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Why would a benevolent and omnipotent god have created a world with evil and suffering?
To answer this question, I will start with the premise that God exists and suppose that this god is the God of the Old and New Testaments.
I will consider two theories as to why this god created evil and suffering and allows these to continue.
1. God has granted humanity free will and does not interfere with the doings of man unless. Included in this is the capacity of all men and women to create evil/suffering in their own minds but not to act on it, to understand and even enjoy it but not inflict it on others. I will discuss this as a modern phenomenon through fiction, film and gaming.
2. That a greater goodness can come from evil and suffering, whether this evil and suffering comes from man or from natural sources. Evil can be described as moral, from man, and natural, as from nature and the elements.
I will also consider throughout the difference between moral evil and natural evil.
Throughout the Old Testament and into the New there are accounts of the suffering and torment of people brought about by moral evil – that which is brought about by man. The accounts of enslavement (Joseph) and the robbery of the Good Samaritan come to mind.
The Bible is of course full of stories about natural evil (physical) as well. These include plagues, floods and years of starvation and the trials of individuals such as Job.
There is no denying that evil and suffering exist in our imperfect world. In the beginning was Eden, a supposed perfect world, with Adam and Eve, untouched by sin and free of evil and any suffering. But this was not a prison of God’s making and God gave Adam and Eve freedom of choice/free will. In the book of Genesis, God says to Adam ‘And the LORD God commanded the man, ‘You are free to eat from any tree in the garden; 17but you must not eat from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, for when you eat from it you will certainly die.’ [footnoteRef:1]  They made the choice to listen to evil in the form of a serpent and to take fruit from the tree that they had been told not to by God. In effect, they committed the first crime of theft. Because of this they were ejected from Eden and placed in a world that contained the evils and suffering that humanity has known since (if you subscribe to this story). This could be an analogy for the perfect creator having his world destroyed by his creation, humanity. [1:  Genesis 2. 16-25.] 

Free will theory
It is said that man is made in the image of God and man has the freedom to choose his actions, thoughts and deeds. The question here is whether God, who must also have free will as given to his creation, chooses to ignore the evil and brutality in the world, and if this is so, then why? The concept of free will has been discussed for millennia and commonly explained as the ability to make a choice over actions which can be somewhat simplistic as ‘animals seem to satisfy this criterion, and we typically think that only persons, and not animals, have free will.’[footnoteRef:2] To understand the concept more clearly, This IEP article continues with ‘Let us then understand free will as the capacity unique to persons that allows them to control their actions’[footnoteRef:3] It is this concept of control that changes the way we perceive and react to our free will. A person may feel extreme anger and he has a choice whether to act upon his anger. He also has the ability to control his actions, to act or not to act, to delay his response, to consider his response and even to not react. [2:  Kevin Timpe, Freewill, date unknown, https://www.iep.utm.edu/freewill/ [accessed 20 September 2019].]  [3:  Ibid.] 

Hume writes that ‘Man is the greatest enemy of man. Oppression, injustice, contempt, contumely, violence, sedition, war, calumny, treachery, fraud – by these they mutually torment ach other…’[footnoteRef:4] Hume’s list of the evils that man can carry out is almost exhaustive, but these evils are all only a possibility unless acted on by humanity itself. This is where free will enters the equation. [4:  David Hume, ‘Evil makes a strong case against God’s existence’ in Philosophy of Religion, ed Michael Peterson and others, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1996) p237.] 

On the idea that God could control human action and create a peaceful world free of illness, evil and disaster, Norman Renshaw, a 1980s evangelist and Baptist minister, wrote ‘But who would wish to opt for the alternative, the life of a puppet, controlled at every turn by God? It would remove all moral struggle, but what a dull existence it would be.’[footnoteRef:5] Humanity has been given the ability to choose any of the options previously mentioned by Hume. Renshaw proposes that a life led by God can be peaceful as well as, as he puts it, interesting. Human history has always been full of unspeakable acts of violence towards fellow humans, often in the name of peace, as one nation’s (or even one leader’s) notion of peace differs from that of others, each believing that theirs is the right path. Historically, these acts have been done in the name of, or against, a ‘God’ or religion, including the Crusades (1096-1291)[footnoteRef:6], missionaries converting foreign lands to Christianity, and more recently the Holocaust of the early 20th Century. [5:  Robert Renshaw No Strings Attached, (Birmingham: Edgwood Press 1980) p 8.]  [6:  Editors, Crusades, 2019 https://www.history.com/topics/middle-ages/crusades [accessed 20 September 2019].] 

