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A THEODICY ON THE PROBLEM OF EVIL

One night several years ago, | heard a knock at ourdiaor. At the time | was
a pastor at a church, so hearing a knock at the doonataswusual. However, this night
was very unusual. The husband and father of a famtlya church, I'll call him “Bob,”
was at the door and was very upset. He asked thatd mhis home immediately and
help the family deal with a tragedy. It turned oaittBob’s wife, I'll call her “Jane,”
had just been told over the phone that her mother apdfather were found dead at their
home when Jane’s sister went to check on them. péhee were called because the
scene was violent and had all the signs of being a mstdeide. Naturally, Jane was
very distraught. Bob and Jane had two children, and tldrehiknew something
terrible had occurred but had not been told what. lagked to help tell them this news
and help explain why something so tragic could have happenieéditdamily.

In times like the one | just described, expounding onritreacies of the
philosophical problem of evil (PPE) is not a wise past@spponse. Even though | had
studied the PPE, | knew that was not the forum for dispdagiy philosophical prowess.
Pastoral comfort and compassion required a differeporese that night. Anyone who
has ever had to be the comforter in a case like tlt&mhat no amount of training or
preparation can really help, which gives us peace knowatgldsus sends the ultimate
Comforter. | look back and wish | could have said thingfger that day, but yet | am

sure that | would find myself struggling if a similar situatjgresented itself today.
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On the other hand, | have been in circumstances wWiesng equipped with an
effective theodicy for the problem of evil has beenuisefl worked with teens for
several years, and at times they have insightful questind curiosities. One is how to
harmonize the existence of an all-good, all-powerfud] all-knowing God with the
existence of evil. In a discipleship situation or whagaging skeptics about spiritual
matters, having a thoughtful presentation of the probleavibfs important for an
effective Christian. These are the reasons whgtway Christian responses to the PPE,
not for the occasions like the one | described whatjuire a pastoral response.

What exactly is the problem of evil to which | have nefdf? First let us
acknowledge that the Christian does not believe thexesésious problem; it is the
atheist who asserts that a problem exists. Foudestatheists have declared that an
inconsistency exists between two propositions whictsthdiold as true. These
propositions can be stated as:

1. God is omniscient, omnipotent, and wholly good.

2. There is evit

Christians have no general problem with the propositiomglmnsistent, as both
are upheld in the Bible as being true. For example, iPalils letter to the Romans,
acknowledges very clearly proposition two, the realitgwl. In Chapter One, he
famously lists a number of moral evils which lead to a@eibeing condemned by God.
Later, in Chapter Twelve, Paul exhorts Christiansnimt ‘be overcome by evil, but
overcome evil with good®referring to both moral evils and natural evils.

Christians can also use the Bible to show the trupir@osition one regarding

the nature of God. For example, Psalm 119:68 reads, “Mogomd, and what you do is
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good.” Job 12:13 states, “To God belong wisdom and powemally, Psalm 94:11
declares that the “Lord knows the thoughts of man.”

Christian theists assert the truth of both propmsitiand see no explicit or
implicit contradictions. Even though no explicit t@dliction can be shown, atheists
insist on an implicit contradiction, although they stiegg make a definitive case.
Ronald Nash describes the challenges theists face fraisist when making claims
about God:

“1. If God is good and loves all human beings, it is redslerta believe that he
wants to deliver the creatures he loves from evil aniéisng.

2. If God is all-knowing, it is reasonable to beliekatthe knows how to deliver his
creatures from evil and suffering.

3. If God is all-powerful, it is reasonable to beligkiat he is able to deliver his
creatures from evil and suffering.”

J.L. Mackey is a philosopher and an atheist who hatewrextensively on the
PPE. Regarding the challenges above and the supposedstemysbetween our two
propositions, Mackey wrote that “good is opposed to evéuch a way that a good thing
always eliminates evil as far as it can, and thatethee no limits to what an omnipotent
thing can do. From these it follows that a good omnigdteng eliminates evil
completely, and then the propositions that a good ontempohing exists, and that euvil
exists, are incompatibl€.” In view of the opposition from atheists such as kég¢c
theists have some work to do. They must show howaupropositions are reasonably
consistent.

One way to do so is to add a new premise to our sebpbpitions and show that
the new premise is true. Nash suggests a new foromlatithe argument:

1. An omnipotent, omniscient, omnibenevolent God createdtnil.
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2. God creates a world containing evil and has a good reasdoifay so.

