TILLIA TOTH
Does the existence of evil provide compelling evidence to support the claim that God does not exist?

God is supposedly all-knowing, all-powerful, and all-loving. So why does evil exist if God is real? Surely one of those cannot be true. Why would God allow us to suffer if He loves us? And if He knows what’s going to happen why doesn’t he prevent it, being all-powerful means He could stop it if he wished to. This is called The Problem of Evil. How can evil and an all-loving God co-exist? And how do theists justify their ‘all-loving’ God allowing evil? The Oxford Dictionary describes evil as ‘(of people) enjoying harming others; morally bad and cruel’.[footnoteRef:1] There are different versions of what individual humans and society consider evil, it is subjective, what is considered good and what is considered evil is entirely determined by the person making the decision. There will, most of the time, always be two sides, the persons doing the ‘evil’ and the persons receiving the ‘evil’. In this essay I will discuss the beliefs and reasons for and against God and evil being able to co-exist. [1:  Oxford Dictionary, Evil (n.d.) <https://www.oxfordlearnersdictionaries.com/definition/english/evil_1?q=evil> [accessed 16 January 2024].] 


There are many different kinds of ‘evil’, Lars Svendsen proposes that there are actually four kinds of evil in the world: demonic, instrumental, idealistic, and stupid evil.[footnoteRef:2] Demonic evil is evil for its own sake. It is the only ‘pure’ evil. Instrumental evil is evil towards another selfish goal, such as getting rich. Idealistic evil is similar to instrumental evil, but it is done towards a selfless goal, such as making the world a better place. Finally, there is stupid evil, caused by incompetence or thoughtlessness.[footnoteRef:3] Needless to say, placing something so subjective, in this case ‘evil’, into categories like Svendsen did can lead to dispute as it is not always so distinct as to where certain acts of evil belong. An evil act may appear inexplicably demonic to the victim, while in fact being only an instrument in pursuit of the perpetrator’s goal.  [2:  Lars Svendsen, A Philosophy Of Evil (Norway: Universitesforlaget, 2001), p. 13.  ]  [3:  Evil AI Cartoons, Aims Of Evil, (n.d.) <https://www.evilaicartoons.com/archive/aims-of-evil-ai-the-four-motives-of-evil> [accessed 11 January 2024]. ] 


Now, in religion, evil can be seen as especially straight forward to some, whilst others face a more realistic aspect upon determining what is and isn’t ‘evil’. In Christianity and Judaism ‘evil’ falls under two categories. Evil against one another (murder, theft, adultery) and evil against God (unbelief, idolatry, blasphemy).[footnoteRef:4] To an atheist im sure many would agree that hearing someone say something of unbelief does not qualify as an evil act, I’m also sure that many theists would agree that in some cases murder is not always an evil act (for example killing someone in self-defence) even though in the bible it clearly states in the ten commandments that ‘thou shall not murder’.[footnoteRef:5] We as a society understand that it is not always so candid. This is further proven by the continuation of courts and trials. We have humanity and understand it is not always done with demonic intent. Here I have given a small insight in evil being entirely based on perspective and it cannot always be a simple verdict. [4: Marsha West, What Is The Definition Of Evil (2015) <https://bereanresearch.org/what-is-the-definition-of-evil/> [accessed 13 January]. ]  [5:  Michael Coogan, The Ten Commandments: A Short History Of An Ancient Text (Yale University Press, 2014), p. 4.] 


Many people, religious or not, question Gods apparent morals and it is not wrong to do so, if done respectfully. However, having faith and trust in God is a major teaching in religion. He created everything we know; he is worthy of our trust. His plans are perfect, holy, and righteous and if we endeavour to know God through His Word, we will see that He is worthy of our trust, ‘the lord will keep you from all harm – he will watch over your whole life’.[footnoteRef:6] We do not know Gods plan, maybe he intends for this all to happen for a reason, perhaps it is necessary or maybe he is simply testing us to deem whether or not we are worthy enough to enter His holy Heaven. In Islam they believe life is a test from Allah to see if you are worthy enough to enter Jannah (an eternal afterlife of peace and bliss, where the faithful and righteous are rewarded).[footnoteRef:7] Tests from Allah are a form of His justice; they are a way to distinguish those who have a firm faith regardless of how well they are able to manage the test itself. They are a form of purification and a sign of His mercy and love. A test from Allah can come in the form of an apparent blessing, they will not always be forms of hardship. With Allah’s tests, there is nothing like a pass or fail as such, it is whether one copes well with the test, and the reward for enduring is great.[footnoteRef:8] ‘Nothing happens to us, except what God has decreed for us. He is our Lord and Master. In God the believers shall trust’.[footnoteRef:9]  [6:  Psalm 121:7-8, The Bible.]  [7:  Huda, Definition Of Jannah In Islam (2019) <https://www.learnreligions.com/definition-of-jannah-2004340> [accessed 14 January]. ]  [8:  Hannah Morris, They Say Life Is A Test: What Am I Being Tested For?, (2024) <https://aboutislam.net/counseling/ask-the-counselor/faith-and-spirituality/they-say-life-is-a-test-what-am-i-being-tested-for/> [accessed 16 January].]  [9:  Quran 9:51.] 


