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1 Introduction 

The problem of evil confronting faith in a God who abounds in goodness 
and power may well be the greatest challenge to theistic religions.1 Some 
even consider it the problem that “brought older theism to the ground.”2 
The problem of evil has been said to constitute “the core of present-day 
theological thought” since modern human beings cannot ask about God in 
their cultural surroundings without inquiring about evil.3 Because of the 
ubiquitous presence of suffering in human history, especially after 
Auschwitz, theodicy has become an integral part of theology and the phi-
losophy of religion, as it addresses one of the most existentially real prob-
lems of the most diverse faith traditions.4 

Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz was the first person to use the label 
“theodicy” for philosophical arguments arising from the problem of evil: 
first in his letter of 1697 to Queen Sophie Charlotte of Prussia; later he en-
titled his famous philosophical study on the problem from 1710 Theodicy 
(Essays de Théodicée), the only full-length work he saw fit to publish during 
his lifetime. But already in the first booklet he authored, Philosopher’s 
Confession, at age 26 in 1672, and in subsequent writings he reflected on 
the problem of evil. The word “theodicy” is made up of the Greek word for 
God (Theos) and justice (dike) in reference to Romans 3:5–6: “But if our in-
justice serves to confirm the justice of God, what should we say? That God 
is unjust to inflict wrath on us? (I speak in a human way.) By no means! 
For then how could God judge the world?”  

The purpose of theodicy is to propose reasons why God is not responsi-
ble for evil in the world.5 Humans have obviously reflected upon this ques-
tion long before Leibniz. There is rich historical material in the “tradition of 
the problem of theodicy” and we do well in tracing its historical roots.6 Nev-
ertheless, a number of scholars argue that the project of theodicy strictly 
speaking is primarily a concern of modern times, as its basic components 
are mainly issues of modernity: the problems of evil, the extent of divine 
power and goodness, human freedom, and the belief in the human being’s 
rational powers.7 As Terrence Tilley writes, “[t]he practice of constructing 
theodicies only became possible in the context of the Enlightenment.”8 
                                                        

1 Alston, “Religion, History of Philosophy of.”  
2 Williams, Revelation and Reconciliation, 151.  
3 Vermeer, Learning Theodicy, 1; ref. to Peukert, Wissenschaftstheorie, Hand-

lungstheorie, fundamentale Theologie, 335. 
4 Schumacher, Theodizee, 9.  
5 Ricœur, Le mal, 26. 
6 Walter Sparn, Leiden, Erfahrung und Denken: Materialen zum Theodizeepro-

blem, 139. Janssen argues that theodicy is a fundamental problem of modern times, 
reaching to the “roots of the concept of God.” Janssen, Gott, Freiheit, Leid, 6. 

7 Janssen, Gott, Freiheit, Leid, 1–2.  
8 Tilley, Evils of Theodicy, 221.  
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Reflection on suffering has indeed been on the mind and lips of believers 
throughout the ages, but only in the Enlightenment does it become a fun-
damental and independent concept, with Leibniz as its “inventor.”9 Thus, 
we do well in speaking of “theodic analogies” in the traditions of theodicy 
prior to Leibniz and of “a history of reception” of the problem after him.10  

St. Augustine, “the fountainhead of most Western Theodicies,”11 has 
been followed and quoted most often in the considerations on the problem 
of evil, and we shall take a closer look at his exposition due to its historical 
impact.12 In Augustine, reflections on evil appear in the framework of other 
philosophical and theological considerations, such as the goodness and per-
fection of God and the nature of fallen creation. It is embedded in the con-
stant adoration and explication of God’s greatness. Only in the Enlight-
enment do theodic reflections become detached from such a framework of 
adoration. Only here is the ultimate reference point shifted from God to 
humanity. Only here is God the one in the court of justice accused by the 
problem of evil with the possible outcome that people can reject belief in 
God if the theodic project does not yield enough evidence in favor of God’s 
innocence. Only here, at least seen on the background of the medieval re-
flections on the problem of evil, is atheism considered a possible outcome if 
the theodic arguments fail.  

Without true consensus as to the first articulation of the problem of 
evil and its true significance and role in the different philosophical and 
religious proposals,13 theodicies have really only come across as “orienta-
tions.”14 John Bowker points out that this is partly due to the fact that 
there is really not a or the problem of evil.15 Rather, religious reflections 
that have ensued from suffering have differed according to historical, cul-
tural, and religious setting. However, there is great consensus on the 
importance of addressing the problem of suffering in relation to God. 
Already G. W. F. Hegel called theodicy “the ultimate goal and interest of 
philosophy.”16 Some scholars such as Susan Neiman have argued that the 
problem of evil lies at the very root of the developments of modern Western 
                                                        

9 Janssen, Gott, Freiheit, Leid, 1; Marquard, Abschied vom prinzipiellen, 43; 
Oelmüller, Die unbefriedigte Aufklärung, 194. Schumacher is critical towards Jans-
sen when he writes that the “root of theodicy” is to be found in modern times; he is 
more convinced than Janssen that the medieval discussion of God is related to the 
problem of evil in ways similar to the theodicies of modern times. He proposes 
Thomas Aquinas as a thinker who formulated full-fledged theodic arguments, see 
Schumacher, Theodizee, 27, 29.  

10 “Theodizee-Analogien,” “Rezeptionsgeschichte”; see Geyer, “Theodizee VI – 
Philosophisch,” 232. 

11 Inbody, The Faith of the Christian Church, 143.  
12 Another ancient Christian writer who made a “school” of reflection on the 

problem of evil is Irenaeus, who suggested that God allows (some) evil for the moral 
development of the human being. For the sake of brevity we shall present his view 
embedded in the reception of John Hick, who has become influential in modern 
times. 

13 Janssen, Gott, Freiheit, Leid, ix.  
14 Schumacher, Theodizee, 9.  
15 Bowker, Problems of Suffering in Religions of the World.  
16 “letzte Ziel und Interesse der Philosophie,” Hegel, Vorlesungen über die Ge-

schichte der Philosophie, 455; quoted in Janssen, Gott, Freiheit, Leid, 17.  
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philosophy since the sixteenth century and that its history should be re-
oriented in terms of different philosophical reactions to the problem of evil, 
with Lisbon and Auschwitz as fundamental experiences that formed West-
ern thinking: One of the book’s “central claims” is then that “the problem of 
evil is the guiding force of modern thought.”17  

However, the project of theodicy is not merely one of apologetics aimed 
at securing the rationality of theistic faith. The question of why God allows 
so much evil is more than a mind wrecking issue—it has faith wrecking po-
tential as well. Believers throughout the ages have lost their faith because 
of personal encounters with sickness and suffering which they believed God 
would have prevented, if he existed. Thus, theodicy is not merely an issue 
of academic theology or philosophy, not merely “an intellectual stumper,” 
but as Robert Price observes, “theodicy quickly intrudes itself upon the 
agenda of even the simplest believer as soon as serious misfortune strikes. 
The technical jargon of theology may remain in the ivory tower, but the 
stricken believer must ask, ‘How can God have let this happen to me?’”18  

Some believers have not been tempted to lose their faith when con-
fronted with evil as much as to change their view on God. A famous exam-
ple is C. S. Lewis. In his own theodicy, The Problem of Pain, Lewis was con-
fident that God could make good use of suffering and allowed it for various 
positive purposes: “We are good stuff gone bad, a defaced masterpiece, a re-
bellious child . . . rebels who need to lay down our arms. Pain and suffering 
are frequently the means by which we become motivated to finally sur-
render to God and to seek the cure of Christ. That’s what we need most 
desperately. That’s what will bring us the supreme joy of knowing Jesus. 
Any suffering, the great Christians from history will tell you, is worth that 
result.”19 Thus, for instance, he called pain “God’s megaphone to rouse a 
deaf world.”20 However, years later, after the loss of Joy, Lewis’s wife, he 
became less confident as to the intelligibility of suffering: “Not that I am in 
danger of ceasing to believe in God. The real danger is of coming to believe 
such dreadful things about Him. The conclusion I dread is not ‘So there’s no 
God after all,’ but ‘So this is what God’s really like. Deceive yourself no 
longer.’”21 Lewis continues: 

Your bid—for God or no God, for a good God or the Cosmic Sadist, 
for eternal life or nonentity—will not be serious if nothing much is 
staked on it. And you will never discover how serious it was until 
the stakes are raised horribly high. . . . Nothing will shake a man—
or at any rate a man like me—out of his merely verbal thinking and 
his merely notional beliefs. He has to be knocked silly before he 
comes to his senses. Only torture will bring out the truth. Only 
under torture does he discover it himself.22 

                                                        
17 Neiman, Evil in Modern Thought, 2–3.  
18 Price, “Illness Theodicies in the NT,” 309.  
19 Ref. in Strobel, The Case for a Creator, 44.  
20 Lewis, The Problem of Pain, 93.  
21 Lewis, A Grief Observed, 6. The book formed the basis for the film 

Shadowlands starring Anthony Hopkins as Lewis and Debra Winger as Joy. 
22 Ibid., 37–38. The difference in Lewis’s approach in the two works could also 

partly reflect different approaches to the issue, with The Problem of Pain being the 
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Just as theodicies were formed by the painful experiences of individu-
als, they often emerged as responses to collective experiences with evils. 
This was the case with “The Great Lisbon Earthquake” on November 1, 
1755, a “watershed event in European history,”23 with the horrors of 
Auschwitz—or more recently with the tsunami caused by the earthquake 
that hit deep under the Indian Ocean near Sumatra on December 24, 
2004.24 Sociological evidence furthermore suggests that life-threatening 
disease can shake trust and faith in the goodness and providence of God. 
Thus in one trial, some breast cancer patients “talked about their loss of 
faith in a loving and protecting God as a result of their ordeal with the ill-
ness and their perception that God did nothing to help them.”25 Diseases 
associated with religious and social stigmatization, especially AIDS/HIV, 
have proven particularly inductive to lack of faith, as a patient reported in 
one study: “Before I found out I was HIV positive, I believed in God, I be-
lieved in saints, and when I found out I was HIV positive, I lost hope, I lost 
faith, and I lost my spirit. I was a bad person. A gray person. I thought I 
was never going to get out of that stage.”26  

An important paradox complicates things further: Suffering can be 
both an obstacle and an occasion for faith (“Anstoss des Glaubens” in the 
double sense).27 In spite of the attention to how the problem of evil has de-
terred people from faith in God, there is growing awareness that the suf-
ferings people encounter have, for many, become the pathway to faith in 
God.28 In fact, although it might be difficult to confirm empirically, evidence 
suggests that suffering has led a greater number of people to faith than the 
problem of evil has led people to atheism. Others simply report that their 
faith has helped them find meaning and comfort during apparently mean-
ingless suffering, that is, that faith considerations have provided important 
perspectives on the “positive reinterpretation of disease.”29 The resources 
found in religious belief for coping with disease have been among the great 
rediscoveries of both the medical and social sciences.30 The conviction that 
                                                        
more theoretical approach, and A Grief Observed the more practical approach.  

