Why Doing Good Is So Difficult
Introduction
This essay aims to answer the question ‘Why is doing good things so difficult?’, and how this would be answered within the Christian ethical tradition. As humans, individuals often know the difference between good and bad decisions and how they would affect them and the people around them, yet despite knowing this, they often resort to making bad decisions due to a multitude of factors. Individuals will deceive themselves by thinking that it was the only option, as making a good choice sometimes requires more effort and less short-term gratification, and more often than not, a bad choice can win us more friends. Christian ethics would state that while the individual has a responsibility to do good, other factors also contribute to this issue, such as the concept of original sin, where human desire became disordered after the fall of Adam and Eve. Through original sin, humans did not simply fall from God’s grace; instead, they continue to struggle internally between knowing the good, yet failing to do it. One key thinker is Saint Augustine, whose book ‘Confessions of St Augustine’ allows us to understand these struggles on a deeper level and why we continue to make the wrong choices. Another of these key thinkers is Thomas Aquinas, whose thirteenth-century work ‘Summa Theologica’ provides a profound insight into virtue, grace, and human reasoning. These ideas help to explain why doing good is difficult. This essay will answer the proposed question by first exploring the origin of sin, the tension between moral knowledge and moral action, the practical difficulty of effort and sacrifice, and finally, the Christian response to this issue. Through Christianity, we can both explain this issue in detail and respond to the problem and be provided a solution through grace and transformation. 
Original Sin & Disordered Desire
To understand sin, we must first understand Genesis 3, where the serpent deceives Adam and Eve to disobey God’s commands. God orders Adam and Eve not to eat fruit from the forbidden tree in Eden, and despite knowing that this was the wrong choice, they disobeyed God’s word to satisfy their own desires, as Genesis 3:6 states, ‘when the woman saw that the tree was good for food… she took of its fruit and ate’. Human nature regarding temptation is explained through this verse, as individuals will often think that their own desires are reasonable and that they are above the word of God, as Turpin states, ‘Adam and Eve’s mistake was to believe the lie of Satan over the truth of God and to think that they could determine truth for themselves.’[footnoteRef:1] Therefore, doing good is difficult because human desire is fundamentally disordered after the fall. An example of disordered desires as a consequence of the fall comes from Saint Augustine, who struggled with his own sinful desires as a child, stealing fruit from an orchard simply because he enjoyed doing wrong, and to gain approval from his peers, despite knowing the wrong in doing so, as Augustine writes, ‘How could a man take pleasure in doing a thing which was not lawful, for no other reason but only because it was not lawful?’[footnoteRef:2] While Augustine’s confession was written in the fifth century, it remains a prime example of how humans have experienced disordered desires over thousands of years. This inclination to desire wrongly is known in Christian theology as concupiscence, which demonstrates how human nature is affected by original sin, as written in the book of Jeremiah ‘The heart is deceitful above all things, and desperately sick; who can understand it?’ (Jeremiah 17:9). This struggle between desire and reason prepares us to understand the internal moral conflict explored in Romans 7 and by Aquinas.  [1:  Simon Turpin, ‘Learning from the Temptation of Eve’, Answers in Genesis, January 5 2019 <https://answersingenesis.org/adam-and-eve/learning-from-temptation-of-eve/?srsltid=AfmBOoqF4TzzFfzDLouSDqj_6lDT_rVkCmE4bemK4kPYgQQ6SmfqtnFx> [accessed 21 March 2026].]  [2:  Saint Augustine of Hippo, The Confessions of St Augustine (Fontana Books, 1959), p. 66. ] 

Internal Moral Struggle
Individuals are often able to recognise the ‘good’ response to a situation, but, despite this, they may choose the ‘bad’ response because it is often the easier option or the one that is viewed more favourably socially. Often, individuals know that the choice they are making isn’t the ‘good’ one, yet continue to make that choice, as the apostle Paul writes, ‘For I do not understand my own actions. For I do not do what I want, but I do the very thing I hate.’ (Romans 7:15). The apostles themselves knew that humanity is not perfect, and even struggled with these feelings of wanting to do good, but falling short of the expectations of Christ. Yet, an individual committing sin and feeling guilt does not protect them from consequence, regardless of how strongly one feels regarding the act, as Aquinas writes, ‘passion does not diminish a sin, but increases it; or rather it is a sign of its gravity, in so far, to wit, as it shows the intensity of the will towards the sinful act; and so it is true that the greater the pleasure or the concupiscence with which anyone sins, the greater the sin.’[footnoteRef:3] An individual’s social circle can be a major influence on how they behave and the choices that they make. Often, people will commit sinful acts for no other reason than to gain approval from their peers, a point which Augustine makes when recalling the incident where he stole fruit from an orchard, ‘Alone I would never have committed it… So, then I did also love the company of them with whom I did it.’[footnoteRef:4] Individuals have struggled with understanding God’s will for thousands of years, which causes some to disregard His will and follow their own moral codes over God’s. This is a scenario that was prevalent as far back as the Book of Exodus, where the crowds disregarded God’s orders, erecting a golden calf statue (Exodus 32), due to not understanding that God’s will isn’t always instantly gratifying and requires effort on the individual’s part. Jesus knew that due to the fall, human nature and sin were entwined, saying to Peter ‘Watch and pray that you may not enter into temptation. The spirit indeed is willing, but the flesh is weak.’ (Matthew 26:41). Sin is a central theme throughout the New Testament, but this sin is met with repeated forgiveness by Christ, demonstrating that, despite our repeated failures, salvation is never out of reach. Gula notes, on sin throughout the New Testament, ‘The New Testament term for sin is hamartia. It connotes a deliberate action rooted in the heart and missing the intended mark.’[footnoteRef:5] Therefore, it is clear that there can be satisfying short-term consequences to sin, whereas often the opposite action can require effort, patience and denying immediate self-interest.   [3:  Saint Thomas Aquinas, The Summa Theologica: Complete Edition, Kindle edn (Catholic Way Publishing, 2014), p. 4014.]  [4:  Augustine, The Confessions, p.67.]  [5:  Richard M. Gula, Reason Informed by Faith, (Paulist Press, 1989), p. 91.] 

