Definitions

Moral evil is evil brought about by human choices and actions

Natural evil is any other kind of evil

Note that there can be combinations of these two, such as the lung cancer death of someone who smoked for decades

Theodicy

Coined in 1710 by Gottfried Leibniz, one of the co-inventors of calculus

From the Greek “theos” meaning “God” and “dike” meaning “justice”, literally God-justice”

A way of explaining why God is just even though evil exists

Theodicy vs. Consolation

When your five-year old child dies with leukemia, your teenage daughter is killed by drunk driver, or your mother is killed by a tornado, theodicy will not make the grief vanish

You can understand intellectually why evil exists and still be hurt and angry that it affected you or your loved one that way it did

The main purpose of theodicy is to:

Prevent those affected by evil from resenting or abandoning God because they continue to blame Him for what happened

Provide a way to answer nonbelievers who use the presence of evil as an excuse for not believing

The Deductive Problem of Evil

The statement of the problem

If God is omniscient, He knows how to eliminate evil

If God is omnipotent, He is able to eliminate evil

If God is omnibenevolent (all good), He wants to eliminate evil 

Evil exists

Therefore, a God who is omniscient, omnipotent, and omnibenevolent does not exist

The main problem is with the definition of omnipotence

Omnipotence does not mean that God can do absolutely anything

God cannot do something that is logically contradictory, like making a four-sided triangle

God cannot do something that is against his nature, e.g., lie

God cannot control the actions of beings to whom he gives free will

Eliminating the evil we see would result in a greater evil, the elimination of free will

If God made no humans, there would be less good in the world

If God made humans with no free choice, there would be less good in the world

If God made humans with free choice, it is theoretically possible that they would not sin.  However, it didn’t work out that way.

The Inductive Problem of Evil

The statement of the problem

Perhaps I can understand why God must allow the consequences of sin in order to preserve free will.  However, if there were a God, surely He would eliminate the other evil in the world.  There is just too much senseless, purposeless evil to believe in the theistic God

The difficulty in knowing the amount and character of evil

For some evil we can trace it to the direct consequences of the exercise of free will

Some suffering is brought on directly by our own free choice. The choice to abuse my body can result in sickness.
Some suffering is brought on indirectly by free choice. The choice to be lazy can result in poverty.

Some physical evil to others can result from our free choice, as in the case of spouse or child abuse.

Others suffer indirectly because of our free choice. Alcoholism can lead to poverty of one’s children.

Our finite minds do not know:

All of the interconnections between events in the world

All of the ways in which one event influences another somewhere else or at some later time (the explanation in Frank’s and my lab report)

All of the natural laws which govern the effects of one thing on another

How people will react to events

Even if we had this knowledge, we could not model things with the sophistication to determine whether any particular evil could be eliminated without producing a greater evil

In short, we don’t know which evils are senseless and purposeless or whether any of them are

We are merely reacting to the horror of the effect of some evil for which we see no purpose (the example of my mother and high prices)

Two theodicies in addition to free will

Natural law

In order for you to be able to choose an action, perform it, and be held responsible for that choice a certain amount of order is necessary in the world:

Consequences of actions must be reasonably consistent and repeatable

Things must be within your power to influence

One reason people can be held accountable when they pull the trigger of a loaded gun is the predictability of what will follow such an action

The same laws of physics which allow us to use controlled fire to produce heat, cook food, and consume waste allow uncontrolled fire to consume homes in Paradise, California

A wish that we could enjoy the good effects of consistent natural laws, but that God would step in miraculously to shield us from the evil effects would result in the loss of natural laws and the predictability associated with them

Some have opined that God could have created the world with different natural laws whose operation would have produced fewer harmful effects

This is mere speculation.  As stated above, we are not practiced universe designers and are therefore incompetent to judge the relative safety of any particular universe design

No matter what the laws of nature might have been, there would have been unpleasant side effects as long as they operated as laws

Soul making

This is how Ronald Nash explains it in Faith and Reason:

“In order for God to produce the virtuous beings with whom He wants fellowship, these individuals must face challenges that teach them the intrinsic worth of the virtues God already possesses perfectly.  Virtues cannot be created instantaneously; the process by which they are acquired is part of the nature of having them.  Each of us is given an opportunity to develop into a better or worse person.  We cannot grow in an environment that is free of risk and danger and disappointment”

Although it does not directly involve the problem of evil, this type of reasoning is also given as an explanation of why God does not make his presence more obvious

God placed us in a world in which doubt, unbelief, and faithlessness are possible

This is a reflection of God’s desire that men and women choose to worship and love Him freely

Even we humans believe that true love must be freely given, and we wouldn’t value very highly someone who only “loved” us to get our money or to avoid punishment.  God must feel the same way.

The three majors objections to the soul-making theodicy are:

It deals inadequately with the fact that much evil seems to overpower its victims and thus fails to result in any compensating virtue or development.  In other words, we don’t appear to win every time we confront “character building”

Evil must be real enough and include the threat of real loss to serve God’s purpose.  For example, courage is not developed in war games, but in war.

Also, we can’t always judge at the time the permanent growth which might have occurred in our apparently unsuccessful attempts to overcome a particular evil

Many humans fail to come through the soul making process victoriously

The answers given to the first objection are relevant here

Also, the soul-making process is not a game

The Bible teaches that, for some, there is a second death and ultimate, irremediable separation from God

There seem to be unnecessary or gratuitous evils— evils so senseless or out of proportion to any good they might produce—as to leave us with feelings of utter hopelessness, despair or outrage

Here Christians come down different sides

Some believe that what is called “gratuitous” evil includes any particular evil for which God has no specific purpose or plan

Such evils exist because God almost always allows the laws of nature to function and allows relatively significant free will.  In the area of free will, a human analogy might be the difference between allowing your child the choice of vanilla vs. chocolate or oncologist vs. hit man

Other Christians believe in the doctrine of meticulous providence (as stated by William Hasker in the article “Must God Do His Best?”)

God exercises … a meticulous providence—that is, a providence in which all events are carefully controlled and manipulated in such a way that no evils are permitted to occur except as they are necessary for the production of a greater good.  The only gratuitous evils that could be allowed would be those already mentioned, consisting of the morally wrong choices of free beings and of the immediate consequences of those choices—and even those only insofar as God determines in each particular case that the good involved in allowing the creature to make that particular choice outweighs the evil that results from the choice that is made.

This comes down in one sense to how narrow and earthly an interpretation one gives to Romans 8:28

The Problem of Good!

The best answer to an atheist or agnostic who raises the problem of evil is to admit that you believe evil exists

However, you should then wonder aloud why the atheist thinks evil exists

We define evil as a corruption of good, where good comes from and is defined by God

If there is no God, how does the atheist know evil from good?

If the answer is anything based on man (what works, or what most people believe, or what has historically been recognized by civilization, or what the atheist personally believes, etc.) that answer must be arbitrary in an atheistic worldview

Atheism and agnosticism must, in order to define evil, borrow from the theistic worldview they deny