23 Kozak and James, “Historical Depictions of the 1755 Lisbon Earthquake.” 
24 The 2004 tsunami led to a number of articles in major newspapers and 

magazines on how different religious leaders reflect on the problem of evil. 
25 Gall and Grant, “Spiritual Disposition and Understanding Illness,” 520; ref to 

Gall and Cornblat, “Breast Cancer Survivors Give Voice.”  
26 Quoted in Pargament et al., “Religion and HIV.”  
27 Neuhaus, Theodizee Abbruch oder Anstoss des Glaubens, 13. Anstoss = 

“impulse”; Anstoss nehmen an = “take offence at.”  
28 Dransart, La maladie cherche à me guérir; Echeverria, “The Gospel of 

Redemptive Suffering”; Ekstrom, “Suffering as Religious Experience.” A number of 
articles from the social sciences investigate how spiritual meaning is structured in 
severe illness and how opportunities for meaning can arise from such disease. Viktor 
Frankl had already written that suffering informs spiritual meaning, which in turn 
ameliorates suffering, Frankl, Man's Search for Meaning. 

29 Bussing, Ostermann, and Matthiessen, “Role of Religion and Spirituality in 
Medical Patients.”  

30 Abernethy et al., “Religious Coping and Depression among Spouses of People 
with Lung Cancer”; Ano and Vasconcelles, “Religious Coping and Psychological 
Adjustment to Stress”; Bosworth et al., “The Impact of Religious Practice and 
Religious Coping on Geriatric Depression”; Fabricatore, “Stress, Religion, and 



HISTORICAL DEVELOPMENT OF THE PROBLEM OF EVIL 
 

 

7 

suffering holds important spiritual potential has been the object of much 
reflection in Catholicism, with John Paul II’s Salvificis Doloris as an im-
portant example.31 At the same time there is growing awareness that 
pathological religious reflections, also called “religious struggle”32 on the 
origin of suffering often is a direct cause for decreased health and quality of 
life.33 

Sadly, religious struggle can emerge out of endeavors to rationalize 
suffering. Some evils are just so painful, especially severe depressions, that 
those who experience them would revolt if they were in any way to conceive 
of them as caused by God as means to anything whatsoever. Rather, those 
reflecting on the good that may come out of evils suffered in faith normally 
simply state that, although we may not be able to understand why things 
are as they are, we can nevertheless believe that God is able to turn suf-
fering into something good, as Paul says: “We know that all things work 
together for good for those who love God, who are called according to his 
purpose” (Rom 8:28).  

It is impossible to draw hermetically closed borders between theoreti-
cal and practical approaches to suffering. Especially the biblical reflections 
on evil contain evidently practical perspectives. Historically, many thinkers 
who worked on theoretical solutions to the problem of evil did so after 
having encountered suffering in their own lives. They became theoretical 
theodicists out of practical experience. Furthermore, many theodicists have 
pondered how their theodic endeavors can find practical applications. Both 
Terrence Tilley and Kenneth Surin argue that Augustine’s and Irenaeus’s 
reflections on suffering always were embedded in a practical framework 
that gave sense to their theoretical considerations,34 as summarized by 
Michael Quirk: “The theories they invoked were legitimate tools in a prac-
tical response to a lived encounter with the evils of their day.”35 However, 
Tilley and Surin consider constructing theodicies “a destructive practice” 
when they are purely metaphysical as in Leibniz. They are not alone in 
their critique of trying to theorize on human sufferings, as Franz 
Rosenzweig, Herman Cohen, and Emmanuel Levinas have done the same.36 

                                                        
Mental Health”; Fabricatore et al., “Stress, Religion, and Mental Health”; Gall and 
Cornblat, “Breast Cancer Survivors Give Voice”; Koenig et al., “Religious Coping and 
Depression among Elderly, Hospitalized Medically Ill Men”; Koenig, Larson, and 
Larson, “Religion and Coping with Serious Medical Illness”; Pargament, et al., “God 
Help Me (I)”; Pargament, Koenig et al., “Religious Coping Methods as Predictors”; 
Phillips et al., “Self-Directing Religious Coping.”  

31 See presentation in Echeverria, “The Gospel of Redemptive Suffering.”  
32 Fitchett, “Religious Struggle”; Pargament, “God Help Me (II)”; Pargament, 

Koenig et al., ” Religious Struggle as a Predictor.” 
33 Butter, “Development of a Model for Clinical Assessment of Religious Coping”; 

Pargament, Koenig et al., “Religious Struggle as a Predictor”; Pargament et al., “Red 
Flags and Religious Coping.” 

34 Especially Augustine’s Enchiridion is “Bishop Augustine’s response to a 
layperson’s problem” (Tilley, Evils of Theodicy, 86, 118–19). Surin, “The Problem of 
Evil”; idem, Theology and the Problem of Evil, 10ff.; Tilley, Evils of Theodicy, 221.  

35 Quirk, Review of Surin. 
36 Kearns, “Suffering in Theory,” 57.  
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At the same time, people in ministry have often addressed theoretical 
and metaphysical questions when helping those who encountered suffering 
in their lives and, as a result, also in their faith. As Quirk comments, even 
theoretical approaches to the problem of evil can be important on the prac-
tical level. The best pastoral care for some who are crushed by the question 
of why God allows her or him to suffer may be to provide reasons why God 
is not to blame. Thus, as Alister McGrath writes, it is important to keep in 
mind that theoretical theodicies “constitute a signifying practice, and that 
as theodicists they are producers of systems of signification. As such, the 
formulation of a response to the ‘problem(s) of evil’ (and suffering) is always 
‘interest-relative.’”37 In other words, theoretical reflections on the problem 
of evil may be of comfort to those who suffer and is always potentially rele-
vant to their need to make sense of often senselessly painful experiences.  

2 A Problem for Most Forms of Religious Faith 

The problems for faith ensuing from the evils in the world are felt in 
most theistic religions that believe in a personal and individual deity with 
unlimited or at least some power, goodness, and free will. Theodicy has 
even been said to be “not confined to monotheism, but [to be] the touch-
stone of all religions.” Many religious scholars hold polytheistic and 
polydemonistic forms of faith to be the exception to this dialectic between 
the problem of evil and faith. First, the deities of Greek or Roman mythol-
ogy, for instance, were seen as too intimately linked with the experiences of 
humans to stand aloof as those who determined their lives from above or 
outside human experience. Second, they were believed to let curses and 
blessings descend on human beings in often whimsical or at least irrational 
ways. And third, they themselves were believed to be subject to fate and 
hence could not alone explain the ultimate origin of all there is in the 
world, both good and evil. Thus, religious reflections did not advance the 
rationality of human experience and hence could not serve to answer ques-
tions regarding the origin of evil and suffering.  

Some researchers argue that it would make sense for polytheistic be-
lievers to ask about the origin of and reasons for suffering as long as some 
of the painful experiences of humans could be traced back to and explained 
by the workings of deities or demons. Others again insist that whether or 
not the origin of evils could be partly or fully explained, the question re-
mains unanswered why trouble hits good and bad alike. Faith does not per 
se provide a vision of any just distribution of good and evil in this world.38  

Many religious scholars have written on theodicy, but the most influen-
tial of them is Max Weber, who presented his views in The Sociology of 
Religion. He considered a vast spectrum of religions and their reflections on 
the problem of evil. In Weber’s opinion only three systems of thought had 
answered it satisfactorily: (1) The notion of karma. (2) The decree of predes-
tination of the Deus absconditus, which Weber identified primarily in Islam 

                                                        
37 Surin, “The Problem of Evil,” 196.  
38 Gerlitz, “Theodizee I – Religionsgeschichtlich,” 210.  
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and Calvinism. (3) The dualism of Zoroastrianism, Gnosticism, and 
Manichaeism.39 

2.1 Karma 

The idea of karma, the entire cycle of cause and effect, may well constitute 
the most intimate link between moral and natural evil, and Weber did in-
deed consider it “the most radical solution of the problem of theodicy.”40 Ac-
cording to this idea, the world is a self-contained cosmos. All evils in our 
present lives, whether the result of evil actions others may have done to us 
or natural occurrences that we experience as evil such as disease and disas-
ter, can be explained by the ethical merit or demerit of our actions in for-
mer incarnations. Each new reincarnation carries the guilt of the former 
lives and the resulting evils are distributed justly in the present life as in 
“a universal mechanism of retribution.”41 The only way to improve the 
karma of future reincarnations is by acting as virtuously as possible in this 
life. 

According to the interpretation by a number of scholars, Hindu relig-
ions therewith render the problem of evil obsolete or at least consider it to 
be illusory or non-existent. Since God is not the author of the evils people 
experienced, God is not to blame. At least in the time of the Upanishads 
(400 to 500 CE), and in implicit form most probably already in Vedic texts, 
the idea of karma is identified as the response to the problem of evil. 

The idea that the Hindu religions do not contain theodic considerations 
has been modified to some extent through the research of Wendy 
O’Flaherty.42 In her reading, the notion of evil is different from the Biblical 
notion of sin: “Evil is not primarily what we do; it is what we do not wish to 
have done to us.”43 Thus, the Sanskrit notion of pa\pa\ coincides with the 
failings of nature. The evils that people experience in their lives are the re-
sult of moha or ma\ya\. In O’Flaherty’s interpretation, it is God who brings 
about both, and the evils that humans experience in their present lives are 
not per se automatic outcomes of their deeds in former lives through some 
mechanism of inherent justice. Rather, it is God who brings about the just 
recompense, and as such, God can be called the author of evils that people 
experience and can in theory be charged for them. Nevertheless, even in 
this interpretation, the link between evils performed in former lives and 
the evils experienced in the present remain just recompenses, wherefore 
ultimately it is the person, and not God, who is to blame. In fact God or the 

                                                        
39 See concise presentation in Morris, Anthropological Studies of Religion, 77–

78.  
40 Weber, Sociology of Religion, 147.  
41 Weber, quoted in Morris, Anthropological Studies of Religion, 77. Weber 

elsewhere characterizes his interpretation of the idea of karma as follows: “It is held 
that within the ethical mechanism of the world not a single good or evil action can 
ever be lost. Each action, being ineradicable, must necessarily produce, by an almost 
automatic process, inevitable consequences in this life or in some future rebirth.” 
Weber, Economy and Society, 533.  

42 O’Flaherty, Origins of Evil in Hindu Mythology, 4–5.  
43 Ibid., 7.  
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gods are themselves subject to the laws of karma, although they may help 
inspire humans to improve their karma.  

