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Why Does God Allow Suffering?1 
 
Introduction 
 
Elie Wiesel trusted in God. As a boy, he believed that Yahweh cared deeply for him and his peo-
ple. All that changed in the grueling death camps of Nazi Germany. Elie was a Jew. Subjected to 
the horrific atrocities of Auschwitz, his faith was shattered as his God seemed to sit idly by while 
countless victims suffered through the darkest evils imaginable at the hands of wicked men. In 
the preface to his memoir Wiesel writes: 
 

In the beginning there was faith—which is childish; trust—which is vain; and illusion—
which is dangerous. We believed in God, trusted in man, and lived with the illusion that 
every one of us has been entrusted with a sacred spark from the Shekhinah’s flame; that 
every one of us carries in his eyes and in his soul a reflection of God’s image. That was the 
source if not the cause of all our ordeals.2 
 

How could a good God exist in a world filled with such mindless cruelty? In the face of crippling 
evil, many have concluded with Wiesel that God is dead. If there truly was a good and powerful 
God, he would never permit such suffering and pain. Therefore, since evil exists, God does not. 
 
Atheism Has No Solution 
 
The so-called “problem of evil” has been used by detractors as proof that God cannot exist: “God 
cannot be all good, all powerful, and allow evil,” they say.  However, rejection of God gives no 
solution to the problem of evil, as was pointed out by Douglas Wilson in his debate with the late 
atheist, Christopher Hitchens: 
 

I have been asking you to provide a warrant for morality, given atheism, and you have mostly 
responded with assertions that atheists can make what some people call moral choices. Well, 
sure. But what I have been after is what rational warrant they can give for calling one choice 
“moral” and another choice “not moral.” You finally appealed to “innate human solidar-
ity,” a phrase that prompted a series of pointed questions from me. In response, you now tell 
us that we have an innate predisposition to both good and wicked behavior. But we are still 
stuck. What I want to know (still) is what warrant you have for calling some behaviors 
“good” and others “wicked.” If both are innate, what distinguishes them? What could be 
wrong with just flipping a coin? With regard to your retort that my “talent for needless com-
plexity” has simply gotten me “God’s coexistence with evil,” I reply that I would rather have 
my God and the problem of evil than your no God and “Evil? No problem!”3  

 
That is, atheists have no basis for determining what is good and what is evil, so therefore have no 
grounds for charging theists with having a problem with evil. 
 

                                                
1 This material is slightly modified from Jonathan Moreno, A Good God in a Wicked World: Considering the  
Problem of Evil, unpublished paper. 
2Night (New York: Hill and Wang, 2006), x–xi.   
3 http://philgons.com/docs/Hitchens-Wilson-Debate.pdf, p. 21 (accessed October 17, 2018) 
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Nevertheless, although this defense is insightful,4 it does not resolve the tension within the theis-
tic worldview and is therefore not a viable response to the problem … As helpful as this observa-
tion is, it simply proves that the presence of evil is a problem for the theist and the atheist alike. 
The responsible atheist raises a valid argument if he limits the problem to that of the theist’s in-
ternally inconsistent worldview. For example, if the atheist rests his defense against the existence 
of God on his belief in the objective reality of evil, then his argument is self-contradictory and 
therefore invalid. However, if he presents his argument against God by entering, for the sake of 
argument, into the theists’ worldview and contending that their belief in God and evil is logically 
inconsistent, then his complaint is valid. 
 
So, does the ‘problem of evil’ contradict Christian claims about the character of God? 
 
The ‘Problem’ Stated 
 
The most poignant statement of the problem of evil is as follows: 
 

• There exist horrendous evils that an all-powerful, all-knowing, perfectly good being 
would have no justifying reason to permit. 

• An all-powerful, all knowing, perfectly good being would not permit an evil unless he 
had a justifying reason to permit it. 

• God does not exist.5 
 

In light of this argument, prominent atheist and philosopher William Rowe concludes that “the 
facts about evil in our world provide good reason to think that God does not exist.”6 
 
Responding to arguments like this, Tim Keller notes that the weakness of the argument is the as-
sertion that the evil which appears to be pointless is pointless.7 Due to the finiteness of mankind, 
and the incomprehensibility of God and his ways (Rom 11:33), this is a premise that cannot be 
substantiated.8 Ironically, the accusation of actual gratuitous evil goes beyond verifiable fact and 
is thus founded on “a blind faith of the highest order.”9 As meaningless as particular evils may 
seem, it cannot be proven that the appearance represents the reality. Although this statement of 
the problem raises legitimate concerns, this method cannot be regarded as compelling proof 
against the existence of God. 
 
