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Argument against God: Problem of evil 

Problem of evil is only an argument against a very specific type of God (an all good, all knowing, all powerful God). 

Conception of a Supreme God:

     All good (omnibenevolent): always chooses right/good with good motive

     All knowing (omniscient): knows all truths past, present, and future

     All powerful (omnipotent): can do anything (not logically contradictory)

Although the term “evil” is hard to define, the problem of evil is really the problem of suffering. Why would an all good, all knowing, all powerful God create a world with so much suffering? This is the problem of evil.
We have all kinds of things in the world that cause human suffering: murder, genocide, slavery, sexual assault, abuse, starvation, poverty, hurricanes, tornadoes, earthquakes, cancer, disease, and the list goes on and on….

Even if we can’t perfectly define “evil”, and even if we might not think everything listed above counts as “evil”, it’s pretty clear that those things cause suffering. It’s also pretty clear that most of us don’t want to suffer or see our loved ones suffering – especially suffering in a big way. If you had the choice, would you want to suffer painfully for months on end and then die? Would you, for example, want to be held prisoner in someone’s basement, beaten every day for hours on end, and starved for months on end until you die of starvation? Would you want to see your loved ones suffer in this way? Probably not. Yet people suffer from this and worse things every day. 

If you had infinite power, knowledge, and goodness, and could create any world you wanted, would you create THIS world with all its suffering? Or would you create a world with less suffering?

If God’s all good, he wouldn’t want us to suffer so much.
If he’s all knowing, he knows people are suffering and knows how to stop it.
If he’s all powerful, he could stop or lessen the suffering (or could’ve just created a world with less suffering).
So does it make sense to believe in an all good, all knowing, all powerful God, given that we have so much suffering to good people, innocent people, and children?
Think of the person you love the most. Imagine you saw them suffering in a big way. Let’s say they were about to die from starvation. If you knew they were suffering and you had the power to help them, wouldn’t you?

This seems to be the position God is in. There are people suffering every day. God is aware of it (because he’s all knowing) and has the power to help people who are suffering (because he’s all powerful). If he’s all good, he should care about all of us the way that you care about your loved one. You would (presumably) help your loved one who was suffering. Why doesn’t God help people who are suffering? This is the problem of evil.
In summary, the problem of evil argues that it is unlikely that an all good, all knowing, all powerful God exists, given that we have so much human suffering in the world.

One solution: Still believe in God, but give up the idea that God is all good, all knowing, and all powerful. (Maybe he is all good, all knowing, but NOT all powerful, for example.)
If you modify your concept of God and give up even one of these three qualities, the problem goes away. How?
If you want to hold on to the idea that God is all good, all knowing, and all powerful, you can defend the existence of an all good, all knowing, all powerful God by offering a theodicy.

A theodicy: a way to defend God against the problem of evil

A theodicy tries to give an explanation for why an all good, all knowing, all powerful God would create a world with so much suffering and allow the suffering to continue every day.
Some common theodicies:

Theodicy 1: Free will defense: the suffering in the world is largely the result of human free will

God gives us free will because it’s a better world if we have free will than if we don’t. (What would be the point of life if we were just a bunch of robots pre-programmed to always do good?)

God wants us to choose good, but we often choose to cause suffering. The suffering in the world is the result of us misusing our free will.

Distinction between 2 kinds of suffering:
Natural evil: Suffering coming from natural world – diseases, natural disasters (hurricanes, tornadoes, earthquakes, tsunamis, etc.)  

Moral evil -- suffering caused by the actions of people (murder, rape, genocide, etc.)

 Criticisms of free will defense: 
1. It might make sense to blame moral evil on human free will, but what about natural evil? Can we really blame natural evil on the actions of people?
2. Free will and moral evil: even if makes sense to blame moral evil on our free will, doesn’t God bear at least some of the responsibility for the suffering?
· If God is all knowing and knew we’d use our free will to cause suffering, why give it to us? Doesn’t God bear some of the responsibility for the suffering? Why not limit our free will? Or why not make humanity more compassionate?

 

· If God is all powerful, shouldn’t he step in and stop the suffering (especially major suffering on a large scale) when he sees us using our free will to cause suffering? (If I had the power to help someone who was suffering right in front of me and I instead watched them suffer, would you think I was infinitely good? Isn’t this what God is doing?)
Can you think of how a theist could respond to these criticisms?
Theodicy 2: Suffering in the world leads to a greater overall world

· Suffering allows us to recognize and appreciate good
· Suffering helps us develop our characters and grow into better people – teaches us compassion, empathy, resilience, persistence, etc. (This is the idea he talks about in the video when he talks about John Hick and “soul-making”)
Criticism of this theodicy: 

 - Maybe some minor suffering (suffering of hard work, suffering of minor setbacks, etc.) is good and leads to a better world – teaches us compassion, motivates us to work hard, teaches us to appreciate things, encourages us to help others, encourages us to learn, etc.

· But what about major suffering? A kid who starves to death; a kid who is repeatedly sexually assaulted, then killed; mass genocide like the holocaust

· An all powerful God could step in and stop this kind of major suffering (or could’ve set the world up in such a way that it wouldn’t happen in the 1st place), but he doesn’t.

· Is there any good that could come out of these that could justify God allowing these horrible things to happen in the name of the greater good?

Can you think of a theist response to this criticism?
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