
GOOD GOD!  WHAT A MESS!: 
Evil in a World Created by a Good God. 

A seminar address for the Progressive Christian Network of Victoria,  

presented by the Rev Dr Lorraine Parkinson 

at Glen Iris Road Uniting Church, November 14, 2010. 

 

 First, what we are not going to do and what we are going to do this 

afternoon.  What we are not going to do is to produce the definitive and 

absolute explanation for evil, although we will consider major and minor 

examples of evil actions and events.  We are not going to reach an all-

encompassing, definitive answer to the existence of evil, but we will 

discuss at length what we mean by evil and how we experience it in 

individual and universal terms.   

 

 We will refer to biblical, philosophical and scientific theories that 

can help us to explain the existence of evil.   Finally, we will discuss the 

idea that the potential for evil may well be essential for the appearance 

and survival of human life on Planet Earth.   This topic is fundamental to 

all of us in the way we live, and it throws up all kinds of questions.  It 

often generates questions for which there seem to be no acceptable 

answers.  Questions about the existence of evil apply whether or not the 

questioner belongs to any religious faith, or believes in the existence of 

the mystery we call G-O-D.    

 

 For those who believe God to be both real and good (which I 

assume includes most of you), the problem of evil opens a „pandora‟s 

box‟ of questions about a good God as Creator of the world.  Why should 

the world include the existence of both good and evil?  Why could not the 

world have been created without evil?  Surely a good God could have 

created a world of creatures and events entirely good.  The questions 

about this go on and on.  So it‟s time we had a chat about evil. 

 

 The name given to the study of evil in a world created by a good 

God is „Theodicy‟.  The word comes from two Greek words meaning 

„deity‟ and „justice‟.  Today we are discussing this topic as the 

Progressive Christian Network, but of course the problem of evil is not 

purely a Christian one.  It applies to any system of religion that regards its 

deity as both all-powerful and good.   The dilemma of this is traditionally 

expressed as: Either God is able to prevent evil and will not, or God is 

willing to prevent it and cannot.  If the former, God is not merciful; if the 

latter, God is not omnipotent (all-powerful). 

   



 John Hick, who was lecturer in the Philosophy of Religion at 

Cambridge University in the 1960‟s, discussed the problem of evil in his 

book Evil and the God of love.  In a powerful statement, this is what he 

said: 

The fact of evil constitutes the most serious objection there is to the 

Christian belief in a God of love.  The enigma of evil presents so massive 

and direct a threat to our faith that we are bound to seek within the 

resources of Christian thought for ways, if not of resolving it, at least of 

rendering it bearable by the Christian conscience. 

Although I do see God as ultimately good, I do not see God as 

omnipotent (all-powerful).  I know that many of you would not see God 

that way either.   Nonetheless, there are still many difficult questions. 

 

 First of all, let me give you a definition of two primary types of 

evil as understood by scholars who work in this area.   Theodicy and 

Philosophy both divide their thinking about evil into two categories: 

natural evil and moral evil.   Here is a brief definition of each: First, 

natural evil.  Natural evil occurs when the inanimate processes of the 

material world cause pain and suffering to sentient creatures, both human 

and animal.  We can all think of examples of natural evil like the 

destructive consequences of earthquakes, volcanoes, cyclones, floods, 

bushfires, landslides, tsunamis, and so on.  Or we can think of diseases 

and malfunctions of the body that cause physical and/or mental pain and 

disability, or premature death.  Examples are cancer, schizophrenia, 

multiple sclerosis and Down Syndrome.    

 

 All of us in some way experience the consequences of natural evil, 

either directly, or through observing the suffering of the afflicted.  The 

suffering of millions of homeless caught in the enormous floods in 

Pakistan was caused initially by the flood waters themselves, but also 

through the water-borne diseases that are still inflicting further suffering 

and the deaths of countless children.  Although this humanitarian 

catastrophe disappeared from our TV screens almost overnight, this week 

the United Nations says at least 7 million people are still without shelter.  

The World Bank says $9.8 billion US of damage has been done to 

infrastructure, farms, homes, etc.  If the world is created by a good God, 

in addition to the potential for moral evil, it also contains the possibility 

of suffering and destruction from natural processes that are also part of 

God‟s creation.  That‟s natural evil. 