In Christianity and Judaism, they believe in the Day of Judgement which is the belief that all souls must wait and be judged together at the end of time. No one knows when this day will come, not even the angels of heaven[footnoteRef:10] and no one knows how long it will last. Jesus Christ will act as the justice of the last judgment, as the Bible states ‘moreover, the Father judges no one, but has entrusted all judgment to the Son’.[footnoteRef:11] For those who chose to live life accepting Jesus Christ as their Lord and Savior, the path ahead is one of living eternal life in heaven with God. For those who chose to live life pursuing their own desires and refusing Jesus, the path ahead is one to the pits of hell and eternal damnation.[footnoteRef:12] The bible is adamant that sceptics are collecting punishment against themselves. This links back to putting your blind trust in God. ‘The man can only lay his hand over his mouth and trust who knows’.[footnoteRef:13] Once again it could all be one big test to see if we are truly worthy. How do we react to people in need? Do we help? Or do we act selfishly. How you act and what you do today for God will impact your fate on that monumental day.  [10:  Matthew 24:36, The Bible.]  [11:  John 5:22, The Bible.]  [12:  Blair Parke, Does the Bible Tell Us When Judgement Day Will Happen?, (2022) <https://www.biblestudytools.com/bible-study/topical-studies/does-the-bible-tell-us-when-judgement-day-will-happen.html> [accessed 16 January].]  [13:  Psalm 141:3, The Bible.] 


But why do people still believe in a God that would seemingly be so unfair? In the problem of evil argument there’s two types of evil: moral and natural. Moral evil being the acts of humans which are considered to be morally wrong, e.g. murder and theft, this is explainable by the notion that God gave everyone free will (more on this later) but natural evil is less excusable. Natural evil is something that humans have no control over e.g. earthquakes or tsunamis.[footnoteRef:14] And if there’s evil that humans cannot control, then whose controlling them? Things like natural disasters, plagues, poverty, famine, still births, and terminal illnesses are out of our hands and innocent people fall victim to them. This is where many people loose faith. Kristin Hernandez talks about how she lost faith after her newborn son Ethan passed away. Her and her husband had trouble conceiving for years and when they were finally successful, they, later, found out that Ethan had some complications with his brain. They were told of the unpredictability regarding Ethans life but chose to pray and believe God would keep him safe throughout pregnancy, birth, and his eventual life. Kristin gave birth to Ethan with zero complications, however unfortunately after only 93 minutes on earth he sadly passed. Kristin said from that moment she has never felt more abandoned. She said:  [14:  BBC, Moral Evil And Natural Suffering, (n.d.) <https://www.bbc.co.uk/bitesize/guides/zhsjscw/revision/1> [accessed 16 January].] 

God allowed us to become pregnant after these years of praying. And all through the pregnancy we were praying over this baby, we were dedicating him to God, then we find out the diagnosis and we chose to believe He can do miracles and that He is powerful, and that He will chose to heal him eternally instead of physically. When I lost him, I just really felt truly abandoned and immense anger. I did not understand how a good God could allow our sweet little boy to be born with such a hard physical condition that took his life.[footnoteRef:15] [15:  Ashlee Proffitt, “I felt Abandoned By God.” Wrestling Well & Faith After Baby Loss With Kristin Hernandez [podcast], Spotify, The Joyful Mourning – A Podcast For Women Who Have Experienced Pregnancy Or Infant Loss, 30 September 2021, <https://open.spotify.com/episode/0pUwvKzCkoPR9fBtJhQxyr?si=VsKkh92dSYeG9HX2Njr-dw> [accessed 17 January 2024].] 