3. Therefore, the world contains eVil.
If the first two premises are true, then the third #ntand the argument is valid. The
atheist is concerned mainly with premise number twava@pwhich states that God has a
good reason for creating a world which contains evil (wdesading with the PPE; of
course, the atheist has other issues about premise @ré)cs point to three different
dimensions of the argument which they claim provesttigpremise is not true. They
state that the presence of moral evils, natural eaid,senseless (gratuitous) evils are
proof that God did not have a good reason for creating & wontaining evil. They
contend that God could have created a world where peoplgsathiase to do good, or
where all instances of natural evils would have beevemted by God, or, at the very
least, instances of senseless evils which apparentlyrisageod purpose would have
been prevented. These are the critical attacks aghaism which | will address going
forward.

As Nash puts it, “most attempts to answer the probleevibaire variations of
one basic theme, namely, that God permits evil etthenake possible some greater good
or to avoid some greater evil. God, it is claimedagsvhas some reason for allowing
evil.”” The three primary responses, or theodicies, are tkiasvthe free will theodicy,
the natural law theodicy, and the soul-making theodidfe critic of Christianity has
certain specific objections to the existence of Goddasethe presence of the three
types of evils: moral evils, natural evils, and gratuitoulsevil herefore, Christian theists

must be prepared to respond to each type of challenge.
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Alvin Plantinga wrote his well-known “Free Will Deferis#s a response to the
problem of evil due to the existence of moral evils (he estalrs natural and gratuitous
evils in his essay as well). These are evils whiehcaused by the free choices of
significantly free moral creatures. For examplés & moral evil for a person to choose
to steal, or to Kill, or to bride another person to gedtwthey want. These moral evils
corrupt not only the person involved, but all of socie®lantinga writes that the “heart
of the Free Will Defense is the claim that ip@ssiblethat God could not have created a
universe containing moral good (or as much moral good as thig eantains) without
creating one that also contained moral evil. Ana fteen it is possible that God has a
good reason for creating a world containing e¥il.Plantinga’s point is that it is logically
possible that God is not able to create a universe vamyemnoral good exists. To do so
would entail creating a world in which nobody chosedcedil. Free will, however,
necessitates the creature being a free moral ageayd®true moral good only has merit
if the creature freely chooses good over evil. Ifemture is an automaton that can only
choose good and never evil, how is that noteworthy?

Mackey'’s response in objection to the Free Will Thepiidhe following
guestion: “if God has made men such that they in thegr ¢hoices sometimes prefer
what is good and sometimes what is evil, why could hdhage made men such that they
always freely choose the good?"Mackey adds: “Clearly, his [God's] failure to avail
himself of this possibility is inconsistent with his beirglbomnipotent and wholly
good.”™ The problem with Mackey’s objection is that he supptsaisthere exists a
possible world in which significantly free creatures d®the moral good all the time,

and that God has the power to actualize (make realpassible world. Plantinga’s
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response is that in every possible world in which a fiyofr@e creature exists (we’ll call
him “Doug”), Doug chooses to do at least one wrong. Dougl-egeryone else —
suffers from what Plantinga calls “transworld depravity. Transworld depravity is the
condition all people suffer from whereby they will cdse at least one time to do evil
rather than good, and that this condition entailsfarh person no matter which possible
world that person exists in (including, of course, théweald). He argues that since it
is possible thagverybodysuffers from transworld depravity, God, even though He is
omnipotent, could not have created any possible world wdaotains moral good but no
moral evil. Therefore, “the price for creating a {dan which they [significantly free
creatures] produce moral good is creating one in whichalseyproduce moral evit?
Mackey’s insistence that God could have and should have lrabght such a world
fails; it is not logically possible. Therefore qaremise which states that “God created a
world which contains evil and has a good reason for dgofigtands under this scrutiny.
Some people have raised the objection of “why naturad®VvilWhy such things
as tornados, earthquakes, or lightning strikes? Thes®tatiee result of wrong moral
choices of people, some argue. Surely God could préwese kinds of evils which
harm or kill innocent people. Here is Norman Geislé&rmulation of the objection:
Moral evil is explained by free choice.
But some natural evil does not result from free choice.
Natural evil cannot be explained by free choice of creatur
Hence, God must be responsible for natural evil.