Two Kinds of Evil 
 

                                                
4The famous Christian apologist C. S. Lewis identifies this observation as a crucial turning point in his own personal 
journey from atheism to Christianity (Mere Christianity: What One Must Believe to Be a Christian [New York: 
MacMillan, 1960], 45–46). 
5God and the Problem of Evil (Malden, MA: Blackwell, 2001), 126. 
6Ibid., 136. 
7The Reason for God (New York: Riverhead Books, 2008), 23. 
8Nash correctly notes; “Given the limitations of human knowledge, it is hard to see how any human being could 
actually know that some particular evil is totally senseless and purposeless. It seems, then, that the most any human 
can know is that some evils appear gratuitous” (Faith & Reason: Searching for a Rational Faith [Grand Rapids: 
Academie Books, 1988], 218). 
9Tim Keller, Reason for God, 24. 
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The two categories of evil in the universe are identified as moral and natural. The former is the 
sin that mankind commits (e.g., murder, rape, neglect, deceit, etc.). The latter is the amoral 
events and circumstances that come about in nature that cause suffering or pain for God’s crea-
tures (e.g., earthquakes, hurricanes, drought, etc.). In Genesis 3:17–19, Moses presents natural 
evil as the result of moral evil. Due to Adam’s rebellion and disobedience in the garden, all na-
ture bears the weight of the curse (Rom 8:19–22). John Frame writes: 
 

Scripture…gives us an explicit answer to the problem of natural evil. Natural evil is a curse 
brought on the world because of moral evil. It functions as punishment to the wicked and as a 
means of discipline for those who are righteous by God’s grace. It also reminds us of the 
cosmic dimensions of sin and redemption. Sin brought death to the human race, but also to 
the universe over which man was to rule.”10 
      

In light of the clear teachings within the Scriptures, the presence of natural evil presents no logi-
cal problem for the Christian.  Moral evil presents the larger challenge for Christian theism. 
 
God’s Character 
 
Four attributes of God are especially relevant to the problem of moral evil: omniscience (com-
plete knowledge), omnisapience (complete wisdom), omnipotence (complete power), and om-
nibenevolence (complete goodness). 
 
God’s Omniscience (Complete Knowledge) 
 
Omniscience ascribes to God an infinite and perfect knowledge of all things both actual and pos-
sible.11 Moreover, he knows all events because he sovereignly ordained them. Nothing happens 
outside of God’s knowledge, decree, and divine sanction. Not only does he see the future, he de-
signs it; working everything out “to the council of his will” (Eph 1:11). Thus, it necessarily fol-
lows that nothing exists or operates outside of God’s purview.12 Not only does God decree the 
good (Eph 2:10), he also decrees to allow the bad (Prov 16:4). 
 
Many theists reject this understanding of God’s sovereign omniscience concluding that it makes 
God responsible for evil and casts doubt on his goodness and love.13 In an effort to resolve this 
tension and absolve God of any wrongdoing, some have sought to adjust the meaning of omnis-
cience, effectively emptying it of all its significance. A fitting example of this is reflected in the 
writings of Harold S. Kushner. In his popular book, When Bad Things Happen to Good People, 
he concludes that “God wants the righteous to live peaceful, happy lives, but sometimes even he 
cannot bring that about. It is difficult even for God to keep cruelty and chaos from claiming their 
innocent victims.”14 In an effort to maintain God’s goodness and love, Kushner compromises 
God’s knowledge and power. According to Kushner’s theological system, God is not responsible 

                                                
10Apologetics: A Justification of Christian Belief  (Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R, 2015), 157. 
11It should be noted that although God knows all possibilities, he never sees them as potential actualities. 
12“Who has spoken and it came to pass, unless the Lord has commanded it? Is it not from the mouth of the Most 
High that good and bad come?” (Lam 3:37–38).  
13See the section entitled “How Can God Decree What is Evil?” for the author’s response to this accusation.  
14When Bad Things Happen to Good People (New York: Anchor Books, 1981), 62. 
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for evil because God is powerless to prevent it, restrain it, or end it.15 Although this position re-
solves the problem of evil, it does so at great and terrible cost. As theologian Wayne Grudem 
effectively cautions: 
 

If evil came into the world in spite of the fact that God did not intend it and did not want it to 
be there, then what guarantee do we have that there will not be more and more evil that he 
does not intend and that he does not want? And what guarantee do we have that he will be 
able to use it for his purposes, or even that he can triumph over it? Surely this is an undesir-
able alternative position.16  
 