Numerous amounts of people face situations where they feel if there was a God why would He be so unfair and cruel? Not all lose faith, however. Some choose to uphold faith and put their trust in God’s plan ‘The godly often die early and no one seems to question or wonder why, but God is saving them from future evil’.[footnoteRef:16] [16:  Isaiah 57:1-2, The Bible.] 


A study that took place in 2010-2014 called ‘Religion and the Sense of Control’[footnoteRef:17] showed that after scientists assigned individuals to write about either a recent event in which they possessed self-control or one where they didn’t. Individuals who were instructed to think about their own self-control were significantly less likely to believe in a controlling God afterward. ‘When we lose control in our lives, we often turn to religion. When we have lots of personal control, we don't’.[footnoteRef:18] [17:  Jong Hyun Jung, Religion and the Sense of Control in Cross-National Perspective: The Importance of Religious Context, (2019) P.67-87. <https://doi.org/10.1177/2329496516686615> ]  [18:  Andy Tix, The Psychology of Religion, (2019) <https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/the-pursuit-peace/201712/the-psychology-religion> [accessed 16 January]. ] 


Earlier on I mentioned moral acts of evil and how they were excusable through God supposedly giving everyone free will. 
Free will is an agent’s ability, at a given time, either to act or to refrain: that is, if an agent acts with free will, then she instead could have refrained at that time from acting as she did.[footnoteRef:19] [19:  Derk Pereboom, Free Will (Cambridge University Press: 2022) p.1.] 

God gave humans the ability to make their own decisions. It means that although God made a world and it was good, it is up to humans whether they choose to do good or bad deeds.[footnoteRef:20] [20:  BBC, Good, Evil And Suffering (n.d.)<https://www.bbc.co.uk/bitesize/guides/zct68mn/revision/2> [accessed 16 January].] 


However, one could argue that if God is all-knowing then he would be aware of the way people would use their free will. People like Hitler, who were responsible for the deaths of over 17 million[footnoteRef:21] innocent people. Yes, Hitler chose to use his free will in such a way but at some point, could God have not intervened or stopped him altogether to save millions of people? If he’s all-loving, why didn’t he help the estimated 6 million jews[footnoteRef:22] who died worshipping him during the Holocaust. Is it not unjust to allow some people’s actions performed through free will to affect so many others?  [21:  Katharina Buchholz, 17 Million Fell Victim To The Nazi Regime (2021)<https://www.statista.com/chart/24024/number-of-victims-nazi-regime/> [accessed 16 January].]  [22:  Dan Cohn-Sherbok, Jewish Faith And The Holocaust (Cambridge University Press, 2008), P. 277.] 


Situations like the Holocaust cause many to question Gods morals and wonder where He is, and it is not uncommon for people to lose faith after such events, although can a person have faith and lose it? Or did they never even have it? Elie Wiesel, a Jewish novelist, wrote about his time at the concentration camp Birkenau as he came close to death marching toward a pit of flaming bodies. He wrote ‘Never shall I forget those flames which consumed my faith forever’.[footnoteRef:23] For Wiesel the Holocaust was inexplicable with God, but also it cannot be understood without Him. Auschwitz made it impossible for Wiesel to trust God's goodness, but it also made his questions about God more important. In this regard Wiesel remarked: ‘If I told you I believed in God, I would be lying; if I told you I did not believe in God, I would be lying’.[footnoteRef:24] Wiesel gives us an insight into how faith works, you can uphold it even in the darkest times. With religion people can find comfort for all their problems, worries, and queries through Gods word regardless of the evil. [23:  Ibid.]  [24:  Ibid. ] 


In conclusion I believe that the existence of evil does not provide compelling evidence to support the claim that God does not exist. I think that we cannot know good without knowing evil. Being able to know what is or isn’t evil makes us more humane. With evil existing in the world, we are able to learn and teach from our previous mistakes as humans’, we learn to endure, to develop resilience, and overall to become better people. Perhaps that’s the way God intended it to be. This does not mean that I don’t believe God to be consistent, he cannot be all-knowing, all- powerful, and at the same time be all-loving. Or maybe, simply, God is not what we think He is. 
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