But natural evils cause innocent suffering and death.
Therefore, God is responsible for innocent sufferingaeath

oahrwWNE

There are several problems with the premises of thisn@aent. Premise three is
not Biblically true, since the free choice of Adam &we to sin against God brought

about a state of corruption on the world which is theseaof some natural evils. Also in
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premise five, people are described as innocent. Biblispkaking, and in view of the
idea of transworld depravity, none could be considered emtocRomans 3:23, which
states that “all have sinned and fall short of the gidrgod,” makes this point quite
clearly. Other problems exist, but we’ll continue villle main point.

This argument does not directly answer the main objett@anGod, if he is all-
powerful, all-knowing, and all-good, should and could irt@esand stop all instances of
natural evil before they harmed someone. In resporas$) Makes a marvelous point
about what critics are really asking for when thegedhe objection:

Suppose God did intervene every time a natural evil wast &boake place. Why
shouldn’t such intervention become predictable? d'&mtervention took place
before natural evil became apparent, humans might newer thrat they were in
jeopardy; because no one would even know that a nauurabel been averted in
such cases, humans would never have reason to thahtoGlois acts of
deliverance. But if God’s intervention were to occterathe event — thus taking
the form of negating any possible harm for the event -ahgrwould soon realize

that they are fortunate enough to live in a universe ichivhothing (or nothing
serious) can ever go wrong.

We operate in this world according to predictable nataves. For God to constantly
alter those laws to prevent potential natural evits isreate a chaotic world which is
actually less stable than the one in which certain abéwils exist. Humans rely on the
consistent nature of our world and how certain causest fieom certain effects. The
atheist cannot demonstrate how God could create a wonitlich less natural evil exists
and yet people are still significantly free in theirmalachoicesand moral good is
preserved. Therefore, the objection regarding theesxstof natural evils does not hold
up to scrutiny.

A variation on the theodicies regarding moral evils aadiral evils is the so-
called “soul-making” theodicy. Geisler makes thedwlistatements about the value of

certain amounts of suffering or pain in the world:
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“Some physical evil may be a necessary conditiomft@ining a greater moral
good.

God uses pain to get our attention.

Many have come to God through suffering.

Some physical suffering may be a necessary conditiargoéater moral good.
Just as diamonds are formed under pressure, even syasten.*®

When we read the Bible, it is clear that God intemmashfimans to grow in character
through their life experiences and their journey witldGdPaul refers to the difficulties
of running a marathon in describing our spiritual journey —yedve become wiser and
closer to him through our experiences, even though aicetnount of pain and
suffering is guaranteed. Nash states that “we cannologevietuous dispositions
without living in a world in which there are real chafies and the threat of real [0g§.”
The critic claims to object to the soul-making theodiaya couple of grounds.
One is that it seems like certain evils overwhelmgiebeyond what they can handle,
therefore it is beyond the point of character develam The person making this
objection also does not fully understand what he i$yragking. If there is not the
threat of real and tangible loss, then how is realtangible soul-making possible?
Complete victory is irrational without the possibildfcomplete loss. This leads to
another similar objection: why does it seem like manypfeetail to achieve victory in
the soul-making process? An all-good God would surelyvete to prevent so many
from falling victim to addictions, career or financial tags, relationship failures, and the
like. Surely people can develop character without l&atares in the process. Nash
makes the unpopular but accurate point when he stat@sygest that human existence

includes the possibility dbtal failure andiotal loss found in the biblical teaching of the

PDF Created with deskPDF PDF Writer - Trial :: http://www.docudesk.com



10

second death and ultimate, irremediable separation frodit The challenges we face
in life must be real, not some illusion that will lemasked at some later time when we
achieve a higher level of spiritual enlightening.

The final objection to the premise that “God create®ddacontaining evil and
has a good reason for doing so” is the objection bas¢keoexistence of gratuitous evils.
These are evils which appear to have no good reason emaéirlg purpose. William
Rowe, another noted philosopher and atheist, wrote hisufation of the argument this
way:

1. There exist instances of intense suffering whichranigotent, omniscient being
could have prevented without thereby losing some greateragyqmermitting some
evil equally bad or worse.

2. An omniscient, wholly good being would prevent the o@nae of any intense
suffering it could, unless it could not do so without therieling some greater
good or permitting some evil equally bad or worse.