Practical Difficulty of Doing Good
It has become prevalent in modern society for people to submit to the ‘bad’, choosing to do the more convenient option, to disregard our neighbour, and to go to extremes to win the affection of peers. Jesus understood this situation when he told the Parable of the Good Samaritan, where a man stops to help a wounded stranger despite personal inconvenience, illustrating that doing good requires patience and putting others before yourself (Luke 10:25-37). It would have been much more convenient for the Samaritan to have simply passed by, but he understood the notion of ‘loving your neighbour as yourself’, as the ESV Study Bible notes, ‘to love one’s neighbour involves showing care and compassion even to those with whom one would not normally have any relationship.’[footnoteRef:6] The priest and Levite’s actions in not helping the wounded individual are symbolic of our realistic human behaviour, whereas the Samaritan’s actions demonstrate the morally ideal action, regardless of its difficulty. This demonstrates that moral action is often difficult because it may require sacrifice and delayed gratification. Doing good often lacks an immediate reward, whereas sin offers instant gratification. Doing the ‘good’ thing can lead individuals to be ostracised and ridiculed by their peers, just as was the case with the good Samaritan, ‘Culturally, it would have been unthinkable for a Samaritan to help a Jew’.[footnoteRef:7] Moral action can require more than the decision of the individual; energy, money, or comfort can be necessary to make the ‘right’ choice, which individuals may think they are not able to spare. Examples of this include helping a stranger, defending someone unpopular, or forgiving someone who wronged you. But even when an individual is willing to pay the cost of doing the ‘good’, there can be an internal struggle, as even if the individual wishes to act morally, temptation and personal weaknesses can interfere with this. This practical difficulty in acting righteously is intensified by concupiscence and internal struggle. Despite these challenges, Christian ethical tradition has its response to doing the right thing, which will be examined in the following paragraph.  [6:  ESV Study Bible, English Standard Version, Study Edition (Crossway, 2008), p. 1977.]  [7:  ESV Study Bible, English Standard Version, p. 1977.] 

Christian Answer
The difficulty of doing good has been a question asked by Christian ethicists for centuries, with figures such as Saint Thomas Aquinas and Saint Augustine of Hippo each having their own responses to the issue. While these Saints wrote on this subject roughly a millennium apart, their answer remains identical; salvation is attained by grace, Aquinas writes, ‘we must say that for the knowledge of any truth whatsoever man needs Divine help, that the intellect may be moved by God to its act.’[footnoteRef:8] Aquinas’s statement highlights the necessity of faith in God to counter this issue and the need for trust in God’s eternal plan. Similarly to this, Augustine believed that trust in God, resulting in a divine transformation, was the answer to doing good, ‘For thou hadst compassion on this dust and ashes, and it was pleasing in thy sight to reform my deformities’[footnoteRef:9]. Augustine’s point was that, regardless of our sins, God is willing to accept the sinner and to transform them into a version of themselves that strives to do the ‘good’, and God even rejoices in this transformation. An example of God’s philosophy regarding the salvation of sinners can be found in the Gospel of John, ‘I am the vine, you are the branches. Whoever abides in me and I in him, he it is that bears much fruit, for apart from me you can do nothing.’ (John 15:5). This verse demonstrates God’s confidence that an individual can achieve any good that they wish, as long as that individual has placed their trust in God. Christian ethics don’t simply answer the question of why it is difficult to do good; it provides the solution through both grace and transformation.  [8:  Aquinas, The Summa, p. 4718.]  [9:  Augustine, The Confessions, p. 176.] 

Conclusion
Difficulty in doing good originates from our fallen nature as humans, with the first humans succumbing to the desire to oppose God. This resulted in disordered desires, with individuals being tempted to submit to the easy, socially accepted habits instead of acting righteously, which can be more difficult in the short term. It requires effort to act morally, often requiring more time, money and energy. Internal struggle is another key difficulty in doing good; humans often know that the bad choice isn’t the correct one, yet it remains the most rewarding in the short term. Christians have struggled with the issue of why it is difficult to do good things for centuries, yet as seen in scripture, we are provided with both the answer and the solution. Grace and submission to God’s will are the only solutions to this problem, resulting in transformation and allowing believers to understand that His plan is worth the difficulties that can be wrought by doing the good. Without grace, the problem remains, and people remain trapped in a cycle of wanting to do the right thing, but without seeing the purpose of doing so. 
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