
The Pr o bl em o f  ev i l  
Mor al  Evil  -  evil caused as 
a consequence of human action. For 
example murder, genocide and theft.

Nat ur al  Evil  -  evil 
caused by acts of nature. For 

example, tusnamis, earthquakes, 
hurricanes and  volcanoes.  

The problem of evil can be seen as a logical problem, a contradiction of points. This was 
highlighted by Epicurus and later David Hume. However the best-known proponent of the 
logical form of this argument is J L Mackie.  

Mackie puts forward this argument in the form of the inconsistent triad. It is inconsistent as it is 
believed that we cannot believe all of the premises at once. 

1) Evil exists. 

2) God is all-powerful - If God is all powerful then it is assumed that God could have made any 
kind of universe, one in which evil and suffering did not exist. God also therefore has the power to 
stop evil and suffering from happening. God could have also created people to ensure that they 
only commited loving acts. However, evil and suffering exists so Mackie would say that you cannot 
accept God's omnipotence AND the existence of evil, it is a logical contradiction. 

3) God is all- loving - If God is truly all-loving then he loves humanity enough to stop evil and 
suffering in the world. However, evil and suffering exists so Mackie would say you cannot accept 
God's omnibenevolence AND the existence of evil, it is a logical contradiction. 

Therefore, without the need for evidence or experience, Mackie argues that believing in a God 
who holds this nature is self-contradictory. He is not denying that God exists, but merely saying 
that the existence of an omnipotent, omnibenevolent God is logically inconsistent with the 
problem of  evil. 

The Logical  Pr obl em of  Evil   
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Mackie argues that 
they are inconsistent 

as all 3 premises 
cannot exist 

simultaneously. They 
contradict one 

another. Only 2 at one 
time can be true. 

The evidential problem of evil is an a posteriori argument that uses evidence and 
experience of evil and suffering. For example, The Holocaust or the Sri Lankan 
Boxing Day Tsunami. It asks what the best possible explanation for these types of 
events is - that there is an omnipotent, omnibenevolent God who is responsible, a 
malevolent God or is the best explanation that there is no God at all?

A famous proponent of this argument is J S Mill. Mill uses powerful evidence to 
suggest that the traditional view of God is incompatible with our experience of evil 
and suffering. He comments, ?Nature impales men, breaks them on the wheel? 
commenting on problematic cases of natural evil. He continues ?a single hurricane 
destroys the hopes of a season; a flight of locusts? desolates a district?. For Mill 
the weight of this evidence is undeniable. It demonstrates as Richard Dawkins has 
said, that ?nature is red tooth and claw?.

C S Lewis also highlights a range of examples of evil and suffering in his book The 
Problem of Pain. He comments ?The creatures cause pain by being born, and live by 
inflicting pain, and in pain they mostly die? and that ?history is largely a record of 
crime, war, disease and terror? similarly recognising the weight of evidence humans 
have for evil and suffering. 

The Evident ial  Pr obl em of  Evil  
VS. 

David Hume speaking on the logical problem of 
evil - "Is he able, but not willing? then he is 

 malevolent. Is he both able and willing? whence 
then is evil?"

Theodicy - an attempt to justify God in the face of evil in 
the world. 

J L Mackie -  "The problem of evil... is a 
problem onlt for someone who believs that 
there is a God who is both omnipotent and 

wholly good"

Irenaeus (130-202 AD) believed that evil and suffering were 
allowed by God as a way for humans to grow and develop as human 
beings. There was a deliberate mix in order for humans to be able 
to appreciate the good and therefore having goodness and evil was 
necessary. If life was all good all the time the humans would never 
learn anything. This belief was rooted in scripture, ?made in God?s 
image and likeness?. He believed that we were made in God?s 
image, however we had to grow into God?s likeness by overcoming 
difficulties and challenges, some of which presented by evil. 
Humanity will grow into full likeness of God in the afterlife. 
Therefore Irenaeus was offering a theodicy that at its core argues 
that evil and suffering is part of God?s plan for humanity. 

I r enaeus'  Theodicy

Augustine (as 354 - 430) put forward one of the most famous Christians 
theodicies. He believed that God could not have created anything imperfect or 
?bad?. This argument hinged on the fact that in the Book of Genesis God 
reflects on his creation and comments that ?it was good?. Augustine 
therefore rules out that evil exists in the world as a result of God creating it. 
He believed that there was a variety of good in the world and the difference 
between God?s creation like plants, animals and humans leads to varying 
degrees of ?goodness?. Augustine also said that evil was not an entity on its 
own, it was simply a lack of goodness. Just like darkness is an absence of light, 
evil is the absence of goodness or where goodness is not. He called this privatio 
boni. 

Augustine went on to detail that evil entered into the world through the Fall 
which is detailed in the book of Genesis. He said that Adam and Eve?s original 
disobedience or sin, where they chose to eat from the tree of Knowledge 
despite being warned led to all the evil in the world following accordingly. This 
mirrored the acts of disobedience by some of God?s angels who failed in their 
duty to serve God. Augustine therefore is offering a free will defense of evil 
and suffering, saying that it is caused by human action. However he also notes 
that this extends to examples of natural evil, as original sin affected God?s 
creation also bringing these about. 

August ine's Theodicy

John Hick built on Irenaeus? theodicy agreeing that if we never had any 
challenges to overcome then we would not be able to grow morally. Having 
lived through the horrors of the 20th century, Hick was trying to find a 
way of coming to terms with evil and suffering while maintaining belief in 
God. He described the world as a ?vale of soul making? in which each 

person would struggle through challenges and choose a loving relationship 
with God in order to be united with God in the afterlife. His theodicy 

depends on there being an afterlife. The ?soul making? experiences of pain 
and suffering are preparation to meet God. In the afterlife everyone 

would continue in spiritual development and work to a point where everyone 
would be saved. Thus, the afterlife is not exclusively for Christians. 

John Hick's Soul  Making Theodicy 

Evil is a test from God. 
There are many examples 

in the Bible where God 
tests humanity. For 

example the Book of Job 
and the story of Abraham 
and the First Sacrifice. In 
these stories suffering is a 

test of faith. 

Evil is a result of humanity's 
misuse of  f ree will. God 
gave human's the freedom to 

choose what they do, sometimes 
human's make bad decisions 

which hurt others. This theodicy 
provides an answer for moral 

evil, but not natural evil.  

Evil and suffering are part of 
God's Plan. As God is 
incontingent and we are 

contingent beings, we may not 
understand the big picture or 
the reason why evil happens. 
However God knows and sees 

all, therefore any evil and 
suffering must have a higher 

purpose. 

Evil is a result of an opposing evil 
force in the world, the Devil or 
Satan works agaisnt God and is 

responsible for all evil.
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