In the Buddhist version of karma more emphasis is placed on one of 
the primary goals of religious observance, namely to escape the cycle of 
karma that always—whether it improves to the better, or deteriorates to 
the worse—is considered intrinsically an evil. Sakyamuni Buddha both in-
dicates the diagnosis for the evils experienced as well as the therapy to 
avoid its continuation. Fundamental to the teaching on evil are the “Four 
Noble Truths” that constitute the enlightenment of the Buddha. The first 
noble truth (Dukkha) refers to the sufferings that all living things experi-
ence in various ways, and that according to the second noble truth (Samu-
daya) are caused by attachment, craving, or selfish desire. The third noble 
truth (Nirodha) describes the way out of the circle of reincarnations into 
the state of nirvana, whereas the fourth (Magga) indicates how to follow 
this way, that is, through the “Eightfold Path.” Thus the entire reflection of 
the Buddha regards human suffering and provides the cure for it as the 
cure for a disease in four steps by identifying (1) the disease, (2) its cause, 
(3) the question whether it is curable, and (4) the prescribed cure. As such, 
although the depiction of life is pessimistic, Buddhists consider their an-
swer to the problem of evil to be neither optimistic nor pessimistic, but re-
alistic.44 It is a matter of debate whether the indicated way of escaping the 
evils that humans suffer here by aspiring for nirvana constitutes some sort 
of free-will theodicy or not.45 

2.2 Predestination 

Weber saw in both Islam and Calvinism a clear-cut faith in a God who de-
termines all that happens in the world and indeed in eternity: God’s de-
crees are ominous to the point of “double predestination,” where God not 
only wills for some or even all to enter heaven as in “single predestination,” 
but even decides for some to be damned. Humans cannot understand the 
decrees of the Deus absconditus—Latin for “the hidden God”—but must ab-
stain from the project of identifying the justice in God’s actions. Thus, in 
this interpretation, both Islam and Calvin are faced with an epistemic 
stalemate that jeopardizes theodic endeavors. The Qur’an itself seems 
throughout to suggest a doctrine of absolute divine control, that is, in 70:34: 
“He guides whomsoever he wills and leads astray whomsoever he wills,” or 
in Sura 61:5: “And when Musa said to his people: O my people! why do you 
give me trouble? And you know indeed that I am Allah’s apostle to you; but 
when they turned aside, Allah made their hearts turn aside, and Allah does 
not guide the transgressing people.” 

There are, nevertheless, different interpretations of Islam46 as well as 
Calvinism.47 According to these, both Islam and Calvinism believe that 

                                                        
44 Bowker, Problems of Suffering in Religions of the World, 237; Rahula, What 

the Buddha Taught, 17.  
45 Gerlitz, “Theodizee I – Religionsgeschichtlich,” 213. 
46 Such an interpretation is found among the Qadarite and Mu’tazilite 

interpretations of Islam. See Ibid., 211. See also Schuon, Understanding Islam, 2; 
Watt, Free Will and Predestination in Early Islam; Montgomery and Marmura, 
Politische Entwicklungen und theologische Konzepte, 87. 
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human freedom is compatible with or at least concurs with divine control 
and predetermination. This in turn allows for a free-will theodicy implying 
that, although God is in control, at least some of the evils occurring in this 
life and indeed the entry of men and women to heaven and hell results from 
their own free and responsible choices. 

2.3 The Dualism of Zoroaster 

Weber considered dualism to be an efficacious approach to the problem of 
evil, providing a valid systematization of the magical pluralism of spirits in 
good and bad. Religious dualism is usually identified with an explanation of 
the universe as the outcome of two eternally opposed but coexistent princi-
ples, one good, one evil. This theory can be traced back at least to the Zend-
Avesta ascribed to Zoroaster, who probably founded or reformed Medo-
Persian religion in the sixth century BCE. In this view, the world is the 
outcome of the struggle between Ormuzd, infinite light, and Ahriman, the 
principle of all evil. As we shall see, this notion has inspired various sys-
tems of thought, including Judaism, Christianity, and Gnosticism. But 
Manichaeism in particular continued this trend. Its founder, Manes, added 
a third principle that emanated from the good principle in the living spirit 
that in turn brought about the material world in which good and evil are 
mingled. To Manes, matter was essentially evil and therefore could not be 
in direct contact with God. 

3 The Old Testament 

The Old Testament constitutes a large and diverse collection of sacred 
writings featuring a variety of views on the origins and reasons of suffer-
ing. It continues to form an important source of inspiration for believers to-
day, not just as the Christian backdrop of God’s salvific work in Christ, but 
as a sacred text in itself that shapes the images of God both among Jewish, 
Christian, and Muslim believers. Although the New Testament portrays 
Christ’s salvation as bringing about a fundamental improvement in the 
relationship between God and man, the Old Testament depiction of the of-
ten angry and vengeful God surfaces in many examples of negative relig-
ious coping, even among Christians. In order to address these forms of 
negative religious coping it is important to evaluate in more detail what the 
Old Testament and later the New Testament actually have to say about 
suffering. In doing so, we can obviously not evaluate all sources, nor can we 
account for the different theological schools and layers of redaction. Rather, 
methodologically we shall look at the Bible as a unified body of sacred 
writings for the historical impact they have had for the way believers think 
about human suffering. A detailed evaluation of what the Old and New 
Testaments have to say about suffering is obviously beyond the scope of the 
present paper. All we can do here is to indicate different approaches in the 
Biblical writings to human suffering. 

                                                        
47 Bernhardt, Was heisst “Handeln Gottes”? 111–12.  
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3.1 The Origins of Suffering 

When evaluating Old Testament views on suffering, exegetes commonly 
differentiate between the theologies we find prior to and after the great 
exile, when the people of Israel were taken as captives to Babylon. In texts 
believed to have been written before the great exile, God is seen as the 
source for all that occurs in the world. However, texts written during and 
after the exile feature more dualistic trends in which God and his plans are 
countered with the disruptive influences of personified evil.48 Such trends 
were further enhanced in early Judaism, especially in apocalyptic litera-
ture. However, while there is a battle between good and evil, to the Old 
Testament writers God remains the source of all there is and merely allows 
Satan to exercise some power within the range of his overall purposes.49 

The book of Job maintains a unique position in the Old Testament with 
regard to suffering. Job’s sufferings reach the limits of acceptable meas-
ures, given the admitted innocence of Job. The primary theodic comfort 
found in Job seems to be that God is able to restore fully those he has al-
lowed to be broken (42:10–17). From a more spiritual perspective, we could 
argue that Job comes to know God at a deeper level through suffering so 
that he at the end of his trials can say: “I had heard of you by the hearing of 
the ear, but now my eye sees you; therefore I despise myself, and repent in 
dust and ashes” (42:5–6). 

The book’s primary conclusion to the theological questions arising from 
sickness is that humans do not have the means to inquire about God’s pur-
poses; thisconstitutes the theme of chapters 38–41, which begin: “Who is 
this that darkens counsel by words without knowledge? Gird up your loins 
like a man, I will question you, and you shall declare to me. Where were 
you when I laid the foundation of the earth?” Nevertheless, the extent of 
the book’s questioning the justice of God is unique to this period of Old Tes-
tament writings. It offered “the ancient world’s most significant theodicy 
and still one of the best ever written.”50 

3.2 Reasons for Suffering 

In summary, pre-exilic Old Testament theology emphasizes God as the 
cause for all events, whereas post-exilic theology begins to feature more 
dualistic perspectives, in which God’s just and good actions are countered 
by the disruptive influence of personified evil. However, in both periods, 
God is seen to be in control and able to employ the events of history in the 
overall scheme of his just purposes. These general conclusions on the 
whence of disease and calamities naturally lead to reflections on the why of 
these events. 

An important number of passages indicate human sins as the single 
most important answer to the question. The Old Testament mostly por-
trays suffering as God’s just retribution for infidelity to the Law and to the 
covenant between God and his people.51 Disease in particular is seen as 
                                                        

48 Kelly, Problem of Evil in the Western Tradition, 21–22.  
49 Köhlmoos, “Theodizee II – Altes Testament.”  
50 Kelly, Problem of Evil in the Western Tradition, 19.  
51 Leviticus and Deuteronomy deal at length with the faithfulness of God’s 

promises and his bountiful reward for virtue. And yet, as McDermott writes, “what 
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God’s punishment for sin, and in various passages different diseases are 
listed as possible forms of retribution: 

The Lord will afflict you with the boils of Egypt, with ulcers, scurvy, 
and itch, of which you cannot be healed. The Lord will afflict you 
with madness, blindness, and confusion of mind; you shall grope 
about at noon as blind people grope in darkness, but you shall be 
unable to find your way. (Deut 28:27–29)52 

The Old Testament presents at least four different views on God’s punish-
ment for sin: (1) suffering as a result of individual sins, (2) suffering as a 
result of the sins of ancestors, (3) suffering as a result of the sins of the 
people of Israel, and (4) suffering because of Adam’s fall.53 

However, although the retaliatory theology has been shown to influ-
ence the way many sufferers have thought about God, a number of factors 
constitute modifications to the general assessment of the relationship be-
tween sin and suffering in the Old Testament: (1) the problem of innocent 
suffering, (2) the conviction that suffering can be fruitfully transformed, (3) 
that suffering can be a means of testing, (4) that people can suffer vicari-
ously for others, (5) that there is an inherent economy in sin and suffering, 
and (6) that God’s love is always greater than his justice.  

4 The New Testament 

Interestingly, these themes continue in the New Testament. Thus, the 
problem of evil does not appear in an entirely different manner in the New 
Testament in comparison to the Old. Rather, themes found in the Old Tes-
tament are refined and enhanced in the New and put in the overall per-
spective of salvation in Christ. In fact, the issues of sin, redemption, and 
suffering are dealt with throughout the New Testament. Probably this is 
the reason why—although much has been written about the meaning of re-
demption, salvation, providence, etc.—“relatively little has been written 
specifically about the significance of suffering in the New Testament.”54  

And yet, as does the Old Testament, so too the New Testament pro-
vides examples of fruitful transformation of human sufferings. There is an 
important difference between godly and worldly grief, that is, grief sus-
tained in God and without God, so that Paul can say to the Corinthians, 
whom he has rebuked and hence grieved: “Now I rejoice, not because you 
were grieved, but because your grief led to repentance; for you felt a godly 
grief, so that you were not harmed in any way by us. For godly grief pro-
                                                        
must strike the reader is the vast disproportion in length between the blessings 
(28:1–14; cf. Lev 26:3–13) and the curses (28:15–68; cf. Lev 126:14–39) . . . the 
horrifying catalogue for threats for disobedience would force most normal people to 
hesitate.” 

52 See also Deut 28:22; 59–61. Some other passages depicting disease as the 
recompense of sin are Gen 12:17; 19:1; 20:18; 38:9–10; Exod 4:6–7; 9:8–10, 14ff.; 
12:29; Lev 26:14ff.; Num 11:33; 12:9–14; 14:11–12, 36–38; 17:12–15; 25:3–9, 17–18; 
31:16; 1 Sam 5:6, 11–12; 6:1–12; 6:19; 2 Sam 24:10–15; 1 Kgs 14:10–14; 2 Kgs 1:16; 
5:26–27; 6:1–20; 15:3–5; 19:35; 1 Chr 21:7–14; 2 Chron 26:16–20; 21:14–15; 32:21. 

53 For more on the reasons for suffering in the Old Testament, see McDermott, 
The Bible on Human Suffering.  

54 Ibid., 15.  
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duces a repentance that leads to salvation and brings no regret, but worldly 
grief produces death” (2 Cor 7:9–10). Although the notion of God testing 
believers is less prominent in the New than in the Old Testament,55 God 
still allows suffering in the lives of believers so they may have their 
branches pruned, come to their senses, and return to God.  

Some passages in the New Testament seem to indicate a disruption of 
the retaliatory theology known from the Old. The most important of these 
passages is John 9:1–7. Jesus sees a man born blind from birth. The disci-
ples ask him: “Rabbi, who sinned, this man or his parents that he was born 
blind?” Jesus denies any such link and says: “Neither this man nor his par-
ents sinned; he was born blind so that God’s works might be revealed in 
him. . . . As long as I am in the world, I am the light of the world.” 