 

 The second category is moral evil.  Moral evil first requires 

knowledge of good and bad.  In particular, it requires knowledge of the 

possible consequences of both good and bad choices.  Apart from 



individuals whose brains are damaged by accident or disease, or who are 

born with impaired cognitive function, all human beings have knowledge 

of good and bad, (or right and wrong).  Therefore they can be known as 

what the philosophers term „moral agents‟.     

 

 Moral agents (that‟s you and me) who choose to make a bad 

choice, do that in the knowledge that their choice will cause, or may 

cause, bad consequences.  Those bad consequences may well happen to 

the one making the bad choice, but also to others.  In religious circles, 

bad choices (or moral evil) are called „sin‟.  So – when I talk about either 

natural evil or moral evil, you will know what I mean. 

Evil comes in many shapes, sizes, levels and degrees.  If I asked you to 

think of some examples of evil, you would probably come up with a big 

long list.   Quite simply, evil is a part of life on this planet.  Where large-

scale moral evil is concerned, it wouldn‟t be at all surprising if you 

thought of the Holocaust.   

 

 Let‟s call the Holocaust what it actually is.  It occurred when one 

group of human beings constructed human abattoirs and herded another 

group of human beings into them for the purpose of slaughtering them – 

like cattle.   In accordance with that thinking, many of the victims were 

transported to the human abattoirs in railway cattle cars.  But they 

weren‟t cattle, they were human beings, and they weren‟t slaughtered.   

Millions of men and women and little children were subjected to 

assembly line murder – by other human beings.  This did not happen on 

one day of madness.  It happened systematically and deliberately and 

mercilessly, over weeks and months and years.  How could something 

like that happen?  More to the point of our discussion - how could a good 

God have allowed it to happen?  

 

 Or you might have thought of Josef Fritzl.  I‟m sure you remember 

Josef Fritzl.  He was the so-called father who kept his daughter Elizabeth 

captive in a cellar under his house for 24 years, raping her repeatedly so 

that she gave birth to seven babies in a tiny underground prison.  The 

mother and children who were kept underground never once saw 

daylight.  Perhaps Fritzl was mad.   Perhaps that explains it.  Well, no, 

psychiatric examinations established that he knew perfectly well the 

difference between right and wrong, but he still did it – for 24 years!  

Moral evil of that sort is incomprehensible to us, but it happens.  There 

are plenty of other instances of people imprisoned to satisfy the sexual 

perversity of their captors. 

   



 And occasional media reports make us aware that helpless little 

children are treated abominably on a daily basis – right here, in our own 

society.  Two-year-old Daniel Valerio springs to mind.  After he was 

beaten to death, he was found to have 104 bruises on his small body, plus 

two fractured collar bones and numerous old fractures.   The pain and 

suffering inflicted on him by his step-father was explained as the 

behaviour of a man who had been traumatized by being abused as a child 

himself.  But in this case, as in most cases of abuse of children, the evil 

was inflicted by someone who understood that what he did was wrong, 

but still did it. 

    

 Then there is the example of widespread evil that threatens to 

undermine the foundations of the Catholic Church.  Of course I mean the 

priests who inflicted pain and shame and ruined lives on children under 

their authority, simply to satisfy their lust.  This is probably one of the 

starkest examples of evil inflicted by so-called „moral agents‟.  Those 

who knew about it, but regarded hiding it as more important than 

stopping it and protecting vulnerable children, are equally culpable.  The 

point is that the possibility for moral evil exists everywhere.  We don‟t 

have to look very far to find the evidence. 

 

 What I have just listed are of course extreme cases.  But as I said at 

the start, evil comes in all shapes and sizes and levels and degrees.  Here 

are three more.  People who choose to ignore the suffering of the poor or 

flood victims because it is inconvenient to respond to it, perpetuate the 

pain.   People who choose to drive at excessive speed and risk injuring or 

killing others, actually choose to risk creating the evils of suffering, life-

long disabilities, and grief.   People who choose to insult and bully, 

wound the hearts of their victims and ruin their lives.  Offenders of those 

kinds make bad choices.  All of them are guilty of moral evil.  I‟m sure 

you can think of heaps of other examples.  As I said before, in religious 

circles moral evil is often called sin.  One of the best definitions of sin I 

have ever come across is this: „sin is abdication of responsibility for the 

well-being of others‟. 