Rather than creating trouble for the believer, a proper understanding of God’s sovereignty should 
bring profound confidence and peace. For even in the face of the greatest of evils, the Christian 
can be assured that God remains in control. As powerful and dominant as evil may appear, it can 
never step outside the bounds of God’s sovereign design. Perhaps the clearest display of this is 
witnessed in John’s prophesy contained in the book of Revelation. Within this book, John de-
scribes some of the vilest evils imaginable wreaking havoc upon the earth. Yet in spite of their 
commanding authority and extensive influence, John is clear that God reigns supreme. For every 
evil John describes is limited by God in its scope (e.g., Rev 9:1–21) and in its duration (e.g., Rev 
17:1–18:24). 
      
God’s Onmisapience (Complete Wisdom) 
  
God’s wisdom is directly tied to his knowledge. Possessing a full and perfect understanding of 
all facts both actual and possible, in infinite wisdom, God applies the greatest means in order to 
bring about the highest ends.17 The necessary implication of God’s wisdom is that our world, 
with all of its evils and imperfections, is the best of all possible worlds.18 Although it may not be 
apparent to finite man, it must be affirmed that this world is the best possible means of accom-
plishing the greatest possible ends. The character and infinite wisdom of the Creator demand this 
conclusion. 
  
God’s Omnipotence (Complete Power) 
 
Although there are several passages in Scripture that seem to suggest that God’s power is unlim-
ited (e.g., Job 42:1–2, Matt 19:26), the Bible explicitly states that God cannot do everything.19 
Instead, “God can do all things consistent with his nature and purpose [emphasis added].”20 God 
can only do that which he wants to do. The scope of his power is not limited by any external re-

                                                
15This errant system of thought is commonly referred to as “Open Theism”. 
16Systematic Theology (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1994), 328–329.  
17Mark A. Snoeberger, “Systematic Theology I” (course notes, Detroit Baptist Theological Seminary, Fall 2016), 
106. 
18Van Til writes; “Because of his self-contained and necessary knowledge he can, when he chooses, create a uni-
verse, and create this universe just as he wants to create it. This is, therefore, ‘the best of possible worlds.’ God’s 
wisdom is displayed in it” (An Introduction to Systematic Theology, [Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R, 2007], 237). 
19For example, he cannot deny himself (2 Tim 2:13), tell a lie (Heb 6:18), or be tempted to sin (Jas 1:13). The reason 
he cannot do these things is not because he is deficient or inept, but because he will not act against his nature. 
20Rolland McCune, Systematic Theology of Biblical Christianity, 3 vols. (Allen Park, MI: Detroit Baptist Theologi-
cal Seminary, 2009–10), 1:218. 
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straints (Dan 4:35), but rather by his own nature. God walks in conformity with his laws and 
standards not because he is subservient to them but because they are a reflection of his being 
(Lev 19:2). 
 
As it relates to the problem of evil, one of the things that God cannot do is actualize contradic-
tions.21 He cannot, for example, create a square circle or make two plus two equal five, for such a 
contradiction would be in violation of his nature. Understanding God’s omnipotence within these 
parameters sets the course for addressing the faulty assumption that “A wholly good omnipotent 
being would eliminate evil completely.”22 As Feinberg argues, when presented with the decision 
of creating a world like ours or a world without evil, “God had to choose between actualizing 
one of two good things. The two goods are mutually contradictory, so God couldn’t do both…. If 
he removes evil, he cannot also create the best of all possible worlds [emphasis added].”23 Since 
evil exists, the logical conclusion is that it plays a vital role in the existence of the best possible 
world.24 Thus, a world without evil would be a world that is less than best.25 Since God cannot 
create both a world without evil and the best of all possible worlds (i.e., actualize a contradic-
tion), Feinberg rightly concludes that “he is not guilty for failing to do both.”26  
 
God’s Omnibenevolence (Complete Goodness) 
 
In order for the Christian worldview to be a logical contradiction, it must be proven that the 
goodness of God necessitates the eradication of all evil. If this can be demonstrated, then the 
presence of evil would nullify the goodness of an omnipotent deity. According to this interpreta-
tion, a God that is capable of removing evil yet unwilling to do so is himself evil. 
  