Other passages are more reluctant to break with the sin-punishment 
theology even though they do point to the newness of the promises of salva-
tion found in Christ. Although human beings are saved through union with 
Christ, sin still wrecks God’s plans and causes the fair judgment of God. 
Thus, God remains the just judge who shall repay each human being ac-
cording to her or his deeds.56 Other passages confirm the theology that good 
will be rewarded and wickedness will be recompensed, but relegates such 
recompense to the future.57 Such references are mostly made to Christ re-
turning to judge the world, separating the sheep from the goats, the godly 
from the ungodly, the wheat from the darnel.58 

It seems that the intensification of the weight of sin revealed both in 
the Old and the New Testaments provides a framework in which humans 
have to realize that they are not able to save themselves, and this may lib-
erate them to abandon themselves to God and his mercy instead of seeking 
salvation in themselves. The way to salvation then, according to the New 
Testament and in particular Paul’s letters, cannot be through the law, at 
least not the law alone, nor man alone without God’s grace. Rather it will 
be a free gift of God because of the vicarious suffering of his Son: “For the 
wages of sin is death, but the free gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus 
our Lord” (Rom 6:23). The notion of redemption from the divisive effects of 
the Fall is present in too many passages to be mentioned here, for example, 
Romans 5:12–13: 

Therefore, just as sin came into the world through one man, and 
death came through sin, and so death spread to all because all have 
sinned. . . . But the free gift is not like the trespass. For if the many 
died through the one man’s trespass, much more surely have the 
grace of God and the free gift in the grace of the one man, Jesus 
Christ, abounded for the many. 

                                                        
55 See Ibid., 117–19.  
56 Even in Paul, who so extensively elaborated on the gospel of gratuitous 

salvation in Christ, we see a clear continuation of belief in the just recompense for 
both good and evil actions, see Yinger, Paul, Judaism, and Judgment. Acts 10:34–35; 
Rom 2:5–11; Gal 2:6; Eph 6:9; Col 3:25; 1 Pet 1:17. Ref. in McDermott, The Bible on 
Human Suffering, 86.  

57 Gal 6:7–10; 1 Pet 4:3–5, and others. 
58 Matt 13:37–43; 25:31–46; Jude 14–23, etc. Ref. in McDermott, The Bible on 

Human Suffering, 87. 
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A number of exegetes today argue that the vicarious redemption that the 
believer finds in Christ should be understood on the backdrop of a modified 
version of the notion of corporate personality, or rather corporate identity.59 
Salvation is found in life in Christ, in being united with him and hence in 
sharing all that is his. As Christ gave himself in an act of complete love, so 
the believer is called to respond to Christ in an act of love’s complete sur-
render. “Love means personal union, for the lover joins himself to the be-
loved at that point where he is most himself, in his freedom.”60 In this 
sense, Paul is able to say, “it is no longer I who live, but it is Christ who 
lives in me. And the life I now live in the flesh I live by faith in the Son of 
God, who loved me and gave himself for me” (Gal 2:20). This concept of sal-
vation, present throughout the New Testament and especially in the writ-
ings of Paul, has been summarized by E. P. Sanders, who writes that the 
“way to become a corecepient [of God’s promises] is to become one person in 
Christ.”61 The gift of being united with Christ, of sharing in his resurrection 
life, of being a branch on the vine (John 15:5) implies both being justified 
before God and Christ’s life overflowing in the believer’s life. Soteriology 
and sanctification are inherently related, and attempts at separating the 
two aspects have failed.62 Both flow from God’s gratuitous grace, so that 
only he can be said to be the true author of salvation. Thus, as the Chris-
tian reformed theologian Anthony Hoekema wrote in describing the New 
Testament view of salvation: “We should think, then, not of an order of sal-
vation with successive steps or stages, but rather of a marvelous work of 
God’s grace—a way of salvation—within which we may distinguish various 
aspects.”63 

The New Testament provides a number of significant reasons for suf-
fering that we cannot investigate in this present text, but may only indi-
cate: Suffering is ultimately an eschatological issue. We are not able to un-
derstand the origin and purpose of suffering while still on earth, but in 
faith we trust that all will ultimately work out for the good of those who 
believe. In this overall belief, believers can be comforted that their suffer-
ings can be transformed semantically, so that their suffering may not be 
changed as such but be given another sense and therewith be alleviated.  

At the root of this transformation dynamism lies the conviction that 
the believers share in the mystery of Christ’s suffering. In this mystery, 
Christ shares in the suffering of believers, just as believers share in the 
sufferings of Christ. Some passages in the letters of Paul have furthermore 
contributed to a conviction that believers actually take part in the very 
paschal mystery, not by contributing to Christ’s foundation of salvation, 
but to his work of “bringing it about” through the history of humankind. 
One passage of particular impact in this regard has been Colossians 1:24: “I 
am now rejoicing in my sufferings for your sake, and in my flesh I am com-
pleting what is lacking in Christ’s afflictions for the sake of his body, that 

                                                        
59 See Powers, Salvation through Participation. 
60 McDermott, The Bible on Human Suffering, 109.  
61 Ref. in Powers, Salvation through Participation, 123. 
62 See the discussions in the most influential update to the overly “Lutheran” 

interpretation of Paul in Sanders, Paul and Palestinian Judaism. Discussion hereof 
in Westerholm, Perspectives Old and New on Paul.  

63 Hoekema, Saved by Grace, 15.  
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is, the church.”64 As various commentators suggest, the “sufferings” de-
scribed here are brought about by the “the apostle’s bold teaching and 
divinely empowered labors as a minister of the gospel.”65 Thus, the most 
reasonable exegesis would be that Paul is talking about that which is 
missing in Christ’s efforts of bringing about the reality of his sacrifice 
through his body, the church. “What is ‘lacking’ is not the atoning power of 
the cross but its manifestation in the Church as a present reality.”66 In suf-
fering with and for Christ, Paul is able to avert some of the sufferings that 
other believers would have had to suffer. Walter Wilson thus summarizes 
the interpretation of the impact of Paul’s teaching, and of Colossians 1:24 
in particular: “By absorbing in his self and through his stewardship some of 
the predetermined measure of afflictions, the ‘messianic woes,’ the apostle 
performs a vicarious ministry, reducing the still deficient tally of sufferings 
that other Christians, like the readers, must withstand.”67 

5 Greek Thought 

Reflections on the problem of evil are richly and diversely represented in 
Greek thought. Greek prose has influenced reflections on evil in literature 
ever since,68 and such reflection is present in various strands of Greek phi-
losophy.69 Of particular interest are Greek debates on evil between the op-
posing monistic and dualistic schools in Greek thought. 

As early as 500 BCE, the Eleatic School headed by Parmenides taught a 
fundamental unity of being. Pure being alone exists. It is one, unchange-
able, and eternal. In this system of thought, which has reemerged in vari-
ous forms through history and even resembles forms of monism in modern 
thought, the problem of evil can be considered mitigated since God is the 
source of all that is and even constitutes its deepest essence. God is thus 
not seen as a personal agent who chooses independently the fate of indi-
viduals. Rather, all that occurs in the world is the natural and necessary 
unfolding of the ground of being (as in some forms of pantheism). Obvi-
ously, this view of God helps to explain the origin of evil, but it raises seri-
ous questions about God’s goodness, just as some have asked whether such 

                                                        
64 It is a matter of debate among exegetes whether Colossians constitutes an 

“authentic” Pauline letter. Some believe it cannot be, others believe Timothy wrote it 
as Paul was not able to do so from prison, but that Paul may have added the last 
lines. Others again believe it is an authentic letter of Paul (Hay, “Colossians”). 
However, it is of less importance to our reading of the passage whether the letter is 
an authentic Pauline letter or not. That discussion changes nothing to its canonical 
status and the influence it as such has had on the history of Christian reflections on 
suffering. Finally, the teachings in Colossians on suffering are, as we shall see, 
consistent with those found in other Pauline letters, which makes it difficult to 
understand why Col 1:24 is brought forth as an argument against the authenticity of 
the letter. 

65 Wilson, Hope of Glory, 73.  
66 Fuller, Preaching the Lectionary, 488.  
67 Ref. to Kleinknecht, Der leidende Gerechtfertigte, 377–80.  
68 Greene, “Fate, Good, and Evil, in Early Greek Poetry”; Kahn, “The Problem of 

Evil in Literature.”  
69 Gerlitz, “Theodizee I – Religionsgeschichtlich”; Karavites, Evil—Freedom— 
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a monistic theory truly constitutes any theology of God at all, since a fun-
damental attribute of the idea of God is that of a personal agent.70  

Opposed to this unity of being, Plato introduced the thought of an 
original duality, that is, between God and unproduced matter. The two co-
existed since eternity. Unproduced matter was considered indeterminate 
and guided by blind necessity. Mind, on the other hand, was seen to act ac-
cording to direction. According to this dualistic notion, evil is the result of 
the resistance of matter over which God does not have full control. As a re-
sult there is a clear dualism in humans so that mind and body (matter) are 
in opposition.  

Plutarch followed Plato and criticized the Stoic ethics of obedience to 
what they believed to be universal reason governing the world. Like Plato, 
Plutarch was convinced that God could not be identified with nature in this 
way. This would entail that God was the source even of evil, which would 
contradict the goodness of God.71 Some interpret the Platonic depiction of 
matter as being so passive and exempt of proper qualities that it can be 
viewed as a negation or privation of God, which would somewhat mitigate 
the dualistic opposition between God and matter.72 Whichever interpreta-
tion is true, it is certain that Greek thought with its competing monist and 
dualist cosmologies constitutes fertile ground for theodic reflections. 

Epicurus (342–270 BCE) founded a school at the same time as that of 
the Stoics, but diametrically opposed to theirs. His is considered the oldest 
philosophical formulation of the issue of theodicy,73 at least in “analogous 
form”:74 

God either wishes to take away evils and is unable; or he is able and 
is unwilling; or he is neither willing nor able; or he is both willing 
and able. If he is willing and is unable, he is feeble, which is not in 
accordance with the character of God; if he is able and unwilling, he 
is envious, which is equally at variance with God; if he is neither 
willing nor able, he is both envious and feeble, and therefore not 
God; if he is both willing and able, which is alone suitable to God, 
from what source then are evils? Or why does he not remove them?75 

Many philosophers through the ages have quoted his famous formulation. 
Thus, Pierre Bayle, whose writings were the “direct occasion” for Leibniz’s 
Essays de Théodicée76 referred to the dilemma of Epicurus that the power 
and goodness of God in view of the realities of the world could not be 
founded simultaneously in a rational manner. 

A later Greek thinker, Plotinus, developed the thesis of evil being the 
negation of Good. The core of the theory is present in Christian thinking 

                                                        
70 See Gwynne, Special Divine Action.  
71 De Stoicarum repugnantiis, §§ 32–37. The criticism is directed against 
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72 Geyer, “Theodizee VI – Philosophisch,” 233.  
73 Schumacher, Theodizee, 72.  
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from Augustine (who preferred the term privation) through Dionysius the 
Pseudo-Areopagite, Thomas Aquinas, and Leibniz to Karl Barth77 and 
Charles Journet.78 Plotinus was influenced by Plato, and some aspects of 
his thought resemble gnostic thinking. Thus, Plotinus’s negative assess-
ment of matter as the negation of good creates a distance between its for-
mulation in Plotinus and in the majority of Christian thinkers, such that 
Charles Journet does not consider the Christian notion of evil as privation 
to be present in Plotinus.79 Others have argued for more substantial 
Plotinic influence in Augustine, although the latter modified the concept to 
fit Christian cosmology.80 

6 Augustine 

St. Augustine lived and worked in the fascinating interface between Jewish 
and Greek thought, and much of his work can be seen as a creative and 
highly influential synthesis of the two. Augustine’s thought cannot be eas-
ily classified; it is eclectic, as he often expounded his teaching when con-
fronted with opposed views or heresies in the ancient church. But for the 
sake of acquiring a general overview, his contributions to the theodic pro-
ject can be grouped into four areas of reflection: (1) the present world as the 
best possible one, (2) the nature of evil, (3) the quality and possible conse-
quences of human freedom, and (4) suffering as just retribution for sin. 