The question often raised within this theory is whether God has, as Mackie puts it ‘made men so free that he cannot control their wills.’[footnoteRef:7], with this questioning the omnipotence of God. Is it more likely that God merely refrains from interfering? A benevolent God, who has given his creation the freedom to control their actions, would want his creation to choose the path of lesser evil, of goodness and peace, but once again, history has shown that this is not always possible even for those who propose peace.  [7:  J LMackie, ‘Evil and Omnipotence’, in Philosophy of Religion, ed Michael Peterson and others, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1996) p 251.] 

A meaningful relationship, whether between God and his creation or between fellow human beings must come about through free will. A relationship based on coercion or control cannot be meaningful, therefore people have to come to the path of morality and goodness from choice. That leaves open the choice to reject this path. History, and even current situations, shows us that great atrocities can come about through the ability of a single person to choose a course of action. From third world famines caused by political conflict such as in South Sudan to mass shooting in America such as the El Paso massacre which killed twenty two and injured many others[footnoteRef:8], there have always been individuals who choose what the majority consider to be the wrong way, whatever justifications are given.  [8:  Jason Silverstein, There have been more mass shootings than days this year <https://www.cbsnews.com/news/mass-shootings-2019-more-mass-shootings-than-days-so-far-this-year/> [accessed 20 September 2019].] 

If God is omnipotent then the question arises that surely He should intervene when a person makes the wrong choice? The free-will theory necessitates that He should not, but then poses a further question – why did God not create humans to naturally navigate towards the correct choice? Mackie, in his Paradox of Omnipotence, questions omnipotence by asking ‘can an omnipotent being make things which he subsequently cannot control?’[footnoteRef:9] and ‘can an omnipotent God makes rules which then bind himself?’[footnoteRef:10] both of which lead to the supposition that if God gives his creations free will and this forms part of his rules then he, no longer having control of his subjects, is no longer omnipotent. Mackie’s ‘solution’ to this paradox is to suggest just that and that ‘what the paradox shows is that we cannot consistently ascribe to any being omnipotence in an inclusive sense.’[footnoteRef:11] Therefore, for the free-will theory to stand we must lose sight of God as omnipotent.  [9:  J LMackie, ‘Evil and Omnipotence’,  in Philosophy of Religion, ed Michael Peterson et al, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1996) p 251.]  [10:  ibid]  [11:  ibid] 

A greater good comes from evil and suffering, therefore Evil and suffering are necessary
One train of thought is that God allows evil and suffering because without it there can be no response to it. The good that comes from the evil is greater than the evil that went before. Therefore, there is a reason for events. The ‘everything happens for a reason’ theory. E.g. a child is born with a disability because God knows that the parents have the ability, compassion and caring to cope.
If we look at sympathy as an example, much good can come from witnessing the suffering of others and that cannot be denied (an individual can step up to help someone who trips, a charity can be set up to help those in disaster areas so that many people can contribute), but does it require evil of such magnitude as 911 or the immense suffering from a tsunami?
One could argue that in order to feel sympathy one only needs to see suffering in a small degree – a scraped knee or someone not having enough change for a vending machine – for a response to be made. A counter argument to this could be that this ‘good’ is not apparent to the wider audience. Response to a larger scale evil or suffering requires a greater deal of good.
John Hick believed that man was not created as a perfect image of God ‘but as imperfect and immature beings, able by the exercise of their own freedom gradually to grow towards their future perfection beyond this world.’[footnoteRef:12] This idea of moving towards perfection can only be possible if man has something to grow from, including responses to the evil and suffering in the world. Hick does not concur that God creates suffering for this to happen. On the contrary he is emphatic that horrors such as the Holocaust are not justified in any sense but that such evils were down to the free will of the people committing the atrocities and/or following the orders of those above them. It follows, though, that the response to such tragedy can lead to a greater good. In this case, that such horrors should not be allowed to occur again.  [12:  John Hick, D Z Phillips on God and Evil, <http://johnhick.org.uk/jsite/index.php/articles-by-john-hick/17-d-z-phillips-on-god-and-evil> [accessed 20 September 2019]] 

