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Why does God allow evil and suffering in the world? If you’ve ever sat by the bedside of a loved one and watched them die from some terrible disease, or you’ve lived through an earthquake, hurricane, or tornado, then you’ve probably asked, “How could God let this happen? Isn’t He supposed to be all-loving and all-powerful? How can there be any good purpose behind all of this? And if there is, what is it?

When we think about September 11th, we can’t help but think of people that went to work in the Twin Towers and the Pentagon and they never realized that at the end of the day, they’d either be jumping out of skyscrapers, crushed, burned, or have planes falling on them. And you may ask, “How in the world could God—if He’s all-loving , all-powerful—how could He let something that terrible happen?” But, it did happen. And to help us put a handle on it, we are going to try to come up with answers from a biblical perspective about a God who is all-loving, all-powerful and does know everything. We call this “the problem of evil.” What do we have to contemplate when we look at evil in the world?

The first thing we have to do is to decide whether or not evil is real. And there are three basic views. The pantheist says God exists but evil is not real. The atheist says evil is real but God doesn’t exist. The Christian’s problem is, we believe God exists and evil is real. And if it is real, people ask, “Why doesn’t God do something about it?” Because if He is all-powerful, it seems like He could and would do something about it. But it doesn’t look like He is, so how can we have that kind of God? And this is not just an intellectual issue, it’s an emotional thing because everybody has been faced or touched with this problem. 

Evil is real, so did God create evil? If God created everything and evil is something, it would look like God created evil. So we’re in a painful dilemma. If we deny the first premise—that God created everything, we’re dualists that believe good and evil are eternal or something. If we deny the second premise, it would look like we’re pantheists—that we don’t believe that evil is real. So, this is a real dilemma. If God created everything and evil is something, then God created evil. But the Bible says God cannot even look on evil, “Your eyes are too pure to look on evil; you cannot tolerate wrongdoing” (Habakkuk 1:13). He is so pure, the angels say to one another, “Holy, holy, holy is the Lord Almighty” (Isaiah 6:3).

St. Augustine struggled with this back in the 400's until he came to the conclusion that evil is a privation, it’s a lack in something. Evil doesn’t exist in itself. It’s like a parasite—it exists in something else. For example, evil is like rust to a car. You have to have iron to have rust. So you have to have something good for evil to exist in it. It’s like a wound in an arm. You can’t have a wound unless you have an arm or a leg or something to have a wound in. Evil is like rot to a tree. You have to have a tree before it can have rot in it.

So, evil doesn’t exist in itself. It only exists in something else. So the answer is, God created everything and everything He created was good. And so God created every good thing, but evil came and corrupted those good things. He didn’t create the corruption. He created the uncorrupted thing that the corruption later came to.

When God made a perfect man, He also gave him choice. And this is where the possibility comes in for evil taking place. 

The first thing we need to say is that a privation is the lack in something. It’s an absence of something that ought to be there. It’s not “nothing”—it’s real. For example, it’s real to be blind, but blindness is a privation of sight. It’s a lack of sight. So, evil is real, but it’s a real lack in something that ought to be there. 

Then the question is, “How did that lack get there?” We believe the answer is free choice. God made us free creatures. Freedom makes evil possible. God made us perfectly good. He made us with the capacity to choose. We are the ones who brought evil in. You had a perfectly good creature, but then, man made a choice and it affected him metaphysically, his being.

Freedom means that you could have done otherwise. You have the ability to love God or not love God. You have the ability to choose to go God’s way or go your way. If you’re not free, you’re a robot. God wasn’t pulling puppet strings. We’re not puppets that He made; we’re persons. And persons are subjects—they’re “I’s,” they’re individuals. They can make choices of their own for which they are responsible. So, God made us like Himself in that He is a moral being, we’re moral beings. He is a free being, we’re free beings. And we made our free choice. You can’t be free to love God if you’re not free to hate God. You can’t be free to worship God if you’re not free to blaspheme God. So, inherent in the very nature of making a free creature, which God did, is this possibility of evil. But the possibility of evil is not an evil. The possibility of evil is freedom and freedom is a good thing.

