But creatures who are free to
love God must also be free to hate or ignore Him. Creatures who are free to follow His
will must also be free to reject it. And when people act in ways outside the will of God,
great evil and suffering is the ultimate result. This line of thinking is known as the "free
will defense" concerning the problem of evil.

But what about natural evil--evil resulting from natural processes such as earthquakes,
floods and diseases? Here it is important first to recognize that we live in a fallen world,
and that we are subject to natural disasters that would not have occurred had man not
chosen to rebel against God. Even so, it is difficult to imagine how we could function as
free creatures in a world much different than our own--a world in which consistent
natural processes allow us to predict with some certainty the consequences of our choices



and actions. Take the law of gravity, for instance. This is a natural process without which
we could not possibly function as human beings, yet under some circumstances it is also
capable of resulting in great harm.

Certainly, God is capable of destroying evil--but not without destroying human freedom,
or a world in which free creatures can function. And most agree that this line of reasoning
does successfully respond to the challenge of the logical problem of evil.



