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LEARNING OUTCOMES:
Students should be able to demonstrate knowledge and understanding of, and critically evaluate:

• The difference between natural suffering and moral evil;
• Theories about the origin and purpose of evil and suffering;
• How the existence of evil and suffering of the innocent challenges the existence of God;
• Two different ways in which world religions explain evil and suffering in the world.

THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN NATURAL SUFFERING AND MORAL EVIL
A distinction can be made between natural suffering and moral evil.

Natural suffering refers to sufering cause by natural 
events such as volcanoes, earthquakes, tsunamis 
and disease – natural evil is a consequence of the 
malfunctioning of the natural world. Humans have little 
or no control over it.

Case Study
An earthquake in Nepal in April 2015 killed almost 9,000 
people and injured another 20,000.  
https://www.bbc.co.uk/bitesize/guides/zgkksrd/revision/5

Moral evil refers to evil caused by humans towards each 
other such as murder, bullying, cheating, theft, etc. 
Humans are responsible for moral evil in the world and 
have full control over it.

Case Study
A white supremacist killed 51 people at two different 
mosques in New Zealand in March 2019.  
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-asia-53919624

TASK
Watch ‘The Problem of Evil: Crash Course Philosophy #13’ via YouTube for a good overview of this topic.
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THEORIES ABOUT THE ORIGIN AND PURPOSE OF EVIL AND SUFFERING

(1) Origins of evil and suffering
Within Christianity, Judaism and Islam it is accepted that sin entered the world as a consequence of Adam 
and Eve’s choice to disobey God when they ate the fruit from the tree of knowledge. These Abrahamic faiths 
also agree that Satan, in the form of a serpent, tempted Adam and Eve to disobey God and therefore Satan is 
also responsible for bringing evil in the world that was prefectly created by God.

Consider the following excerpt from Genesis 3:1-6

Now the serpent was craftier than any of the wild animals the Lord God had made. He said to the woman, 
“Did God really say, ‘You must not eat from any tree in the garden’?”
The woman said to the serpent, “We may eat fruit from the trees in the garden, but God did say, ‘You must 
not eat fruit from the tree that is in the middle of the garden, and you must not touch it, or you will die.’”

“You will not certainly die,” the serpent said to the woman. “For God knows that when you eat from it your 
eyes will be opened, and you will be like God, knowing good and evil.”
When the woman saw that the fruit of the tree was good for food and pleasing to the eye, and also desirable 
for gaining wisdom, she took some and ate it. She also gave some to her husband, who was with her, and he 
ate it.

Therefore, according to the Genesis account, evil originates from two 
sources:

1. Satan – some Christians believe that Satan is the fallen angel Lucifer 
who is the source of all evil. He rejected God and his reign. 2 Peter 
2:4 states that God did not spare his angels when they sinned, but 
sent them to hell, putting them in chains of darkness to be held for 
judgement. Satan also tempts Jesus on three occasions when he is 
in the wilderness for 40 days and nights (Matt 4:1-11 & Luke 4:1-13) 
and is the reason why Judas betrayed Jesus according to Luke 22:3.

2. Adam and Eve’s misuse of Free Will – God has created humans to 
love him, but love cannot be forced therefore giving humans free 
will was necessary. Some people use this freedom to love God and 
treat others with respect and compassion. However, others abuse the 
gift of freedom and use their freedom to disobey God and mistreat 
others. CS Lewis referred to a world where humans didn’t have free 
will as being a world of nothing more than automata (robots).
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(2) Purpose of evil and suffering
Religious believers accept that evil and suffering must have a purpose, otherwise why would God allow it to 
exist? Three reasons can be given to justify the existence of suffering and evil:

1. Suffering is a 
test of faith

Suffering is used by God to test a person’s faith e.g. Abraham and Sarah suffered 
from infertility. God promised them a son and when Isaac was born he was very 
precious to them. However, God asked Abraham to kill his son to test that his faith in 
Him was genuine. 

2. Suffering can 
strengthen 
faith

Suffering is used by God to make a person’s faith stronger e.g. in Romans 5:3-5, Paul 
writes suffering produces perseverance; perseverance, character; and character, 
hope. Some people take comfort that suffering is part of God’s plan and some 
Christians believe that they are called to suffer just as Jesus suffered. 

3. Suffering is 
a punishment 
for sin

Suffering is punishment for sin e.g. Adam and Eve’s punishment in Genesis 3 when 
they were expelled from the Garden and Zechariah’s punishment in Luke’s Gospel. 
Zechariah didn’t believe the angel Gabriel’s message about John the Baptist and was 
unable to speak for some time as a punishment.