6.1 Whole-Part Order 

Augustine holds an optimistic and positive view of the world. The world 
God created is glorious, reflecting the perfection of its maker. It must nec-
essarily be less perfect than he, as there will always be an ontological dif-
ference between God and creation. As such, a part of the explanation for 
the evils in the world is that they are nothing but a natural part of the 
complete picture of creation, since creation must be deprived of some of the 
perfection of its creator. Nevertheless, it reflects an overall harmony as the 
“admirable beauty of the universe is made up of all things, in which even 
what is called evil, well ordered and in its place, is the eminent commenda-
tion of what is good.”81 Thus, what could appear as evil when seen in isola-
tion can appear as a good or necessary component in the larger picture. 
Evil can serve a purpose of being the contrast to God’s goodness as ugliness 
stands to beauty. This does not mean that the concrete evils that humans 
suffer are not truly experienced as authentic “evil” suffering, but from a 
metaphysical perspective they have a different status. Even the evils 
brought about by the devil (created as a good, free being) are employed by 
God’s providential purposes in testing the good.82 The ultimate Augustinian 

                                                        
77 Barth defines “das Sündige als das in Jesus Christus im Prinzip 
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79 Journet, The Meaning of Evil, 27–28.  
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depiction of what good might come out of God allowing the fall of angels 
and human beings is that it necessitated the far greater good of the salva-
tion of Christ.83 

6.2 Evil as Privation 

Augustine modified Plotinus’s theory of evil as negation by making it 
rather a matter of privation in those that are evil so that they are actually 
deprived of that purpose inherently natural to them. Evil is deficiency and 
no cause can be found for it.84 It is therefore without independent status, 
and always parasitic on the Good.85 In Augustine’s thought, natural evils 
are not evils in themselves. Evil in the proper sense can occur only when 
created beings with the gift and power of free will use that power to turn 
away from what is their true purpose: “When the will abandons what is 
above itself and turns to what is lower, it becomes evil, not because that to 
which it turns is evil, but because the turning itself is wicked.”86 This per-
spective is at the heart of the matter in Augustine’s theodic reflections, and 
his other theodic conclusions follow from it. The main reference point is al-
ways God—the ultimate good. Hence, the evil of a created free being is 
judged in terms of the falling away from her or his purpose—being in the 
truth, being in God—and this turning away from God is the essence of sin. 
Hence, only two kinds of evil exist as a result of man’s turning away from 
God and his goodness: sin and the consequences of sin. 

6.3 Free Will 

Closely linked to these considerations on the nature and quality of creation 
are the theodic consequences Augustine draws from libertarian freedom. 
According to Augustine, the world God created would have been less perfect 
had he not created beings in it with the gift of free will: 

Neither the sins nor the misery are necessary to the perfection of the 
universe, but souls as such are necessary, which have the power to 
sin if they so will, and become miserable if they sin. If misery per-
sisted after their sins had been abolished, or if there were misery be-
fore there were sins, then it might be right to say that the order and 
government of the universe were at fault. Again, if there were sins, 
but no consequent misery, that order is equally dishonored by lack of 
equity.87 

One cannot accuse God for the freedom he allowed his creatures to enjoy, 
although he knew they could and indeed would use it to sin: 

Such is the generosity of God’s goodness that He has not refrained 
from creating even that creature which He foreknew would not only 
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sin, but remain in the will to sin. As a runaway horse is better than 
a stone which does not run away because it lacks self-movement and 
sense perception, so the creature is more excellent which sins by free 
will than that which does not sin only because it has no free will.88 

Thus, the free-will argument follows from the argument of the best possible 
world: God could not have created a better world than one in which there 
are free created beings and such beings are capable of doing evil. But the 
world with the evils they commit is still better than the world in which 
there had been no free creatures and hence no evil. 

6.4 Suffering as Necessary and Just Outcome of Sin 

Much has been written on Augustine’s complex notion of God’s justice, and 
the concept is more subtle than its presentation has often been in the his-
tory of Christian ideas. According to Augustine, sin always is followed by 
its disruptive effects, namely suffering and death, as in a necessary web of 
cause and effect. This is the retributive notion of evil which we saw in the 
Old Testament and throughout the history of Christian thought in various 
forms and many authors, including Thomas Aquinas, Luther, and Calvin, 
and even mystics such as Hildegard of Bingen. John Hick has called this 
the “principle of balance”89 which is believed to be active in the universe. 

Augustine does indeed consider everything that occurs in the world as 
intricately involved with the activity of God, as he cannot see God to be ex-
cluded from anything that happens. Writing against the Manicheans and 
their teaching of a dual cause to the phenomena of the world (mentioned 
above), Augustine saw in God the unique cause of all things.90 Obviously, 
this easily imparts to God the dual role of judge and executioner—the one 
who evaluates the actions of humans and who strikes justly those he has 
deemed worthy of punishment.91 Nevertheless, a number of factors render 
Augustine’s account more complex.  

By portraying evil as that which is not, Augustine is able to tackle 
evil’s charge against God without reverting to dualism: God is the creator of 
all there is; evil does not exist in its own right and does not have an origin 
of its own; it merely exists in parasitic form as falling away or being de-
prived from creation’s intended purpose. And since such privation is possi-
ble only in those free willed creatures that decided to turn away from God, 
only created beings are to blame.  

Augustine’s writings allow for at least two interpretations of natural 
evil: one that denies and one that confirms a notion of natural evil. Ac-
cording to the first interpretation, there is no real “natural evil,” for that 
“would be either a God-made evil or a Manichee, alien power coequal with 
the good,” and obviously, Augustine cannot allow such an interpretation.92 
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89 Hick, Evil and the God of Love (2d ed.; London: Palgrave Macmillan, 

1985), 87–89.  
90 Augustine, On Free Choice of the Will 3.126.  
91 Augustine, City of God 22.24.  
92 Evans, Augustine on Evil, 98. “Augustine and other, present-day adherents of 

traditional theism, such as Jolivet and Journet, clearly teach that physical evil does 
not exist.” Vermeer, Learning Theodicy, 24.  



HISTORICAL DEVELOPMENT OF THE PROBLEM OF EVIL 
 

 

21 

As we saw above, Augustine believes there are only two kinds of evils: sin 
and the consequences of sin. Therefore, natural evils cannot exist.93 Physi-
cal pain is not an evil in itself. Rather, it is protective as it warns against 
bodily threats. Only sin causes humans to experience pain as suffering. 
Augustine writes that God loves order and hence accommodates evil by 
making something intrinsically good out of it. What seems disorderly to us 
God can incorporate in his overall order of goods.94  

According to the second interpretation, natural evil does exist in 
Augustine’s thought. Although it is sin that causes pain to be experienced 
as suffering, disorder has entered the created order. There is a necessary 
relation between the fall of humankind and the disorder and misery it cre-
ated in the natural world, first and foremost by corrupting the will of hu-
mans. But, Augustine writes, even prior to the creation of humans, disorder 
and evil had entered the world through the rebellion and fall of Satan and 
the angels that followed him. Although Satan and the fallen angels are real 
and have the power to create real effects in the created world, they remain 
under his dominion but in their own proper “natural subsistence” in the 
world.95 Just as God could not have created a better world than the one in 
which there were human beings who could potentially sin, so God could not 
have created it better than with the angels who were free to turn away 
from God. Demons differ from angels not by nature but by fault.96 Thus, to 
Augustine, natural evil is due to the free actions of nonhuman spirits, ex-
cept when it is the result of God’s punishment.97 For Augustine, the free-
will argument operates even as the link between moral and natural evil.98  

Both interpretations of natural evil are co-present in Augustine and 
are in principle reconcilable:99 Both perspectives build on a conviction that 
retribution is rational as “the world moves away from punishment and suf-
fering as irrational fate or demonic possession towards a standard of equi-
table justice and order.”100 Evil begins in the free will that falls away from 
its purpose, and hence the root of evil is found in the will that God created 
good and free with the risk that it might turn away from him. However, the 
outcome of such turning away from God is necessarily felt as real effects in 
all realms of the world, both moral and physical.  

The notion of original sin, so clear in Augustine, explains why the distri-
bution of suffering is not evenly tied up with the actual sins committed by 
people and why innocent children need to suffer. Through the sin of Adam, 
destruction came into the world of humans as collective punishment. No 
one is innocent and everyone deserves to be punished. One of the worst out-
comes of this disorder is that further sin is committed. The one sin of Adam 
is continued in the multitude of sins that humans commit through time, for 
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through the sin of Adam the wills of all future humans became corrupted so 
that they are not able not to sin (non posse no peccare).101 

The question is obviously how to establish the causal nexus between 
moral and natural evil, that is, how the will of humans and angels can have 
such disastrous effects in nature as earthquakes. According to Gillian 
Evans, no matter how distant this theory may be from the modern mind, it 
was a natural theory for Augustine due to his Platonic inspiration. Ac-
cording to Plato’s Timaeus, bodies are first moved by souls, whether good or 
evil. Any body that is thus moved will move other bodies in a chain of 
events, the source of which may no longer be identifiable by mere contem-
plation of the final outcome “as if Achilles pushed Hector and in falling 
Hector dislodged some of the leaves of a tree he chanced to strike.”102 

In this perspective, the link between moral and natural evil, between 
sin and suffering, is necessary and logical, almost inherent to the world it-
self.103 The necessary outcome of falling away from God, who is the source 
of all happiness, can be nothing but unhappiness and suffering. This per-
spective is contained in the very notion of privation. Hence, for Augustine, 
privation is sin, but at the same time it constitutes suffering. As men-
tioned, his writings do provide an interpretation of suffering as God’s direct 
punishment for sin. However, the depiction of sin and evil as the privation 
of good represents what we could call an ontological perspective of imma-
nent justice where sin can but reap misery and suffering. Such a conviction 
resembles what we saw in the Old Testament, especially in the wisdom 
tradition, as well as in the New Testament. In Augustine, this Biblical syn-
thetic view of life is enriched by Greek notions of evil as privation.  

This notion is developed further in Christian mysticism, especially by 
Hildegard von Bingen, who considers suffering to be the groaning of the 
cosmos over the moral evils of humankind. Moral and natural evils are 
linked in an inherent way, grounded in the ontological union between God 
and creation with the human being as the micro-cosmos in the macro-
cosmos of creation. Given this fundamental union between creation and the 
God who constantly upholds it, creation cannot be conceived of without the 
presence of its creator. Thus, human falling away from God in sin can but 
lead to suffering, almost in the form of an inherent necessity, whether this 
be effected by God—who must punish God’s creatures, lest justice be im-
paired—or by the immanent justice of the divinely created and upheld 
order by which creation destroys itself when falling away from its own in-
herent purpose. Common for both perspectives is that sin is evaluated 
against the standard of God’s goodness. 

