The ‘problem’ of evil.

Issac Newton once said, “Gravity may very well explain the motion of the planets, but it cannot explain who set the planets in motion. God governs all things and God knows all that is or all that can be known.”. 
The author of Ecclesiastes wrote, “I have seen everything that is done under the sun, and behold all is vanity, and a striving after wind.”.
These two statements are in response to observations both authors have made regarding the world that they live in. Both could be considered scientist. The verse from Ecclesiastes which is found in the Holy bible implies that there is not meaning to life. The statements appear at odds with each other, this however is not the case when reading on in Ecclesiastes. Despite its difficulties both authors acknowledge the existence of a creator, both are theists, a traditional theist in the sense of the Judaeo Christian God. 
Theism presents discussions regarding the existence of God. Most notably the problem of evil, a topic which has been sighted in many different forums over many years by many theologians, atheists, scientists and scholars [footnoteRef:1]. The essay does not attempt to provide an argument for theism based on a logical response to the argument put forward by J L Mackie, or an evidential basis as this has been attempted by many scholars previously[footnoteRef:2]. The essay seeks to be thought provocative in the way in which the subject is approached.  [1:  Nagasawa, Yujin, The Problem of Evil for Atheists (Oxford University Press, 2024), p. 7, doi:10.1093/oso/9780198901884.001.0001
]  [2:  Ibid. P. 10 – 18. 
] 


In order to address the way in which the subject of evil is approached first it must be established is considered to be evil, what is meant by the word problem. To come to a reasonable conclusion in that evil does not dismiss theism. 

The existence of evil need not be a problem for theism. Although the origin of evil is not understood, our understanding of evil and its effects can be. Nagasawa seeks to define what is considered evil, although explained in a slightly different approach, Nagasawa utilises Tooley explanation of evil by adopting the deontological approach [footnoteRef:3]. The deontological approach is very similar to the equation put forward by Christopher T Burris which is intentionally producing harm that is considered unjustifiable[footnoteRef:4].  [3:  Ibid. P. 20 – 21. 
]  [4:  Burris, Christopher T, Evil in Mind: The Psychology of Harming Others, 1st edn (New York: Oxford University Press, 2022) p 6, <https://doi.org/10.1093/oso/9780197637180.001.0001>
] 

Burris and Tooley’s explanation of evil also aligns with scripture found within the bible. In the book of Romans it states that all have sinned and fallen short of the glory of God[footnoteRef:5]. Explaining that all people have at some point fallen bellow a standard that we would morally accept.  [5:  The Holy Bible Old and New Testament, English Standard Version, Crossway (2001), Romans 3:23
] 

In respect of the wider stance of evil found within the world and natural evil, J Harold Ellens addresses what people associate as evil. Our understanding and association of evil should be reconsidered in that what we may believe to be evil may not actually be evil. Ellens explains this based on our expectations. In the way in which the world should operate is based on our ideas, rather than what it may have been intended[footnoteRef:6].  [6:  Ellens, J. Harold, Explaining Evil, 1st ed. (Santa Barbara, Calif: Praeger, 2011) p. 11. 
] 

Utilising the traditional theist view of God in being a just God and Burris equation for evil. The argument would be to consider whether the suffering faced by natural “evils” are in fact evil. For them to be evil they would have to be producing harm that would be considered unjustifiable. For us to be able to understand what would be an unjustifiable amount of harm from a being that is omnipotent and omniscient would require us also to be omnipotent and omniscient. 
Evil being if often described as a problem for theists. Understanding the arguments against theism such as J L Mackie, they often concluded that there cannot be a God as agreed by traditional theists because of the evil problem [footnoteRef:7]. The definition of the word problem according to the oxford dictionary is something that is difficult to deal with or to understand [footnoteRef:8]. This definition is important to contemplate when discussing evil as it does not denote a finite answer.   [7:  Nagasawa, Yujin, The Problem of Evil for Atheists (Oxford University Press, 2024), p. 11, doi:10.1093/oso/9780198901884.001.0001
]  [8:   Oxford University Press, Oxford Learner Dictionairies, (2025), <https://www.oxfordlearnersdictionaries.com/definition/en https://www.oxfordlearnersdictionaries.com/definition/english/problem_1glish/problem_1> [Accessed 28th April 2025]
] 

In conclusion evil exists and is evident in the world that we live in. The topic becomes problematic not in the sense of the existence of evil, but the origin of evil. Many theologians provide reasons as to why evil might exist, Richard Swinburne being a scholar who provides a logical reason for evils existence[footnoteRef:9]. These however can only ever be theories, as to truly understand the nature and origin of evil would be to truly understand the creator, something that both Newton and the author of Ecclesiastes understood. We can observe our surrounding and world that we live in, but we cannot, not with the current information available understand what put our world into motion and all that is contained within it. John Lennox explains this well when discussing Newton with Richard Dawkins in that Newton, on discovering gravity did not then dismiss the existence of God [footnoteRef:10].  [9:  Swinburne, Richard, The Existence of God, 2nd ed. (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2004) P. 238 – 267.
]  [10:  Richard Dawkins vs John Lennox, Has science buried God, (2009) < https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OVEuQg_Mglw> [Accessed 28th April 2025]] 

In summary the problem of Evil is likened to the problem of gravity. Both are evident and cannot be denied, however the origin of both is not understood and therefor pose the same problem in being difficult to understand. 
As is found in Ecclesiastes, the author applied their heart to seek and search out wisdom all that is done under heaven, they determine that it is an unhappy business that God has given to the children of man to be busy with[footnoteRef:11]. Evil is a problem that keeps many theologians, scientists and scholars busy. The discovery and understanding do not outlaw theism.  [11:  The Holy Bible Old and New Testament, English Standard Version, Crossway (2001) Ecclesiastes 1:13 ] 


										Word count 1056. 






















Bibliography

Christopher T Burris, Evil in Mind: The Psychology of Harming Others, 1st edn (New York: Oxford University Press, 2022) <https://doi.org/10.1093/oso/9780197637180.001.0001>

J. Harold Ellens, Explaining Evil, 1st ed. (Santa Barbara, Calif: Praeger, 2011)

Oxford University Press, Oxford Learner Dictionairies, (2025), <https://www.oxfordlearnersdictionaries.com/definition/en https://www.oxfordlearnersdictionaries.com/definition/english/problem_1glish/problem_1> [Accessed 28th April 2025]

Richard Dawkins vs John Lennox, Has science buried God, (2009) < https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OVEuQg_Mglw> [Accessed 28th April 2025]

Richard Swinburne, The Existence of God, 2nd ed. (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2004) 

The Holy Bible Old and New Testament, English Standard Version, Crossway (2001)

Yujin Nagasawa, The Problem of Evil for Atheists (Oxford University Press, 2024), doi:10.1093/oso/9780198901884.001.0001