A key text used by some religious believers to help understand the problem of suffering is the Book of Job 
from the Old Testament.
• Job was a good and devout man with seven sons and three daughters, and he was the richest man in the 

east.
• Satan told God that Job would not have the same amount of faith if he wasn’t so fortunate. God allowed 

Satan to test Job’s faith.
• Satan took everything from Job – his wife, children, wealth and health. Yet Job’s faith remained strong 

and he was willing to accept his fate because he believed the reasons why bad things happen to good 
people can’t be understood by the human mind. He declared:

I was born with nothing, and I will die with nothing. The Lord gave and now he has taken away. May his 
name be praised! (Job 1:21)

• In the end, Job’s unwavering faith was rewarded, and God restores his family, property and health.

Like Job, many religious believers today accept that they will never understand the purpose of evil and 
suffering, they simply put their trust in God.
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HOW EVIL AND SUFFERING OF THE INNOCENT CHALLENGE THE EXISTENCE OF GOD

The problem of evil and the inconsistent triad
The extent of natural suffering and moral evil in the world has led philosophers such as Epicurus and David 
Hume to conclude that a loving and powerful God could not exist. 

TASK
Modern atheists such as Stephen Fry are very critical of a God who would tolerate human suffering. Watch a 
short interview on the topic of suffering by following the link below:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-suvkwNYSQo 

The atheist philosopher J L Mackie (1917-1981) argued that the existence of evil challenged the existence of 
a loving and powerful God. He outlined the problem as follows: 

In its simplest form the problem is this: God is omnipotent, God is wholly good; and yet evil exists. There 
seems to be some contradiction between these three propositions.

Mackie outlined the following three propositions:
1. God is omnipotent – he is all powerful, he created the world out of nothing and therefore must take 

responsibility for creation. He has the power to do anything that is logically possible therefore could 
create a world free from evil and suffering.

2. God is omnibenevolent – he loves his creation and therefore would wish to end all evil and suffering. An 
all-loving god would not want his creation to suffer.

3. Evil exists – therefore god is not omnipotent, or god is not omnibenevolent and if God does really exist 
then he isn’t really worthy of worship!

An inconsistent triad consists of three statements and only two can be true. Mackie argued that the 
following three propositions were inconsistent, and thus, that at least one of these propositions must be 
false. 

OMNIPOTENCE

EVILOMNIBENEVOLENCE

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-suvkwNYSQo
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The issues presented by human suffering and God’s providence
As reported on the news on a daily basis, the extent of human suffering in the world either through natural 
or moral evil is horrendous. As of October 2020, there have been over one million deaths across the world 
related to COVID 19. Meanwhile, as reported by the World Health Organisation, a child under fifteen dies 
every five seconds around the world, mostly of preventable causes. An estimated 6.3 million children under 
fifteen died in 2017 with over five million of these deaths occurring within the first five years of life.

This human experience of suffering has led many people to question the existence of a loving and caring 
God. Consider the following examples:

Case Study – Richard L. Rubenstein
Rubenstein (born 1924) is a Jewish theologian who argued that the suffering experienced by the Jews during 
the Holocaust called into question the Jewish concept of God, in particular a God who had a special purpose 
for the Jewish people in the history of the world. As a result of the deaths of over six million Jews during the 
Holocaust, Rubenstein believed that he could no longer support the idea of an omnipotent God. He wrote ‘We 
live in a time of the death of God … After Auschwitz, what else could a Jew say about God?’

Case Study – The Brothers Karamazov 
One of the greatest attacks against the existence of God can be found 
in The Brothers Karamazov by Russian author Fyodor Dostoyevsky 
(1821 – 1881). In the novel two brothers discuss God’s creation and 
Ivan (an atheist) uses a series of historical examples of the suffering of 
children to convince his brother Alyosha (a monk) that his belief and 
trust in God is wrong. Ivan asks Alyosha ‘What have they [the children] 
done to deserve this?’ and readers are led to conclude that either God 
exists but he doesn’t care about the suffering of innocent children, or 
that he lacks the power to help or that he simply doesn’t exist.

Case Study – The Plague
In The Plague, written by French philosopher Albert Camus (1913-1960), the absence of God’s intervention 
is called into question as the city of Oran is devastated by a plague. Camus reflects on the idea that such 
a time of crisis is evidence that either God doesn’t exist or if he does, it is actually God who is evil. Two of 
the key characters in the book are the priest Paneloux and the agnostic doctor, Dr Rieux. Paneloux, believes 
that the plague is a punishment sent from God whereas Dr Rieux argues that the death of children were the 
innocent victims of an indifferent God:

‘No, Father’, he said, ‘I have a different notion of love; and to the day I die I shall refuse to love this creation 
in which children are tortured.’