7 From Augustine to Leibniz 

Having traced some of the most significant Augustinian perspectives on 
evil, we shall briefly sketch a few highlights from Augustine’s to Leibniz’s 
handling of the problem. 
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The notion of evil as privation of good is followed faithfully. Boethius 
advanced the argument very clearly in The Consolation of Philosophy, 
written during his imprisonment prior to his martyrdom: “And so evil is 
nothing. . . . [God] cannot commit evil.”104 

Aquinas also dealt with the problem of evil in various passages.105 As 
did Augustine, he proposes four main perspectives on the issue: evil as 
privation, whole-part order, free will and the necessary link between moral 
and natural evil.106 Thomas’s teaching on natural evil requires particular 
attention. He treats moral and natural evil as distinct realities. God does 
not perform any morally evil acts, but he permits his creatures to perform 
them because he respects their freedom. However, natural evil is permitted 
by God to such an extent that one gets the impression that he believes God 
sometimes is its direct cause due to the principle of plenitude, the term 
employed by Thomas for the best of possible worlds.107 Evil is permitted by 
God because only God sees the overall picture and knows which is the best 
of possible worlds. Further, quoting Augustine, Aquinas writes that God is 
so powerful that he can even make good out of something evil. Hence the 
presence of evil constitutes a challenge that allows for God’s greatness to be 
glorified as he is able to turn it into something good.108 

Martin Luther and John Calvin also followed Augustine, in particular 
in his assessment of the sinfulness of humankind and the justice of God. 
Like Augustine, they believed that all evils come from the fall that 
damaged humans so much that they cannot even work on their own 
redemption, but are in everything dependent on the grace of Christ. Luther 
in particular repudiated the project of providing a philosophical theodicy. It 
is not God but humankind who is to be justified. Raising the problem of evil 
as an accusation against the goodness of God’s decrees only further reveals 
the sinfulness of humanity. Only faith can provide the horizon in which the 
human being is justified and saved from the ultimate evil of not being able 
to satisfy the justice of God.  

The Deus absconditus rules supra nos in ways not intelligible to men 
and women, but in the salvation of the Deus revelatus in Christ, God has 
become man pro nobis. Hence, although no analysis may ever reveal God’s 
reasons for allowing so much suffering, Christian faith says that he will 
make everything good for those who put their trust in him. This perspective 
that emphasizes faith (and revelation) over reason (and philosophy) has 
continued to the present, especially in the neo-orthodox theology of Karl 
Barth and his school.109 

One can trace the Augustinian influence all the way to and even 
beyond Leibniz. However, important changes start to occur in the fabric of 
thought that eventually led to the Enlightenment. One of these changes is 
the basic approach to theology and faith: Pre-Enlightenment theology 
always aimed toward a higher good than any goods in this world, mainly 
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that of union with God. Theology was thereby ultimately theocentric, with 
human beings finding freedom through union with God.110 With Leibniz 
and the Enlightenment the perspective became anthropocentric, with 
freedom found in the liberation of reason from any determining and 
potentially inhibiting environments.  

As Tilley, Surin, and others argue, theodicy in the pre-Enlightenment 
period consisted in addressing specific evils from within a Christian 
perspective. However, with the Enlightenment, theodicy became an 
attempt to provide reasons for such a perspective. This anthropocentric 
shift emphasized temporal over eternal goods or evils. Human faith in our 
own ability to judge between goods and evils, and ultimately judge the 
rationality of maintaining faith in God grew to new heights of faith in 
human rational powers. Already Blaise Pascal (1623–1662) lamented 
philosophers’ growing rationalization of the concept of God. He contrasted 
the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob with the God of philosophers that 
“subjects faith to reason in a no-longer rationally grounded act.”111 This God 
of philosophers was not the God of worship and love in the same way as the 
God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, but the God who could contribute to the 
human quest to conquer the world of reason. Thus, what seemed irrational 
could more easily create distance between humanity and God than was the 
case before. An attempt at a general characterization of the change from 
pre- to post-Enlightenment theodicies would amount to the following:  

In pre-Enlightenment reflections on the problem of evil, God is the one 
offended by the apostasy of angels and humans, as well as the damage this 
apostasy has dine to the beautiful world God provided for his creatures. 
The offence is so great that only God’s Son can amend it by dying on the 
cross. Conversely, in post-Enlightenment theodicies, it is not God but 
humans who are offended by the evils found in the world. Before this shift, 
the belief was that God’s creatures had sullied creation and brought such 
evils to the world that only a Savior God could redeem it. After the shift, 
God was charged with the evils in the world in such a way that it could lead 
to atheism. Before, the problem of evil could cause God to loose faith in 
humankind. After, it could cause humans to loose faith in God. 

In Christian Europe prior to Leibniz, God’s just anger for what humans 
had made of creation by sinning was considered so great that it required 
nothing less than the sacrifice of Christ to appease it. This was the only 
reasonable framework for theodic reflections. They were anchored in a 
confessional context closely related to Christian notions of atonement. After 
Leibniz, doctrine was exchanged for reason as the ultimate ground for 
theodic equations. Furthermore, because of the Enlightenment’s quest for 
emancipation from religious confessions, theodic reflections were detached 
from any system of conviction based on divine revelation.112 Divinely 
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revealed premises were exchanged for logical argumentation. They were 
“true” only to the extent that they reflected logical deductions. As we shall 
see, in Leibniz’s theodicy, even God’s power and creativity were subject to a 
set of possibilities the boundaries of which were determined by logical and 
rational necessity. Thus, against Descartes and Spinoza, Leibniz taught 
that there was a “standard of goodness and perfection that exists 
independently of God and that God creates the world because it is good, a 
world which is good not just because it is the creation of God.”113 

8 Leibniz 

The shift from pre- to post-Enlightenment theodic reflections occurred in 
and around the work of Leibniz more than in any other thinker. As we 
shall see, the theodic strategies for encountering the problem of evil are 
surprisingly faithful to those found in the tradition he draws from. It is the 
setting that is so different. Leibniz was trained in the discipline of law and 
this is evident in his theodic universe. God is in the seat of the accused, 
charged for being the cause of evils in the world. The judge is human 
reason, and the defender and the prosecutor both advance arguments in 
favor of their respective case: God is innocent vs. God is guilty. 

8.1 The Best of All Possible Worlds 

As did Augustine, Leibniz held a highly optimistic view of the world. This 
optimism was anchored in his rationalistic and equally optimistic views of 
God, to whom nothing but the best imaginable qualities could be 
attributed: divine wisdom, omnipotence, foreknowledge. In his infinite 
knowledge, he would logically have in front of him a host of possible worlds 
to create. In his goodness he would logically choose the best among these 
options: “God has chosen the most perfect world, that is, the one which is at 
the same time the simplest in hypothesis and the richest in phenomena.”114 
Hence, no matter how the world mightlook from a human perspective, by 
necessity it would have to be the best of possible worlds. Unlike both 
Aquinas and Malebranche, who taught that God could improve the world 
by adding good to it, Leibniz taught that this was impossible, and that God 
could not have created the world better than it is.115 

In Leibniz’s thought, even God was constrained by logical necessity 
when creating; only certain combinations of things can exist together or be, 
in Leibniz’s word, “compossible.”116 The idea that God could simply 
eliminate elements experienced as evil failed to ignore that “the universe is 
all of a piece, so that if the smallest evil that comes to pass were missing, it 
would no longer be this world.”117 Leibniz’s belief in the perfection of God’s 
initial creation was so great that he concluded God would never tinker with 
what he had created and especially not perform miracles in the sense of 
breaking the established laws. This would contradict the conviction that 
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God had created the most perfect of possible worlds, and Leibniz therefore 
considered the notion of miracles repugnant. The best possible world was 
one where God would never have to intervene in the unfolding of its pre-
established trajectory. Even if it appeared that God would improve the 
world by miraculously preventing individual accidents, such interventions 
would suggest that the world was not as good as it could have been, 
wherefore God would allow the accident to happen as it was part of his 
overall purpose—the wisdom of which only he could see. 

Leibniz believed that the world was so harmonious from the outset of 
its creation that it could only follow the order God had laid down in its 
inmost nature. Leibniz actually expressed caution with regard to a too 
mechanistic worldview and warned against the World Machine (machine 
mundi) of mechanical philosophy because he did not consider it to disclose 
“the innermost nature of things.”118 Nevertheless, he exemplified his 
conviction of the world harmony by analogy with a recent invention of his 
time—the clock: The clock of the world unfolds as if by necessity toward the 
greater good. The unfolding of the “clock of the world” occurs as “the first 
mind . . . in its wisdom, establishes things from the beginning so that there 
is rarely need of extraordinary concurrence . . . for the conservation of 
things.”119 Even natural evil is part of the best of possible worlds. It is 
determined by laws which also define the best possible consequences, and 
as Augustine taught, evil must always be judged teleologically in terms of 
the best possible whole. 

8.2 Evil as Privation 

As St. Thomas and other theologians and philosophers had done, Leibniz 
distinguishes between three kinds of evil: moral, physical (natural), and 
metaphysical. He explains each as follows: 

Evil may be taken metaphysically, physically and morally. Meta-
physical evil consists in mere imperfection, physical evil in suffering, 
and moral evil in sin. Now although physical evil and moral evil be 
not necessary, it is enough that by virtue of the eternal verities they 
be possible. And as this vast Region of Verities contains all possibili-
ties it is necessary that there be an infinitude of possible worlds, 
that evil enter into divers of them, and that even the best of all con-
tain a measure thereof. Thus has God been induced to permit evil.120 

Although Augustine identified creaturely privative weakness in Adam 
before the fall, he had focused mainly on moral evil (sin), that is, the falling 
away from God. This evil he considered the sole cause of all others, for the 
original weakness did not by necessity lead Adam to sin, and from sin to 
suffering and evil. Leibniz, on the other hand, placed more emphasis on 
metaphysical evil. By this he meant the limitation of creation vis-à-vis its 
creator. Although Leibniz considered the present world to be the best of 
possible worlds, he nevertheless also entertained the conviction that the 
created order had to be imperfect so that there would remain a qualitative 
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difference between God and creation. For instance, God is the cause of God 
and owes his existence to no one, but creation owes its existence to a cause 
beyond itself, namely God. God could not have given humankind all degrees 
of perfection without making the creature God: 

And when it is said that the creature depends upon God in so far as 
it exists and in so far as it acts, and even that conservation is a con-
tinual creation, this is true in that God gives ever to the creature 
and produces continually all that in it is positive, good and perfect, 
every perfect gift coming from the Father of lights. The imperfec-
tions, on the other hand, and the defects in operations spring from 
the original limitation that the creature could not but receive with 
the first beginning of its being, through the ideal reasons which re-
strict it. For God could not give the creature all without making of it 
a God; therefore there must . . . be different degrees in the perfection 
of things, and limitations also of every kind.121 

According to Leibniz, this original limitation antedates original sin and 
any moral evils and sins angels or humans may have committed. It consti-
tutes the privation of its origin—namely its creator, its origin, its God: 
“there is an original imperfection in the creature before sin, because the 
creature is limited in its essence; whence ensues that it cannot know all, 
and that it can deceive itself and commit other errors.”122 These limitations 
that led to original sin as well as the subsequent multitudes of individual 
sins that followed—are necessary to maintain the right balance between 
Creator and creature. Thus, for Leibniz, even original sin and the subse-
quent corrupted will of humankind are natural and necessary parts of the 
best of possible worlds.  