 

 There are also many combinations of natural and moral evil.  It has 

now been ascertained that the disastrous spill from the BP oil well in the 

Gulf of Mexico was caused through a combination of human culpability 

(a refusal to take responsibility for the environment) and the natural 

forces by which oil was released under pressure into the sea. 

   

 

 



QUESTION FOR DISCUSSION 1 

1. Do you think God is both good and all-powerful (omnipotent)? Or 

do you think God is good but not omnipotent?  What difference 

does that make to your view of the existence of evil?   

 

Evil and the Bible 

 I‟m going to move on now to see what the Bible has to say about 

the existence of evil.  It‟s important to know that the Bible‟s view of 

God‟s involvement with evil changes over time.  In the earliest Hebrew 

scriptures God is presented as responsible for everything that happens, 

both good and evil.  These two forces are part of God‟s being – integral to 

the „Godhead‟.   

 

Eventually, probably because of the influence of Zoroastrianism during 

the Exile, God is separated from the existence of evil.  The „bright‟ side, 

that is, the good God, is now represented by angels; the dark side is 

represented by the evil Satan and his demons.  This process of separating 

God from evil came at a late stage in the compiling of the Hebrew 

Scriptures.  Let me tell you what I mean.  Second Samuel 24:1 reads – 

“The anger of the Lord was kindled against Israel, and he incited David 

against them, saying, “Go, count the people of Israel and Judah.”  In the 

later rewriting of this story in Chronicles (1:21) it reads: “Satan stood up 

against Israel and incited David to count the people of Israel”.  Chronicles 

was written only three hundred years before Jesus and here Satan is 

operating independently of God to cause evil.  It‟s not God‟s fault.  The 

scholarly opinion about this census, by the way, is that David succumbed 

to the sin of pride in the size of his kingdom. 

 

 So – the earlier the portion of the Hebrew Scriptures, the more 

likely it is that God is held accountable for both good and evil.   In fact 

God works in collaboration with Satan.  The later the source, the more 

likely it is that the separation of responsibility has taken place in the 

minds of biblical authors - Satan is now totally responsible for the evil in 

the world, and God is responsible for the good.   This view of evil as 

caused by Satan was carried on into the New Testament, but it does not 

appear in the authentic teachings of Jesus – as we will see later on. 

 

 The old idea about God as responsible for evil is illustrated in the 

Book of Job, when Satan appears as a functionary in God‟s court.  Job is 

arguably the oldest book in the Hebrew Scriptures.  It dates from the time 

of the patriarchs in the second millennium BCE.  That means it was 

written at a time when God was regarded as the source of both good and 

evil.  It is also the Bible‟s textbook on the subject of why evil things 



happen to good people.  To understand this, the writer of Job brings to 

bear all of the arguments that were available to him at the time.   Job is 

most likely to be a fictional character, and you might call the entire book 

of Job a teaching parable entitled, „When bad things happen to good 

people‟.  (You‟ve probably read a book of that name by Rabbi Harold 

Kushner).  Job‟s sufferings include the slaughter of his servants and his 

animals and then of his own sons and daughters.  He develops a skin 

disease that sounds like small-pox and he is in pain and sleepless, day and 

night.  Yet contrary to the wisdom of his day, he refuses to attribute his 

sufferings to a deliberate action of God to punish him. 

  

 The main point of the Book of Job is that evil does involve God.  

When Job‟s story was written there was a widespread belief that through 

Satan the „tester‟, God tests the faith of individuals.  God was willing to 

allow Satan to inflict suffering on someone, even on a good person like 

Job, to see if he could be broken.  (Like Abraham being told to cut his son 

Isaac‟s throat).   Job doesn‟t believe that; he sees God as a God of justice.  

And when Job‟s three friends argue that God has sent destruction and 

death because Job has committed some kind of unrepented sin, he doesn‟t 

believe that, either.  Job holds on to his belief that eventually God will 

explain his suffering to him.   He believes God has some kind of purpose 

in it. 