As compelling as the argument appears, it contains a deficient interpretation of the goodness of 
God. For although God in his goodness is opposed to evil, it does not necessarily follow that he 
must eliminate evil. Good parents seek to protect their children from as much pain and suffering 
as possible, but never at the expense of their child’s own welfare. No good parent would refuse 
necessary medical care for his child in an effort to spare him the pain of the surgeon’s scalpel, 
nor would he neglect corrective discipline simply to make the child’s life more comfortable. As 
will be illustrated in due course, God in his infinite wisdom uses even the darkest of evil for the 
good of his children and the glory of his name (Rom 8:28).  
 
Evil and the Greatest-Glory 
 
God uses evil to communicate the fullest manifestation of himself to his image-bearers. Charles 
Hodge observes that “there could be no manifestation of [God’s] mercy without misery or of his 
grace and justice if there were no sin. As the heavens declare the glory of God, so he has devised 

                                                
21Feinberg believes that limiting God’s omnipotence to exclude the logically nonsensical is the essential component 
to resolving the problem of evil. In this paragraph, I rely heavily upon his strategy to theodicy building. For a con-
cise presentation of his four-part strategy, see No One Like Him, 781–82.  
22Miracle of Theism, 150. 
23No One Like Him, 781. 
24As demonstrated in the previous section, the wisdom of God demands this conclusion. 
25This is not to say that the best possible world does not include the eventual eradication of evil (see Rev 21:1–4), 
but rather the best possible world cannot include the absence of evil from world history. 
26No One Like Him, 782. 
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the plan of redemption ‘to the intent that now unto the principalities and powers in heavenly 
places might be known by the church the manifold wisdom of God’ (Eph 3:10).”27 Thus evil is a 
necessary means by which God reveals aspects of himself to his creation. For without evil, man-
kind would know nothing of God’s patience, forgiveness, mercy, and grace.28 
 
A fitting biblical example is seen in the eleventh chapter of John’s gospel. In this narrative, Jesus 
is informed that his friend Lazarus is fatally ill. Upon receiving the report, Jesus makes it clear 
that Lazarus’s illness is neither an accident nor a tragedy. Instead, “it is for the glory of God, so 
that the Son of God might be glorified through it” (John 11:4). In this passage, Jesus uses the 
death of his beloved friend to display his glory to grieving sisters, doubting Jews, and ignorant 
apostles.29 Throughout biblical history, God glorifies himself though his victory over evil, and 
his punishment of it (either at the cross or in the lake of fire).30  
 
Although it is difficult to comprehend how a world with evil could be God’s greatest means of 
receiving glory, it is not hard to imagine how a world without evil would diminish his glory. For 
example, if Adam as humanity’s representative would have passed the test in the garden then his 
confirmed holiness, being imputed to all his progeny, would guarantee a world for humanity that 
is free from sin and death. In a world like this, Adam’s obedience and imputed righteousness 
would be man’s hope and assurance. He would be the Savior of mankind. Consequently, man’s 
praise would go to the first Adam instead of the second Adam. Theologian Robert Reymond ar-
gues that had Adam been confirmed in holiness through his obedience, “God would then have 
been required eternally to share his glory with the creature, and his own beloved Son would have 
been denied the mediatorial role which led to his messianic lordship over men and to his Father’s 
glory which followed.”31 With this in view, the conclusion is clear: God decreed to allow the fall 
and all of its ensuing evils for the glory of his name. 
 
Conclusion 
 
Ultimately the question of God’s allowing and using evil is one regarding his character.  Is God 
really good?  What kind of God is he if he uses evil for his purposes?  
 
So How is God Good? 
 
One accusation that could arise from the greatest-glory defense is that it strips God of his good-
ness. If God decrees evil primarily for the sake of his own glory, and not the good of his people, 
then it is difficult to see how God can retain his benevolence by any meaningful sense of the 
word. Such a self-centered God as this does not comport with the God of love who promises to 

                                                
27Systematic Theology, 161. 
28That is not to say that without evil God would not possess these attributes and characteristics, but rather that with-
out evil there would be no avenue through which they could be expressed. 
29Another fitting example is found just two chapters earlier in John 9. In this passage Jesus reveals that the blindness 
of a beggar, with all its ensuing evils, was decreed by God so that “the works of God might be displayed in him” 
(John 9:3). 
30Hodge rightly concludes that sin “is permitted so that the justice of God may be known in its punishment, and his 
grace in its forgiveness. And the universe, without the knowledge of these attributes, would be like the earth without 
the light of the sun.” (Systematic Theology, 161). 
31A New Systematic Theology of the Christian Faith, 377. 
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work everything together for the good of his children (Rom 8:28). 
  