3. There does not exist an omnipotent, omniscient, wigolbd being?®

Rowe attempts to make his case “stick” by using the faregasiple of a fawn in the
forest:

Suppose in some distant forest lightning strikes a deadresulting in a forest

fire. Inthe fire, a fawn is trapped, horribly burnedd lies in terrible agony for
several days before death relieves its suffering.abas we can see, the fawn’s
intense suffering is pointless. For there does notaagpebe any greater good
such that the prevention of the fawn’s suffering wougfline either the loss of that
good or the occurrence of an evil equally bad or wonder does there seem to be
any equally bad or worse evil so connected to the fawiffersig that it would

have had to occur had the fawn’s suffering been prever@edld an omnipotent,
omniscient being have prevented that fawn’s apparently psisuffering'?

| admit that this is a powerful argument. What reabtenperson, theist or not, would not
be affected by this moving example of gratuitous evil? ldawthe theist respond?
One direct response to Rowe comes from Stephen Veykatykstra notes that

Rowe moves his argument from:

PDF Created with deskPDF PDF Writer - Trial :: http://www.docudesk.com



11

We seeno good for which God could allow the fawn’s suffering.

To

Thereappearso be no good for which God allows the fawn’s suffering.
To

Thereis no good for which God allows the fawn’s sufferfiig.

The point of Wykstra’s rebuttal is that Rowe has notemig reason for making the shift
from seeing to appearance to fact. We need more iat@mmto reach Rowe’s definitive
conclusion than simply appearances based only onwgaan see. Wykstra illustrates
his position by asking us to “imagine a doctor, squinting aed bgpodermic needle and
seeing no germs, inferring first the needle does not appéave any germs on it (i.e.,
that it appears germless), and from this, that it doebax@ any germs on it (that it is
germless).®

How does this relate to God? It relates because Runles it is reasonable that
one could “see” whether “God-justifying goods” could existtfar fawn'’s suffering (or
any gratuitous evil, for that matter). But is this fruéiven the limitations of human
knowledge in comparison to God’s knowledge, how can we tiekelaim that a certain
evil is gratuitous in nature? One would have to havetiadity of omniscience to claim
that he or sh&nowsthat a certain evil is truly gratuitous. All we csay otherwise is
that itappearsto be so. Geisler puts it this way: “The fact fivdte beings don'’t see
the purpose for some evil does not mean there is ndins inability to see the purpose
for evil does not disprove God’s benevolence; it mamhgals our ignorancé® So it
is a weak logical argument, while still being powerfulaanemotional level.

Furthermore, Nash points out that the argument agamsidbktence of God

based on the appearance of gratuitous evils comes cladedal fallacy. He states
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that “the one sure way of showing that the world deesain gratuitous evils is to prove
that God does not exist. But it would then seem toviothat one cannot appeal to
gratuitous evils while arguing against the existence of God —snle# is, one is
unconcerned about begging the questidn."Beyond that, the main premise of Rowe’s
argument - there exist instances of intense suffevimgh an omnipotent, omniscient
being could have prevented without thereby losing sonaergood or permitting some
evil equally bad or worse — cannotfm®vento be true. Rowe even admits to this in his
article. The best he can do is to say that thef@ai®nal support” for believing his
premise’* This only goes to the theist’s point that human be@mggoo ignorant of
God’s ways to begin to question him on whether certais ave gratuitous or actually
have a good purpose. Even if God told us his purpose, weulievable to comprehend
it? Wykstra writes that the “disparity betweend@ovision and ours, | suggest, is
comparable to the gap between the vision of a parent ammhenonth old infant. This
gives reason to think that our discerning most of God’s m@gpare about as likely as the
infant’s discerning most of the parent’s purpo<gs.”

After all of the points and counter-points, is our ovégd premise still intact? We
began with two premises which Christians believecarssistent: God exists and evil
exists. Since critics do not accept this on face vavedprmed a new argument which
had a premise stating that “God creates a world containihgrel has a good reason for
doing so.” Although atheists and Christian criticemt to disprove this premise on the
basis of the existence of moral evils (which God couleelmevented by making a world
in which people only chose good), natural evils (which a goodiVuld have prevented

before they harmed innocent people), and gratuitous evilslivappear to bring about
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no good at all, a situation God would not allow), we heaen how their arguments are
not forceful. Perhaps they carry some emotionagkteand even have rational support
on the surface, when scrutinized closely they do not diresbut the truth of our
premise.

If our premise that “God does have a good reason éatiog a world which
contains evil” is true, then we can be confident thad @oes exist and he is an all-good,
all-powerful, and all-knowing God. This is exactly htwe Bible describes him — a God
who is Greater than all possible beings. This charizetion of God is fully revealed in
the Bible and through the lives and careful studies diomd of Christians throughout
the ages. Christians should not be ashamed to pratiaiexistence of such a God,

especially since we have so many sound reasons to believe.in
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