   

 Yet his suffering continues, and the story ends with Job still 

confronted by mystery.  The final chapters contain awesome imagery 

about the nature of the physical world and God‟s mysterious reign over it 

and purpose for it.   God proves to Job that as a human being he cannot 

possibly understand the reality and purpose of creation.   But now Job 

knows that God is aware of his suffering and respects him for seeking an 

answer to it.  Even so, the purpose of evil is not revealed.  Job is required 

to accept it as part of God‟s mystery.    

 

 The Book of Genesis used to be dated about 1,500 years BCE.  It is 

now believed to have been written about a thousand years later than that.  

This accounts for the fact that in the story of Adam and Eve, it is the 

serpent, a symbolic Satan, who tempts Eve (and Adam) to do something 

forbidden.  Again Satan is cast in the role of „tester‟, but here he is not 

working in collaboration with God, he is actually anti-God.  This is the 

same Satan who „tests‟ Jesus through the temptations in the wilderness.  

This Satan appears in Matthew, John, Acts, Romans, Hebrews, 1 and 2 

Thessalonians, 1 and 2 Corinthians, and 1 Timothy.  But the NT book 

with the most references to Satan is Revelation.  There he is represented 

as a fallen angel utterly opposed to God.   Revelation is the book that 



most believers in Satan (or the Devil) as a real entity, point to.  They 

quote Revelation as evidence of the Devil‟s existence. 

    

 Every reference to the Devil as God‟s enemy actually represents a 

cop-out!    For many people, the idea that the Devil is a real entity, 

represents a cop-out for God – God doesn‟t do evil, it‟s the „fallen angel‟ 

– the Devil.  It‟s also a cop-out for humanity – „it‟s not my fault – the 

Devil made me do it‟.  Where the problem of evil is concerned, the Devil 

has served three main purposes – to „scare the hell‟ out of people and get 

them to behave themselves, to let God off the hook, and to provide an 

excuse for behaving abominably.  “I was tempted, I was led astray – it‟s 

the devil‟s fault.”     

 

 However, there is another book in the Hebrew Scriptures which 

contains a much more helpful view of evil.   This is Ecclesiastes, and of 

course the most well-known part of Ecclesiastes is chapter 3.   It begins 

with the old Peter, Paul and Mary song – „a time for every matter under 

heaven‟.  (Well – perhaps it‟s the other way around?)   The writer of 

Ecclesiastes is sometimes called „the philosopher‟ – for very good reason.   

He makes the perfectly reasonable point that every life contains both 

good and evil.  At the beginning of chapter 3 he sets out various kinds of 

good and evil as point and counter-point.  There is a time to weep and a 

time to laugh; a time to mourn and a time to dance; a time to kill and a 

time to heal; a time to love and a time to hate; a time for war and a time 

for peace, etc. 

    

 There are crucial linguistic, philosophical and existential truths in 

all of that.   None of those points and counter-points can survive without 

the other.  If I do not know what it is to weep, I do not understand how 

good it is to laugh.   If I do not understand what it is to love, I do not 

understand how different it is to hate.  In fact, if I experience weeping and 

mourning and suffering, I appreciate all the more my opportunities to 

laugh and dance and be healed.  Ultimately of course, if I do not know 

what is evil, I cannot know what is good.  Ecclesiastes points the reader 

to the potential for evil as part of the reality of daily life. 

 

 There have been countless attempts by philosophers and 

theologians to plumb the depths of the problem of evil in a world created 

by a good God.  The Roman writer Epicurus produced what is probably 

the most exhaustive quote of all: (are you ready?) 

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 and is 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 to God, from what source 

then are evils?  Why does he not remove them? 

 

Another Roman writer, Tertullian, added this:  

Nothing is impossible for God except what he does not wish to do.  In 

other words, God can do anything, so everything that happens, including 

evil things, God does, for a purpose.   You only have to work out the 

purpose. 

 

The 20
th

 century philosopher Anthony Flew sees total contradiction in the 

notion of a good God who is also all-powerful, ruling over the world as it 

is:  Even God cannot do what is logically impossible.  A self-

contradictory or nonsense sentence won’t miraculously become sense just 

because you put the word ‘God’ as its subject.   