FACTFILE:  GCE HISTORY OF ART / ARCHITECTUREFACTFILE:  GCSE RELIGIOUS STUDIES: THE PROBLEM OF EVIL

6

DIFFERENT WAYS IN WHICH RELIGIONS EXPLAIN EVIL AND SUFFERING IN THE 
WORLD
German philosopher Leibniz (1646 – 1716) coined the term theodicy in 1710 and it refers to the attempt 
to answer the question of why a good God would allow evil in the world. There are two main theodicies, and 
both use the idea of free will and the book of Genesis to explain the problem of evil.

The theodicies do go some way towards explaining the problem of evil for religious believers. However, there 
are some difficulties:
• The Augustinian theodicy only explains moral evil. He believes that evil and suffering are a consequence 

of human abuse of free will. What about natural suffering? Should God not take responsibility for natural 
suffering, the suffering beyond the control of humans?

• Irenaeus’ theodicy can account for natural suffering. However, it still doesn’t explain the full extent of 
human suffering. Did six million Jews really need to die during the Holocaust so that some humans 
could reflect God’s likeness better?

English philosopher John Hick (1922 – 2012) supported Irenaeus’ theodicy but added that God purposefully 
created himself at an epistemic distance from creation. This means that God cannot become involved in 
human affairs otherwise he would limit human freedom. Therefore, God couldn’t intervene and prevent the 
Holocaust. Hick wrote:

In order to give them the freedom to come to Him, God … causes them to come into a situation in which He 
is not immediately and overwhelmingly evident to them. A world without problems, difficulties, perils and 
hardships would be morally static. For moral and spiritual growth comes through response to challenges.

Hick’s suggestion is helpful for many religious believers who accept this as a solution to the problem of 
evil. However, for the atheist philosopher, this once again calls God’s omnipotence into question. Could an 
omnipotent God not have found a better way than to create a universe that he can’t control and causes so 
much unnecessary suffering of millions of innocent people?

However, belief in the afterlife is an important aspect of the Christian faith that makes it easier for many 
people to accept evil and suffering in this world. Christians believe that Jesus’ death can remove sin so that 
people can get to Heaven where eternity will be spent free from suffering. Jesus himself tells us that the 
righteous will be rewarded e.g. in the Parable of the Sheep and Goats:

Come, you who are blessed by my Father; take your inheritance, the kingdom prepared for you since the 
creation of the world.
Matthew 25:31-46

Augustine’s 
Theodicy

• St Augustine (354 – 430) argued that evil exists because God gave humans free will. 
Humans abuse this free will when they commit evil acts.

• He used the example of ‘The Fall’ in Genesis 3. Adam and Eve abused their free will 
and brought evil into an otherwise perfect world.

• How humans use free will determines whether or not they will get to heaven or hell.
• Therefore, Augustine’s theodicy has been referred to as a ‘soul deciding’ theodicy.

Irenaeus’ 
Theodicy

• St Irenaeus (130 – 202) argued that evil exists because God wants humans to 
respond positively to suffering so that humans can become more like God.

• He used the example from Genesis 1:26 – humans are made in the ‘image of God’ 
but humans are ‘unfinished’ or not perfect and need to become more ‘like’ God.

• If free will is used correctly, the human response to evil and suffering helps us grow 
and develop to reach moral and spiritual perfection, like God.

• Therefore, Irenaeus’ theodicy has been referred to as a ‘soul making’ theodicy.
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Christians look to Jesus’ own suffering and accept that suffering on earth cannot be overcome and may be 
part of God’s plan that they simply have to accept. Prayer and reading the Bible can help some Christians 
cope with suffering.

Finally, Christians can overcome suffering and evil by working against it. Many Christians look to the 
example of religious leaders such as Mother Teresa, Desmond Tutu and Martin Luther King who devoted their 
lives to ending the suffering caused by both moral and natural evil. Ordinary Christians can also play their 
part by working to allieviate suffering by supporting a number of charitable organisations.

TASKS
Complete the following questions:
1. Describe, using examples, what is meant by natural and moral evil.
2. Outline teaching about the origins of evil in a religion you have studied.
3. Explain what one religious tradition teaches about the purpose of evil and suffering.
4. Describe how the existence of evil can be a problem for religious believers.
5. Explain how some religious believers have overcome the problem of evil.
6. “The suffering of the innocent makes it impossible to believe in God.” Do you agree? Give reasons for 

your answer.

http://ccea.org.uk/biology/

