Does the existence of evil provide compelling evidence to support the claim that God does not exist?
Evil can be defined as “the condition of being immoral, cruel, or bad, or an act of this type” (Cambridge University Press, 2009). There are two concepts of evil: moral evil and natural evil. Moral evil occurs through the actions of moral agents, usually through devilry or iniquity. An example of moral evil would be murder because murder is the result of an action of a moral agent. Unlike moral evil, natural evil “refers to states of affairs which, considered in themselves, are those that are part of the natural world, and so are independent of the intervention of a human agent” (Freebase, 2021). 
[bookmark: _Hlk90571650]The problem of evil begins when moral agents can accept moral evil but struggle to find a morally acceptable reason as to why so many innocent people have suffered at the hands of natural accidents for example, tornados, earthquakes, and illnesses such as leukaemia and Alzheimer’s. As an attempt to justify the problem of evil, theodicy emerged. Theodicy is the philosophical and theological theory that is defined by Alvin Plantinga as an “answer to the question of why God permits evil” (Plantinga, 1974). British Philosopher John Hick has identified the history of moral theodicy and in his book ‘Evil and the God of Love,’, he states that there are three major theodicies: the Plotinian theodicy, the Augustinian theodicy and the Irenaean theodicy. This essay will address the problem of evil and assess whether or not the arguments from theodicy provide convincing enough evidence to support the claim that God does not exist.
In the Western world, and when referring to the problem of evil, we view God in terms of orthodox theism, which is the idea that only one God exists, and this God is the creator of the universe and everything in it. This God is known by Anslem as “the being than which none greater can be conceived” (Call, 2021). As God is known to be perfect, then he must be an omnipotent, omnibenevolent, omniscient being. Although according to ancient Greek philosopher, Epicurus, it is impossible for all three of these qualities to coincide together. 
This theory of inconsistency became known by John L. Mackie as the ‘inconsistent triad’. The idea proposed by the inconsistent triad is a strong one. Epicurus asks the question of how can God be all-powerful, all-loving and all-knowing even though suffering exists in the world? Surely, if God was omnibenevolent, then he would love mankind too much to expose them to evil. If God was omnipotent, then he would be able to rid the world of evil. If God was omniscient, then he would know of all the evil in the world so he would be able to completely remove it but evil continues to exist, so, if evil still exists, then God is either not omnibenevolent or omnipotent, or omniscient, otherwise there would be no basis for evil to exist in the world.
David Hume takes Mackies’ argument further and states that "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 but 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 alone is suitable for God, from what source then are evils? Or why does he not remove them? "(Coughlin, 2021). If God does actually exist, then ideationally, God must either be impotent or malicious or he simply cannot exist alongside evil.
Theologian Kenneth Surin believes that “the more one views the world as a rational, harmonious whole, in the manner of the eighteenth-century European Enlightenment, the more pressing the problem of evil becomes” (Surin, 2004). Evil seems to be the “out-of-place factor in a tidy world” (Eagleton, 2010) because we cannot explain it through our moral reasoning. To explain the aberration of evil, theodicy claims that evil is necessary in the universe as it is essential for building of moral character. Evil exists because God allows it to. Evil emerges from a lack of good and it must be present in the universe in order for human beings to have free will. Without it, humans would not have a choice in the world, and this means that God would not be able to decide on who will be destined for eternal damnation and those who will be destined for eternal salvation.
Alvin Plantinga uses his own argument of logic to disprove the inconsistent triad and the claim that God does not exist because evil exists. His argument is known today as the ‘free will defence theory’. Plantinga concludes that although God is omnipotent, we cannot expect him to act against his own nature for example, God cannot be expected to break universal laws and create squares that are circles because that disturbs the natural order of things. Plantinga also points out that a person cannot have absolute free will if they do not have the ability to choose good and evil. Plantinga’s free will theory is used by many Christian academic philosophers and theologians who have now claimed to have identified “the additional premises needed to create an explicitly contradictory theistic set by adding to the propositions” (Payne, 2017).
Plantinga defends the existence of God and tries to invalidate Epicurus’ and Mackies’ theory of the inconsistent triad by proving that it is logically possible for an omnibenevolent, omnipotent, and omniscient God to allow the existence of evil whilst still existing himself. This does not make his argument necessarily true; it just demonstrates a logically valid argument for the existence of God alongside evil. William L. Rowe describes Plantinga’s defence as “a fairly compelling argument for the view that the existence of evil is logically consistent with the existence of the theistic God” (Rowe, 1979). His argument has been later criticised by J.L. Mackie and Anthony Flew because they contend the idea that “God could have chosen to create good robots who still possessed free will” (Scandalon, 2021).
The Augustinian theodicy, which is named after the bishop of Hippo, Saint Augustine, is a Christian argument which was formed in an attempt to justify the existence of God even if evil is thought to exist. His theodicy is based on the Biblical passages of Genesis 3 and Romans 5:12-20. His theodicy states that God is the ultimate good, so this must mean that his creations are flawless. When God decided to create humans, he enabled them to have free will for a reason because without it, humans would act like puppets being controlled by a puppeteer and then would have no real purpose on Earth. Evil is a product of the original sin, so it is naturally instilled into the lives of all moral agents and that is why it exists.