 

 Which reminds me that many people still choose to attribute the 

problem of evil to deliberate actions of God.   Some Christians think the 

death of thousands in the Twin Towers on 9/11 was God‟s punishment 

for homosexuality and abortion.  Never mind that only a tiny proportion 

of those who were killed would have been either homosexual or involved 

in an abortion.   Apparently these Christians have no problem with a God 

who is a terrorist and enlists the aid of other terrorists to make a point, 

regardless of the cost to innocent people.   It indicates that many who call 

themselves Christian believe in a God who has no idea of the meaning of 

love.  This is also an interventionist God, who does not believe in human 

freedom.  We will come back to the subject of human freedom after the 

next discussion.  

 

QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION 2 

1. Looking at Job‟s experience, what would you say is God‟s attitude 

to evil? 

2. Do you think that there are some things even God cannot alter? 

 

 For a few minutes now, I‟m going to outline for you THREE 

THINGS – the role of human freedom in understanding the existence of 

evil, the attitude of scientists toward the existence of evil, and the attitude 

of Jesus toward evil.   

 

 First, the issue of human freedom.  Augustine of Hippo described 

what he called „the Fall‟ in Genesis chapter 3.   According to his 



interpretation, the „fall‟ of humanity into evil occurred when human 

beings first disobeyed God.  This happened as a consequence of free 

choices made first by the angels.  Some angels chose to be „lords of their 

own being‟.  They lost their relationship with the good, and were cast out 

of heaven.  The majority remained in paradise.  The „fallen‟ angels 

brought evil into the world, even before the creation of human beings.  So 

in Augustine‟s thought, evil is created out of nothing by the free will of 

the angels.  He attributed all evil, both moral and natural, to the free but 

wrong choices of rational beings. To that you could say that as God 

created angels free to make their own choices, it must have been obvious 

that some would make wrong choices.  It follows from this that it is 

actually God who is responsible for the existence of evil in the world, not 

Augustine‟s evil angels. 

    

 Clement of Alexandria disagreed with Augustine.  He did not 

believe that humanity was created evil after the „Fall‟, but was merely 

born morally immature, with the capacity to become either evil or 

virtuous.  In that thought he was in line with Jewish understandings of 

Genesis 3.  In his book „When Bad Things Happen to Good People‟, 

Rabbi Harold Kushner says: 

I think the story of Adam and Eve is about the differences between being 

human and being an animal, and the key to understanding it is the fact 

that the ‘forbidden’ tree is called the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and 

Evil.  

In other words, by eating from the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and 

Evil, Adam and Eve became human.  They had to leave the Garden of 

Eden where the animals eat from the Tree of Life, and face the world of 

hard choices.  It is their capacity and their freedom to make moral 

judgments that constitutes their humanity.  Without that freedom, they are 

no different from the animals who live by instinct alone.   

 

 This, I believe, is the heart of the matter.  Without the existence of 

evil‟s potential, humanity would be like robots, programmed by their 

creator for making good choices only.   Without knowledge of the 

potential for evil choices, it is not possible to understand what it is to be 

good. 

   

 In the 16
th
 century John Calvin influenced the understanding of 

countless Protestants on this subject by expanding on Augustine‟s ideas 

about humanity‟s „fall‟ into evil.  Calvin argued that the „Fall‟ was 

entirely the fault of humanity.  He absolved God and the angels of 

responsibility, and placed the whole load of sin and suffering on human 

shoulders.   He then severely contradicted himself.  He claimed that God 



has fore-ordained some people to sin, and fore-ordained some people not 

to sin and to be given eternal life.  What happened to human freedom in 

all that, I wonder?    

 

 In the 19
th
 century the theologian Friedrich Schleiermacher worried 

about what it would mean for people given eternal life when they realised 

that people they had known and who had died before them, were not in 

heaven.   How could eternal life be blissful if the so-called „saved‟ knew 

that others were suffering in hell?   Where‟s Fred?  He‟s not here.  Oh, 

dear . . . . 

 

 Speaking of hell – there is an important connection between the 

notion of a fallen angel „Devil‟ who wages war against God, and the 

concept of both hell and heaven.   People who believe in the Devil as 

personification of evil, also believe that those who give in to temptation 

by the Devil are punished after death in a place called hell.  Those who 

resist the Devil‟s temptations and profess belief in the death of Christ as 

victory over sin and death, are given their reward in a place called 

heaven.  In brief – belief in a cosmic struggle between God and the Devil 

entails belief in the existence of heaven and hell, plus belief in Christ as 

Saviour.   Each part of this equation relies on the other parts.  That leads 

to a progression of thought whereby if you reject one, you reject all.   As 

many of you will have discovered, if you „scratch‟ a person who has 

rejected dogmatic Christological propositions, you will most likely find a 

person who also rejects the twin concepts of reward and punishment, as 

in heaven and hell.     