Although the concern is legitimate, the charge is flawed because it stands on a false dichotomy. 
For the Bible is clear that God’s passion for his own glory is not at the expense of mankind’s 
happiness, but is the means by which greatest joy, happiness, and satisfaction can be found.32 It 
is readily acknowledged that God uses evil for the good of his children; however, that good is not 
the end goal of God’s purposes, but rather an ancillary implication of a far greater end, namely, 
God’s glory. Therefore God retains his goodness because of the immense benefit his children 
enjoy as God acts in his own self-interest. 
 
Do the Ends Justify the Means? 

 
It can be charged that the greatest-glory defense rests on the fallacious ethic of consequentialism 
(what makes an action morally right is its consequences) and should therefore be rejected. For if 
God can hold men responsible for evil irrespective of its noble result (e.g., 2 Sam 6:5–7), how 
then is he pardoned in decreeing evil on the basis of its noble result? Is this not a glaring and 
troubling inconsistency on God’s part? 
 
The accusation is compelling, but misguided. In order for this charge to stick, it must be demon-
strated that in decreeing evil, God is doing evil. However, a biblical understanding of God’s wis-
dom33 demands that both God’s ends and his means are right. Decreeing evil is not an evil act 
coincidentally redeemed by a favorable outcome (i.e., consequentialism), instead decreeing evil, 
as painful as it may be, is good.34  
 
In order to clarify this point, an analogy may prove helpful. A good medical surgeon regularly 
inflicts pain on his patients with his surgical equipment. However, his pokes and cuts are not 
considered evil means, but necessary means. Similarly, the evils that God decrees for his chil-
dren are the necessary means for their greatest ends. Thus, even in the face of hardship, God’s 
people can “count it all joy” (Jas 1:2). 
  
How Can God Decree What is Evil? 
 
Perhaps the most significant objection to the greatest-glory defense is that it is built upon a faulty 
view of God’s sovereignty that effectively renders him the cause and author of evil. For if God 
sovereignly determines everything that happens he is consequently responsible for every evil that 
exists. To many, a God who decrees evil cannot be trusted, should not be worshiped, and cannot 
be good. For this reason, it can be argued that the greatest-glory defense is not a valid theodicy 
because it rests upon a dangerously erroneous view of God. 
 
 

                                                
32For a helpful discussion of this point, see John Piper and Jonathan Edwards God’s Passion for His Glory: Living 
the Vision of Jonathan Edwards, with The Complete Text of the End for Which God Created the World (Wheaton: 
Crossway, 1998). 
33See section entitled “Omnisapient”. 
34R.C. Sproul rightly concludes; “Ultimately it must be good that there is evil or evil would not exist.” (The Invisible 
Hand, 167). 
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In the book of Habakkuk, the prophet raises this very complaint before God himself. Upon hear-
ing of God’s plan to use the Chaldeans to punish Judah for her wickedness (Hab 1:5–11), Ha-
bakkuk cries out, “you who are of purer eyes than to see evil and cannot look at wrong, why do 
you idly look at traitors and remain silent when the wicked swallows up the man more righteous 
than he?”(Hab 1:13) The reason for the prophet’s concern was that God’s plan to use evil did not 
comport with his understanding of God’s righteous character. 
 
In God’s response, he calls the prophet to faith and patience (2:2–4). Through a series of devas-
tating “woes”, God makes it clear to Habakkuk that he will deal with the invading Chaldeans for 
their wickedness, arrogance, and idolatry (2:6–20). Although they are acting in accordance with 
God’s decree (Hab 1:6), they do so willingly. Therefore God holds them justly responsible for 
their sins (Hab 1:11). In his sovereignty, God did not compel or coerce the Chaldeans to sin, and 
for this reason, he is not responsible for their wickedness. Although this explanation does not 
release all of the tension, it was sufficient for Habakkuk (Hab 3:17–19), and it should be suffi-
cient for us as well.  
 
Look to Jesus 
 
The ‘problem of evil’ ultimately devolves to a question about the character of God. While there 
is no contradiction in what the Bible teaches about God’s activities, there is mystery due to our 
finiteness. However, God has definitively demonstrated his heart in the person and work of the 
Lord Jesus Christ, which should result in God receiving the benefit of any doubt.   
 
The God who uses and overrules evil also became man and experienced evil himself. He did so 
for our good and his glory. Whatever questions may remain regarding the problem of evil, God 
has show himself in Jesus to be sovereign and loving simultaneously, especially with his work on 
the cross.  
 

God presented Christ as a sacrifice of atonement, through the shedding of his blood—to be 
received by faith. He did this … to be just and the one who justifies those who have faith in 
Jesus. (Romans 3:25-26) 