This obviously endangers God’s innocence vis-à-vis evil in the world. 
Yet God is not to blame for the evils in the world, as the world must be de-
prived of some of the goodness of its creator by a law of necessary logic that 
not even God’s will can overrule. It could not be different if God were to 
create, and it is a greater good that God create than not create, even with 
the limitations and evils inherent in creation. 

8.3 Free Will 

As in the main trends of theodic reflections prior to him, Leibniz taught the 
absolute advantage of having a world with created beings with free will. 
Some people had suggested to Leibniz that God could have created a world 
with less suffering if he had not created them with free will.123 Leibniz re-
jected such a utilitarian idea that God would only act according to what 
would provide the highest degree of happiness. Rather, he argued, God 
would act according to what he necessarily knew to be the best, seen from 
his divine perspective: 

the author is still presupposing that false maxim advanced as the 
third, stating that the happiness of rational creatures is the sole aim 
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of God. If that were so, perhaps neither sin nor unhappiness would 
ever occur, even by concomitance. God would have chosen a sequel of 
possibles where all these evils would be excluded. But God would 
fail in what is due to the universe, that is, in what he owes to 
himself.124 

Although creatures could choose evil, they are nevertheless necessary 
in the best of possible worlds. Just as creation had to be limited at large 
vis-à-vis the creator, so the will of humankind had to be limited, which in 
turn led to moral evil or sin. According to Leibniz, such sin is real, but it 
cannot be avoided due to the necessary limitations of created beings. 

8.4 The Link Between Moral and Natural Evil 

As we saw, Leibniz taught that metaphysical evil antedated both moral 
and natural evil and was the real cause of both. One could have expected 
that this would have decreased human guilt, but Leibniz follows Augustine 
faithfully and confirms that natural evil is just punishment for moral evil 
and sin. He did not employ much space to describe why this is so and how 
the link between sin and suffering comes about. As Susan Neiman sug-
gests, “Leibniz held the connection between moral and natural evils to be 
too self-evident to warrant serious question.”125 Moral evil consists in the 
wrong choice which he equates with sin.126 Such wrong choice comes about 
because of our confused perceptions. Leibniz did not consider moral evil as 
the natural lawyer[?] in terms of offending God’s will, [doesn’t make 
sense] but because it brought about physical evils, that is, pain and 
suffering.127 Leibniz was convinced that the link between moral and natural 
evil would become clearer with time and that at present it was a matter of 
trust that the present arrangement of things ultimately would prove to be 
the best possible. 

9 Theodicy after Leibniz 

The impact of Leibniz’s thought and in particular his theodicy is evident 
from its influence on intellectual optimism in the Enlightenment. But it 
equally prompted forceful criticism. 

The Lisbon earthquake of 1755 shook the ground under Leibnizian op-
timism. The disaster itself was of an impressive magnitude. A third of the 
city’s 275,000 inhabitants were killed. But, as various authors observed, a 
series of coincidences made it appear particularly evil and irreconcilable 
with the notion of a good (Christian) God who takes good care of his crea-
tures. The quake hit Lisbon, a Roman Catholic city known for the relig-
iousness of its inhabitants and its Christian art. It occurred on a Christian 
holiday—All Saints’ Day—during service. Thus the majority of victims 
were worshippers and many of them died under collapsing church spires. 
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Fearing fires, falling debris, and the possibility of further quakes that could 
cause other buildings to fall over them, tens of thousands of citizens took 
refuge on the waterfront just to be killed by the wave that hit the city thir-
ty minutes after the first earthquake. Conversely, those who chose to sin on 
this religious feast day in the brothels in the city’s eastern outskirts sur-
vived. As Martin Schönfeld observes: “Overnight, Leibniz’s theodicy was 
turned into a bad joke.”128  

Partly because of this disaster, and partly because he had a different 
cosmology, Voltaire tore apart Leibniz’s optimism. In his Poème sur le 
Désastre de Lisbonne (1756), he attacked it directly. Three years later, in 
his Candide (1759), he polemically noted: “If this is the best possible world, 
then I do not want to know what the worst looks like.”129 And in the Phi-
losophical Dictionary (1764), Voltaire quoted Lactantius who in turn 
quoted the theodic passage in Epicurus. Voltaire did not find Lactantius’s 
solution convincing. Much less did he find Leibniz’s depiction of the world 
reconcilable with the facts of history. According to Voltaire, only someone 
living in luxury as Leibniz had done could propose such an idealized image: 

Leibniz . . . did mankind the service of explaining that we ought to 
be entirely satisfied, and that god could do no more for us, that he 
had necessarily chosen, among all the possibilities, what was unde-
niably the best one. . . . What! To be chased from a place of delights, 
where we would have lived for ever if an apple had not been eaten! 
What! produce in wretchedness wretched children who will suffer 
everything, who will make others suffer everything! What! To un-
dergo every illness, feel every sorrow, die in pain, and for refresh-
ment be burned in the eternity of centuries! Is this really the best lot 
that was available? This is not too good for us; and how can it be 
good for god? 

Leibniz realized that these questions were unanswerable: so he 
wrote thick books in which he did not agree with himself. 

A Lucullus in good health, dining well with his friends and his mis-
tress in the house of Apollo, can say laughingly that there is no 
devil; but let him put his head out of the window and he will see un-
happy people; let him suffer a fever and he will be unhappy him-
self.130 

David Hume—who promoted the Epicurean dilemma in simplified form, 
placed in the words of Philo in the Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion 
(1779)—further enhanced Voltaire’s criticism of the Leibnizian optimism 
with relentless analysis. David Hume’s version of the problem of evil, seen 
as its “most succinct formulation” has had tremendous influence: “Is he 
willing to prevent evil, but not able? Then he is malevolent. Is he both able 
and willing? Whence then is evil?”131 
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Immanuel Kant criticized all former attempts at a theodicy in his On 
the Failure of All Philosophical Attempts at a Theodicy (1791).132 It was 
written after the three Critiques, but before Religion within the Boundaries 
of mere Reason (1793). Kant was less optimistic than Leibniz with regard to 
the range of reason. He denied that human reasoning could judge God and 
his works in any responsible project of combining the notions of God, evil, 
and reason. Kant dismissed as hubris the conviction that finite reason and 
theistic concepts of God could converge.133 He published a number of essays 
on the Lisbon earthquake in which is is clear that he was more interested 
in the scientific side of the event, how it happened, than the metaphysical 
reflections on why it happened. As terrible as such disasters were, they did 
not have divine causes—they were accidents.134 Further, in the second of 
the essays with the provocative title “On the Use of Earthquakes,” Kant 
enumerated the good side effects he believed could come from such devas-
tating events as earthquakes.  

Kant did not share Leibniz’s view that the universe was rationally ar-
ranged. He wrote from a teleological perspective. Like Leibniz, Kant or-
dered the divine attributes in three areas: (1) goodness, (2) omniscience and 
omnipotence, and (3) holiness. But unlike Leibniz, Kant found each of these 
to be challenged by the empirical fact of disteleology (Zweckwidrigkeit): “A. 
the holiness of the creator contrasts with moral evil in the world. B. The 
goodness of the Creator contrasts with woes and suffering. C. The justice of 
the Creator contrasts with the impunity of the guilty.”135 Hence, according 
to Kant, all theodic attempts had failed.  

In the place of theodic solutions, Kant emphasized human responsibil-
ity for moral conversion. Books One and Two of his Religion within the 
Boundaries of Mere Reason have been of great importance to the develop-
ment of theodicy.136 Book One represents a philosophical counterpart to the 
Christian doctrine of original sin, whereas Book Two parallels the Chris-
tian doctrine of redemption, reinterpreting them both in ways that have 
taken theodic reflections further away from their pre-Leibnizian habitat. 
This is evident in the reception of Kant’s ideas in the works of J. G. Herder, 
J. C. F. Schiller, F. X. von Baader, F. W. J. Schelling, and Friedrich 
Schleiermacher.137 Some scholars in recent Kantian research suggest (in 
contrast with his early, mainly Lutheran, biographers) that Kant disliked 
Christianity and was really more oriented towards pantheism. They argue 
that he and his earliest biographers sought to cover it up, both because it 
was dangerous to his career and because his ideas would be received with 
greater difficulty in the aftermath. However, they see such antipathy in his 
reinterpretation of a number of fundamental Christian ideas.138 Christian-
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ity “survived” in Kant due to his assessment (or reinterpretation) of it as 
“the only moral religion” vis-à-vis all other religions, which he considered to 
be servile attempts to manipulate supernatural powers.139  

Whereas original sin is seen as inherited, Kant views radical evil as 
self-incurred by each human. Instead of being guided by the categorical im-
perative (Act only according to that maxim by which you can at the same 
time will that it would become a universal law), humans make the satisfac-
tion of their own ends the first priority in their actions. Overcoming radical 
evil requires a “change of heart” which can only occur in the reordering of 
one’s principles of choice.  

The question then becomes, what will be the result of our moral culpa-
bility? In response to this question, Kant reinterpreted the Christian doc-
trine of vicarious atonement through the death of Christ (Book Two of Re-
ligion). Because of his analysis of morality as autonomy, he rejected the 
doctrine of vicarious atonement.140 Instead he saw in Christ a role model, 
and considered Christ’s work an “exemplary” one in which we recognize 
just moral behavior. Christ had adhered to this principle of moral rightness 
and Kant considered it fundamental to the “religion of reason.”141  

Kant’s reinterpretation of the Christian notions of original sin and 
vicarious atonement have had important consequences for the history of 
theodicy; it contributed to the theodic dilemma in the modern form, first 
established by Leibniz. Instead of God being offended by the sins of his 
creatures, it is humans who are offended by God’s “sin”—evil in the world. 
Of course, Leibniz believed he was able to find enough evidence in favor of 
God’s innocence, so that he could let God go free. He did so for two reasons: 
because he was utterly convinced of the logic that the world had to be the 
best of possible worlds, and because he held on to a notion of belief in origi-
nal sin with natural evil as just retribution for sin. Voltaire challenged 
Leibniz’s first reason. Kant challenged the second.  

The changes in approach from Leibniz to Voltaire, Hume, and Kant al-
tered the entire situation. We may or may not believe in the notion of para-
dise, original perfection, a fall away from it through sin, and the cosmology 
in which it became the constituent theodic component. But whether we 
consider the changes positive or negative, a historical overview of the de-
velopment of theodicy must at least appreciate the consequences the depar-
ture from the traditional beliefs have had for theodicy. 