The original sin can be defined as “that sin and its guilt that we all possess in God’s eyes as a direct result of Adam’s sin in the Garden of Eden” (Danzey, 2019). When humans were created, they did not know the difference between good and evil. God told Adam and Eve not to eat the forbidden fruit from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, yet they disobeyed God and did so anyway. This disobedience, according to Augustine, brought ‘disharmony’ to the world. It is believed by Christians that when Adam committed the act of disobedience against God, we were all ‘seminally’ present in his loins, so the disharmony extends to us humans today. Moral evil as well as natural evil is the direct result of this disharmony. God is not expected to intervene and remove evil because our suffering is the consequence of our human free will. From this, we can start to understand how moral evil exists, but we begin to question why natural evil is then inflicted upon us too. Augustine argues that this is because the disobedience of Adam and Eve brought about a disturbance to the natural order in the world and this caused the formation of natural evil.
Augustine does not believe that evil is an independent substance, instead he argues ‘privation’, which is the theory that evil is actually the deprivation of good, rather than something that was carefully created by God to allow humans to suffer. To explain this further he uses an example of a blind man. The man’s blindness is not an independent substance, the man is only blind because he lacks the ability to see.
The Augustinian theodicy has been criticised by many different atheists because it contradicts Charles Darwin’s theory of evolution and natural selection. Philosophers question why God purposely placed the tree of knowledge into the Garden of Eden in the first place. If God did not want Adam and Eve to eat the forbidden fruit, yet knew that they would because of his omnipotence, then he we are led to believe that he put it there to entice them to commit the sin. This would mean that God is not truly omnibenevolent because he had intended them to disobey him and consequently live a life consumed with evil suffering. God is responsible for the causation of evil. 
Saint Irenaeus, a second-century philosopher developed the Irenaen theodicy as a response to problem of evil. The Irenaen theodicy is similar to the Augustinian one, stating that evil is the result of our free will. Irenaeus’ theodicy however differs by claiming that the world and moral agents was purposely created imperfect by God so that we have room for improvement. He uses the Bible passage “let us make man in our image, according to our likeness” (Genesis 1:26). Irenaeus differentiates ‘image’ from ‘likeness’.
 He believes that we were created in God’s image, meaning we have the ability to choose between right and wrong. He claims that although we have the potential to choose good, some choose evil instead. Adam is an example of this. Although Adam was created in God’s image, meaning that he was given the potential to choose, he chose to disobey God, so he did not live up to the likeness of God. As a result, God believed that the best way to deal with Adam and Eve’s disobedience was to banish them from the Garden of Eden where they were looked after in order for them to develop morally into the likeness of God.
Evil and suffering is necessary in the world because our understanding of suffering helps us to realise that we do not want to experience it. For example, hunger causes us pain and because of this pain, we naturally seek to help others avoid it. The concept of God, and eternal salvation and damnation also encourages humans to avoid evil in an attempt to strive for perfection. Irenaeus’ theodicy has been adapted and developed further by other philosophers such as Friedrich Schleirmacher and John Hick.
Problems arise when we look at this theory. Irenaeus claims that everyone, despite if they are evil or not, goes to heaven. This means that there is no real reason to strive for perfection and morality becomes pointless if we all eventually go to heaven once we die. This goes against orthodox Christian ideologies because it denies the fall. It also depicts God as an unloving entity because the idea that suffering is beneficial for moral development seems unjust. Surely there could be an alternative way to help us develop as moral agents without inflicting pain onto us, especially when we consider the fact that innocent babies experience suffering. Hume proposes that there could be other ways to ensure that we are able to learn and progress as beings. He states “Could not our world be a little more hospitable and still teach us what we need to know? Could we not learn through pleasure as well as pain?” (Philosophical Investigations, 2018).
Immanuel Kant proposed an independent and secular theory that moral evil is instilled naturally in the makeup of human beings, even in the best of human beings. He called this concept of evil ‘radical evil’. Kant explains in his book ‘Religion within the Bounds of Reason Alone’ that evil comes about “only for the sake of prudence or from inclinations to more limited goods” (Card, 2002). The evil present inside of us cannot be removed but there are ways in which we can avoid or tame it. It is still prominent in our nature because we always hold “a kind of resistance to the demands of morality” (Sussman, 2010). The resistance we hold makes us accountable for this kind of radical evil, not God because although we cannot remove our inherent evil, we continue to act upon it. He believes that evil in human beings is brought out by wants, desires, self-love, and self-conceit.
It is quite evident that we will never be one hundred percent confident about whether or not God exists, but it is clear, through arguments put forward by Augustine and Plantinga that God can co-exist with evil although this may mean that our idea of an omnibenevolent, omnipotent, and omniscient God may be incorrect. Our limited, human knowledge of the divine makes it extremely difficult to conclude whether evil exists because God has a plausible reason for it to or whether it exists because God wants us to suffer but this does not disprove the existence of God, it instead just makes us question his omnipotent, omnibenevolent, and omniscient nature.
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