 

In 1948 the British theologian P. T. Forsyth struggled with the reality of 

World War II in his thinking about the existence of evil and the goodness 

of God.  He pointed out that his generation had been taught to believe in a 

kindly, loving, beneficent God.  In view of the horror of the war, he said 

that instead of an accumulation of steadily rising good in the world, and 

the moral progress of humanity, the war was proof that: (and I quote) You 

are in a bloody, monstrous and deadly dark.  Every view of the world is 

blotted out by human wickedness and suffering.  The air is as red as the 

rains of hell.  The rocks you stood on fall on you. 

War of course, is the result of human free will.  War continues to be 

chosen by human beings who have not yet learned that war is both evil 

and futile.    

 

 The necessity for human free will also has a profound effect on the 

way humanity imagines God.   Consider this question.   How much sense 

would it make that God would have chosen to promote desirable qualities 



in humanity such as forgiveness and compassion, without the possibility 

and existence of corresponding evils?  Most importantly, this also 

underlies our understanding of the nature of God.  If God is to be 

merciful, gracious and just, evils must exist that require those qualities in 

God. 

 

Harry Emerson Fosdick, the 20
th
 century preacher and writer, put it 

another way: 

Once I had decided that I could not believe in the goodness of God in the 

presence of the world’s evil, I then discovered that I had run headlong 

into another and even more difficult problem: what to do about all the 

world’s goodness on the basis of no God?  Sunsets and symphonies, 

mothers, music, and the laughter of children at play, great books, great 

art, great science, great personalities, victories of goodness over evil, the 

long hard-won ascent from the Stone Age up, and all the friendly spirits 

that are to other souls a ‘cup of strength in some great agony’ – how can 

we, thinking of these on the basis of no God, explain them as the casual, 

accidental by-products of physical forces, going it blind?  I think it 

cannot be done.  The mystery of evil is very great upon the basis of a 

good God but the mystery of goodness is impossible upon the basis of no 

God.   

 

QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION 3. 

1. How much would it concern you if you could know beyond doubt 

that God‟s purpose for the world allowed for the existence of evil – 

including war? What would this say to you about God? 

2. Do you agree with Harry Emerson Fosdick that “the mystery of 

goodness is impossible on the basis of no God”? 

 

Let‟s look briefly now at what scientists have to add to the wisdom 

surrounding the problem of evil. 

   

 In the Middle Ages it was believed that God worked directly in the 

world through (for example) the manipulation of weather systems.  In the 

17
th
 century, after scientific examination had revealed the independence 

of natural weather systems, God‟s role was reduced to that of First Cause.  

From Galileo on, God the First Cause was understood as creator of the 

original interactive atoms from which came all subsequent interactions.  

Here we are talking about the freedom of the whole created order, not just 

the freedom of humanity.   

 

 We also know very well that belief in a God who manipulates 

weather patterns is still alive in mainstream churches.  Several years ago, 



when Sydney had a deluge over a weekend, church leaders there were 

praying for the rain to stop.  Meanwhile, in Victoria other church leaders 

were praying for the rain to start!    

 

 I am not a scientist, nor do I pretend to be one.  But science has a 

huge contribution to make toward understanding our basic topic – the 

problem of evil in a world created by a good God.    The 18
th
 century 

scientist/theologian Robert Boyle saw God as the Divine Clockmaker.  

He was inspired by the famous clock at Strasbourg which not only strikes 

the hours, minutes and seconds, but also the days of the week, the months 

of the year, the days of the year – even in leap years.  And once a clock is 

started, it runs its own predetermined course.  Boyle insisted that God had 

planned things like that, so there would be no need for divine 

intervention.  He argued that the greatest miracle is creation itself, 

including the laws which govern it.  God does not intervene to save an 

individual from the effects of laws that are beneficial to the whole.  This 

is where we get to the nitty-gritty.  Boyle summed it up like this: The 

unfailing rule of law, not miraculous intervention, is the chief evidence of 

God’s wisdom. 