There is also the case of the progression of man on Earth. History relates the perils of society in times when men had not concept of things such as hygiene, the perils of dangerous chemicals (lead in makeup caused many deformities and deaths in the 1800s) and lack of knowledge of medicine. Science has progressed our abilities beyond imagination in the last two centuries. Renshaw, speaking of the days before TB could be prevented or cured wrote that the deaths from this disease were considered ‘the will of God’. Modern medicine means that TB need no longer be a killer disease. While Renshaw states that ‘God has worked through medicine’[footnoteRef:13] to find a cure, surely it is more that humanity has worked through this ‘necessary (natural) evil’ to enable the better good, in this case medicine, to come about. Renshaw ascribed cancer as the new TB, but this was in 1980, since when huge strides have been made in cancer treatment and survival rates.  [13:  Robert Renshaw No Strings Attached, (Birmingham: Edgwood Press 1980) P 78] 

But why should a benevolent God allow diseases in the first place. If God is so good then, it has been put forward, he should eradicate the diseases that cause such suffering. A quick search reveals a common theme to explain why a ‘good’ god allows his followers to suffer in this way. Chris Russell, an American pastor, writes 
Sometimes His perfect plan for our lives is to allow us to suffer and experience disease, illness, and hardship. The reason for this is that He can often teach us things through suffering that we would never be able to learn through a book or seminar, or through comfort and prosperity.[footnoteRef:14] [14:  Chris Russell, Why Doesn’t God Heal Every Sickness, Disease and Illness?, <https://www.biblestudytools.com/blogs/chris-russell/why-doesn-t-god-heal-every-sickness-disease-and-illness.html> [accessed 20 September 2019].] 

 He cites many instances in the Bible where people pleaded with God to take away their suffering only to be told that only through that suffering can they truly come to know God. Job, Paul in Corinthians and Timothy are amongst those Russell lists.
Swinburne writes of the higher-order defence of natural evils in that ‘natural evil provides opportunities for especially valuable kinds of emotional response and free choice’[footnoteRef:15], allowing compassion for others in suffering. He argues that although god could create a world without suffering it would also be a world without compassion and ‘a world with some pain and some compassion is at least as good as a world with no pain and so no compassion.’[footnoteRef:16] [15:  Richard Swinburne,   < file:///C:/Users/Student/Documents/Swinburne%20problem%20of%20evil.pdf> [accessed 22 September 2019]]  [16:  ibid] 

Alternatively, other Christians write about illness and disease coming from Satan and that it is sin that is the cause of the suffering in the world, linking back to Adam and Eve and the original sin as discussed at the beginning of this essay. This also is intrinsically linked with the free-will theory. For as many websites that state that God allows disease, there are alternative sites such as The Christian Truth Centre[footnoteRef:17] that postulate that disease comes only from evil. [17:  Joshua Munguti, No Disease or Sickness is From God,< https://www.christiantruthcenter.com/no-disease-or-sickness-is-from-god/> [accessed 20 September 2019].] 

Conclusion
Both the free-will theory and the one of greater-goodness have compelling arguments for and against. Free will allows us to make the morally right choice but that moral choice could include fighting for your country. There is no doubt that in war situations both sides believe they are doing what they do to protect the rights and lives of their compatriots. It also allows for people to make what would be considered an immoral choice, even with complete understanding of the consequences of their actions. It is understood that certain personality types gain pleasure from other people’s pain. 
The ability to feel great compassion for the suffering of nations in famine or disease outbreaks in a country we are unlikely to see other than in the media creates campaigns to raise funds and send help. Careers are chosen on the basis that they can be of service to others. Doctors, nurses, scientists searching for cures, down to those who clean and serve. Volunteering and fundraising come about as a result of need. It may be that god does not ‘allow’ suffering but rather allows the compassion and resulting actions.
The answer to the question why a benevolent and omnipotent god would have created a world with evil and suffering can ultimately only be answered by that god himself. It is up to the individual to consider the possible reasons and decide for the herself. I believe in the balance of order provided by the theory of greater good but also wish for a world without such evils and suffering, but this leaves me with the fear that it would dull the sensitivities of humanity, leading to a sense that existence could be pointless. 
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