10 Development as Theodicy 

Much like Augustine and Leibniz, G. W. F. Hegel considered the evils suf-
fered by humankind in its historical development to be partial and neces-
sary in the overall picture of good. However, Hegel criticized Leibniz for 
having undertaken a theodicy with “indeterminate abstract categories.” In-
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stead, he saw a theodicy in history. At the conclusion of his Philosophy of 
History he wrote: “The history of this world is this process of development 
and the actual coming-into-being of spirit, underneath the variable dramas 
of its histories—this is the true theodicy, the justification of God in his-
tory.”142 This developmental theodicy has had enormous impact, partly be-
cause of Hegel’s authority, partly because it picks up on developmental 
theodic aspects that have been co-present with the Augustinian-Leibnizian 
attempt to free God from any responsibility for the evils in the world. In 
developmental theodicies, God allows destruction and suffering as means 
towards the refinement of both biotic and non-biotic nature, and especially 
human character, both individual and collective. This notion was applied 
for instance by Karl Marx, who secularized Leibniz’s metaphysical opti-
mism even further. Following Hegel’s conviction that humankind develops 
through the hardships of history, Marx saw the suffering of the striving 
classes as the necessary sacrifices for the development toward a society in 
which equality would eventually prevail. 

Such approaches take a theodic strategy that comes across as the most 
significant modern approach to the problem of evil. It is a view that sees 
destruction and suffering as fruitful catalysts in the development towards 
greater goods, that is, those of the development of individual human be-
ings, of collective human history, of the emergence of the world, or of bio-
logical evolution. Such strategies already became evident with the rise of 
scientific theories of a natural order that involves destruction and subse-
quent suffering as part of its inherent fabric. They were further advanced 
by evolutionary biology and its conclusion that destruction is a necessary 
requirement for the refinement of races and species.  

The developmental approach to theodicy has been received and devel-
oped further in John Hick’s Evil and the God of Love,143 a book that has had 
considerable influence. According to Hick, Western theodic reflections have 
suffered from the dominance of the Augustinian paradigm: God allows free 
will for its intrinsic value and the subsequent fall has thwarted nature and 
caused the evils it contains. For Hick, the primary problem with the Augus-
tinian reading is the plausibility of its premises: 

the logical possibility that it would establish is one which, for very 
many people today, is fatally lacking in plausibility. For most edu-
cated inhabitants of the modern world regard the biblical story of 
Adam and Eve, and their temptation by the devil, as myth rather 
than as history; and they believe that so far from having been cre-
ated finitely perfect and then falling, humanity evolved out of lower 
forms of life, emerging in a morally, spiritually, and culturally 
primitive stage. Further, they reject as incredible the idea that 
earthquake and flood, disease, decay, and death are consequence ei-
ther of a human fall, or of a prior fall of angelic beings who are now 
exerting an evil influence upon the earth. They see all this as part of 
a pre-scientific world view. . . . those of us for whom the resulting 
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theodicy, even if logically possible, is radically implausible, must 
look elsewhere for light on the problem of evil.144 

As is evident, Hick is heir to the Enlightenment revisions of theodicy 
(and theology in general) that we have seen in the foregoing paragraphs, 
with its rejection of many of the basic maxims in which Christian reflec-
tions on the problem of evil used to be embedded, and he does nothing to 
hide this. However, it is important for him to argue that his developmental 
approach has roots in Christian tradition as well. As an alternative to the 
Augustinian paradigm, Hick points to another tradition that he considers 
to have been present throughout Christian history, but that has received 
less attention, that is, that of the early Hellenistic Fathers of the church, in 
particular St. Irenaeus. Hick acknowledges that Irenaeus was firm in his 
belief in original sin and the fall, but he maintains that Irenaeus sees it “as 
a relatively minor lapse, a youthful error, rather than as the infinite crime 
and cosmic disaster which has ruined the whole creation.”145 Thus, in 
Hick’s reinterpretation of Irenaeus the theodic approach is one that does 
not hinge “upon the idea of the fall, and which is consonant with modern 
knowledge concerning the origins of the human race.” For it hinges “upon 
the creation of humankind through the evolutionary process as an imma-
ture creature living in a challenging and therefore person-making world.”146  

According to Hick, man could only develop a truly free search for God 
in love if he would not have full knowledge of him. If he did, the dispropor-
tion between God and creature would be so great there would be no free-
dom, for “what freedom could finite beings have in immediate conscious-
ness of the presence of the one who has created them . . . and who claims 
their total obedience?”147 Only at an epistemic distance can God’s creatures 
come to seek him in freedom. They would further have to be in an imperfect 
state themselves to freely choose the greater good, namely God. Against 
Alvin Plantinga, and agreeing with Antony Flew and J. L. Mackie,148 Hick 
argues that creatures could not have been created morally perfect and yet 
free. Had they had moral perfection, they could have but constantly chosen 
good, and hence would not have been free. Further, there would have to be 
resistance and all sorts of frightful challenges in the soulmaking world, for 
only in such a challenging environment would humans beings be able to 
grow in character. Therefore, God could only create the world as we know 
it, with all its imperfections, including the human condition and the human 
morally imperfect character. Only in this way, Hick argues, could God 
gradually create children for himself out of human animals. Thus, he even 
speaks of two stages of creation: the initial establishment of the imperfect 
world we know, and the development of human animals into children of 
God who freely seek union with him. With these requirements, the world 
can by necessity only be one that must “provoke the theological problem of 
evil.”149  
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As we shall see, it is legitimate to ask whether so much evil (for in-
stance, the Holocaust) is necessary to these developmental goals and 
whether the good of development justifies the evils humans suffer. Hick 
believes it does. He argues that God would have to adopt a general strategy 
of truly leaving his creation free and never intervening: “if we take with full 
seriousness the value of human freedom and responsibility, as essential to 
the eventual creation of perfected children of God, then we cannot consis-
tently want God to revoke that freedom when its wrong exercise becomes 
intolerable to us.”150 He is aware that this conviction may be of little avail 
to humans who are suffering, but “if God were to remove such suffering, it 
would convert the world from a person-making into a static environment, 
which could not elicit moral growth.”151 

Following the Christian conviction that Christ will return to perfect all 
things, Hick furthermore argues that such a development of God’s creation 
will continue and be perfected only in an eschatological future. There are 
many things we still do not understand about God’s allowing evil in the 
world, but we may rest assured by Christ’s promise that he will perfect all 
things.  

A number of theological issues in Hick’s theodicy complicate its recep-
tion into a classical Christian setting. It seems difficult to find any purpose 
for the atoning work of Christ when Hick believes that humankind must 
develop “all the way” to God. Therewith he believes in a continued devel-
opment through what he calls “vertical reincarnation (i.e., reincarnation in 
an ascending series of environments beyond this earth).”152 Further, Hick 
adopts the essence of apocatastasis, that is, that God would ultimately be 
able to have the whole of creation restored and reconciled to himself.  

Despite these issues, Hick provides theological expression to a convic-
tion that God creates a world that from the outset is chaotic but through 
various forms of creativity renders it fruitful without distorting the free-
dom and autonomy of either creatures or natural causality. He is not the 
first or only philosopher to propose such a view, and his soul-making theo-
dicy is not perfect, but he “is widely regarded as the most influential and 
persuasive exponent of such an approach.”153 

11 Conclusion 

The problem of evil has challenged faith in a good, just and powerful deity 
throughout the ages of religious belief. The problem has been considered 
great when focusing on the evils that stem from what humans do to other 
humans, although evils caused by humans, so-called moral evils, take away 
some of the burden from God. The predicament is greater with those evils 
that cannot be directly traced back to human activity, so-called natural 
evil. The chapters in the present volume address this dilemma from the 
perspectives of contemporary philosophy and theology, informed by the 
natural sciences. 
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The problem has been raised in various forms so that we should really 
speak of the problems of evil. Likewise, history has seen numerous at-
tempts at solving the dilemma or at least casting sufficient light upon it to 
prevent believers from losing their faith. In this short history of the devel-
opment of the problem of evil we have therefore merely scratched the sur-
face. Nevertheless, we have seen a number of recurring traits in the Bible 
and variously throughout the Christian tradition. This holds in particular for 
the way in which theodicists have reflected upon (1) the causes of suffering, 
(2) the reasons for suffering, and (3) the possible purpose of suffering.  

First, the evils of the world raise the question of their causal origin. Ei-
ther the emphasis has been on God’s omnipotence, with the frequent con-
clusion that he must be the direct cause of all that happens in the world, 
including those events we consider evil. Or the emphasis has been on God’s 
goodness, with the frequent dualist conclusion that there must be two 
sources of all that occurs in the world: one good (God) and one evil (the 
Devil). These two perspectives have sometimes been combined so that evil 
would come from the evil one, but never outside of God’s overall control. 
Rather, God would merely permit the Devil to afflict God’s creatures, but 
such affliction would nevertheless be within the overall vision of his ulti-
mate eschatological victory. This same eschatological perspective has often 
been proposed as the ultimate horizon by those thinkers that situated evil’s 
origin in the haze of mystery.  

Second, sometimes replacing the question of the causal origin of evil, 
sometimes adding to it, have been the considerations of the reasons for suf-
fering. The primary Old Testament explication has been the rebellion of 
Satan and/or human beings. Suffering has thus been presented as a just 
recompense for sin. Sometimes God was seen as the judge and the one car-
rying out the just retribution. Other times the equation of sin and suffering 
was linked up with some law of cosmic justice that was inherently logical 
and efficacious, as in one of the Psalms: “Their mischief returns upon their 
own heads, and on their own heads their violence descends” (Ps 7:16).  

Third, humans have thought often about the possible purposes of suf-
fering. Suffering has been seen as enabling existential transformation of 
human existence. Repeatedly, suffering has been presented as the key to 
newfound faith and knowledge, in particular when suffering was presented 
as divine testing: God’s purpose in testing his faithful was that they grow 
in faith and come out of the trial strengthened and wiser than before it.  

In the Christian tradition the dilemma of human sin and subsequent 
judgment has been deemed so great that only a God—that is, God’s son—
could save humans from their self-caused predicament. This belief is at the 
core of the mystery of the cross that not only redeems humans from eternal 
damnation, but also in some sense redeems human suffering itself: 
Humans do not suffer on their own. Christ entered the realm of human ex-
istence and experience to the fullest extent of human death in order to both 
suffer with God’s children and for them. In doing so he called them to unite 
their sufferings with his, therewith including human sufferings in his own, 
giving it new meaning and purpose. Not surprisingly, to many Christian 
thinkers Christology has therefore taken the place of theodicy.  

Many of these thoughts have been followed by postbiblical thinkers. 
They have often been enriched by Greek material, as in the famous exam-
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ple of Augustine, who more than any other single thinker has influenced 
Western reflections on the problem of evil.  

Things changed dramatically with Leibniz. Ironically he did not in any 
remarkable way shift the content from the traditional questions and an-
swers related to the problem of evil. However, in an unseen way the focus 
changed with Leibniz. Before Leibniz, humankind was in the seat of the 
accused with God on the throne of judgment. With and after Leibniz, God 
now was in the position of the accused, with humans—especially human 
reason—in the position of judge. The perspective is entirely different. 
Whereas the content and the conclusions are largely the same, God is now 
the accused. Evidence for and against God’s culpability is brought before 
the judge. Leibniz’s system weighed the evidence in favor of God’s inno-
cence. This changed with later thinkers of the Enlightenment. They kept 
Leibniz’s basic perspective with God accused for the existence of suffering, 
but they came to different conclusions, so that God was able to escape hu-
man accusations with greater difficulty. Thus, Enlightenment philosophers 
challenged theodic reflections tremendously. As we shall see, these difficul-
ties largely constitute the overall point of departure of contributions in the 
present volume.154 
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