A professor sprang this syllogism on me:


“God is absolutely perfect. God cannot create anything imperfect. And a perfect creature cannot do evil. Therefore evil cannot arise in such a world. But evil did arise in the world, hence, so either a.) God is not absolutely perfect; or b.) God did not create a perfect creature.” 


This syllogism is not right because one of the perfections that God gave His creatures was free choice. Free choice is good. I’ve never seen anyone marching against freedom, carrying a sign saying, “Down with freedom, back to bondage.” Nobody ever marches against freedom. In fact, if you did march against freedom, you would be marching for it because you would be using your freedom to march against freedom. So, even an act against freedom is an act of freedom. So you can’t deny that freedom is good. When people say, “I don’t think it’s good to be free.” Ask them, “Do you think it was good that you could say that?” They believe it’s good to be free. So, freedom is a good, but freedom makes evil possible. A perfect being who has a perfect thing called freewill can bring evil into the universe. And in fact, did. His name was Lucifer and the next one was named Adam.

God made evil possible via free will, but free creatures made evil actual. The question is, if a free creature is perfect, what’s motivating him to choose evil because there’s nothing in him to start with that is evil because he was made perfect?

That question is like asking who made God. No one made God. He was always there. What caused Lucifer to sin? No one caused him to sin. He was the cause of it. So you can’t ask, “What’s the cause of God?” since He’s the first cause; and you can’t ask, “What caused Lucifer to sin?” Because he was the first cause. So it’s what we call a category mistake. It’s like asking, “Where was the man when he jumped off the bridge?” You say, “He was in the air.” No. That was after he jumped. You say, “He was on the bridge.” No, that was before he jumped. Where was he when he jumped off the bridge? It’s a category mistake because jumping is a process. You can’t ask a pinpoint location of a process activity, and you can’t ask, “Who made the one who made it?” because the one who made it is the one who caused it, and Lucifer caused the first sin; Adam caused the first sin among human beings, and so their free will was the first cause of sin, and there is no cause of the first cause.

The important aspect is that freedom comes with a lot of responsibility. God gave us freedom, which is a good thing. But if you misuse that freedom—which we have done—the consequences are off the charts. 

Basically, Adam and Eve had two choices: they could either go their way or God’s way. God freely created them and He gave them freedom. Now, if they really have freedom, they can love Him or hate Him. They can worship Him or blaspheme Him. So, what was the first sin? The first sin was the choice to choose the lesser good of my will over the greater good of God’s will. So, it wasn’t a choice of evil. It was an evil choice. There was no evil to choose because there was God and all His perfect creatures. There was no evil in the environment. There was no evil around them. There was no evil within them. So their choice was to go their way rather than God’s way, to will the lesser good of the creature over the greater good of the Creator. That’s how evil entered the world: when a good creature, using a good thing called free will, willed a lesser good over the greater good. It’s called pride.

The consequences of violating free choice are very simple: you can either go the right way or the wrong way. You can will the good of the creature over that of the Creator and end up in misery and ultimately in hell, or you can will the good of the Creator over that of the creature and end up in Heaven. C. S. Lewis’ famous line: “There are only two kinds of people in the end: those who say to God, ‘Thy will be done,’ and those to whom God says, in the end, ‘Thy will be done.’ All who are in Hell, choose it.”1 So those are pretty serious consequences. We can discuss the physical and social consequences, but the eternal consequences are far greater. Are you going to live in harmony with the Creator? Or are you going to live in eternal rebellion against Him?

Theodicy means “How can we justify God in the light of the problem of evil?” Every time something bad happens in the world, it’s interesting that people say, “That shouldn’t happen.” And that would imply there ought to be someone there taking care of it. There ought to be an ultimate standard. There ought to be God. 

The problem of evil boomerangs for the unbeliever because if you say there’s evil, therefore there can’t be a God, but just the opposite is true. If there’s evil, there must be a God because you can’t know something is wrong unless you know what’s right. You can’t know something is unjust unless you know what just is. And you can’t certainly know that something is ultimately unjust unless there’s an ultimate standard of justice, that God is the ultimate standard of justice. So you have to posit God to attack God, arguing in a circle.
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