 

 But even so, the basic laws of the universe do cause pain and 

suffering.  Why couldn‟t God have created a world where these laws did 

not cause pain to sentient creatures?  John Hick wrote about the 

impossibility of a world without pain: 

Such a world (he said) would require the suspension of cause and effect 

such as heat from fire that burns human and animal flesh, or the 

suspension of water’s capacity to suffocate if someone were in danger of 

drowning.  Sharp knives would suddenly become blunt rather than cause 

hurt.  No amount of tobacco would cause lung cancer. (unquote) 

Obviously, for that to occur, the laws of nature as they are known would 

somehow have to be suspended.  There would be no extremes of heat and 

cold.  No one would be able to inflict hurt or pain on anyone else.  But 

the result of such a radically altered physical world would also include a 

radically altered humanity.  Human beings would lack the conditions 

through which they become moral agents, and make moral judgments. 

 

 Let me give you a couple of opinions about the fundamental 

existence of the laws of physics. First from the mathematical physicist 

Paul Davies: 

It is sometimes argued that the laws of physics came into being with the 

universe.  If that was so, then those laws cannot explain the origin of the 

universe, because the laws would not exist until the universe existed.  But 



with transcendent laws one has the beginnings of an explanation for why 

the universe is as it is. 

 

 The astronomer James Jeans once proclaimed that God is a 

mathematician.  This idea is not exactly new.  Galileo said, “The book of 

nature is written in mathematical language.”  And the Oxford 

mathematician Roger Penrose said: 

There often does appear to be some profound reality about these 

mathematical concepts, going quite beyond the deliberations of any 

particular mathematician.  It is as though human thought is, instead, 

being guided towards some eternal external truth – a truth which has a 

reality of its own, and which is revealed only partially to any one of us. 

Penrose believes that mathematical concepts have what he calls “a 

profound and timeless reality.”   

 

 All of this is to say that the laws of nature are universal, absolute, 

and eternal, just as we imagine God to be.   Their existence determines 

the way the world is and will always be.   Humanity has evolved to live in 

the world determined by those laws.  The laws will continue to exist, for 

without them the universe could not exist. 

   

 In recent days Sydney astronomer John Webb has argued that the 

constancy of the laws of nature (the speed of light, for instance) may not 

be so constant, after all.  But even if it could be proven that the laws of 

physics are operating differently in different parts of the universe, that 

does not change the fact that the laws which govern each part are 

necessarily constant.  And because they exist, they will continue to cause 

pain and suffering.   If I lean on a window on the 23
rd

 floor and the 

window breaks, I will fall out.  The law of gravity will pull me down to 

earth and that will probably kill me.  If I walk into the path of a bullet, its 

velocity and trajectory will continue to obey the laws of motion and it 

will hit me, causing injury or death. 

 

 For that reason, Jesus‟ idea of the Kingdom of heaven is not a 

vision of a perfect world.   The Kingdom of heaven does not entail God 

suddenly appearing to fix up the world (the Great Divine Clean-up, as 

John Dominic Crossan puts it) and in the process, wiping away all evil.  

The Kingdom of heaven is not the „golden age‟ which fundamentalist 

Christianity believes will follow the second coming of Jesus – when he 

appears as Messiah.   By the way, I do not believe there is reliable 

evidence that Jesus thought of himself as Messiah.   The Kingdom of 

heaven which he proclaimed is not a creation of the messianic gospel 

writers.   It is the vision of Jesus himself.    



 

 Jesus gives definite evidence of being a sophisticated thinker where 

evil is concerned.  When he describes an example of natural evil (the 

collapse of the Tower of Siloam, killing 18 people), and then an example 

of moral evil (the massacre of innocent Galileans by the Romans), in 

neither case does he say this is God inflicting punishment for sin.   “The 

victims were no more sinful than anyone else”, he said.   Then, in the 

Sermon on the Mount, he acknowledges that both good and evil people 

receive the same amount of sun and rain.  Neither is discriminated against 

by God.  Neither is favoured by God.   After all, sunshine brings both 

roses and skin cancer; rain brings both food crops and floods.  The 

conclusion is that Jesus believed good and evil are both indiscriminate 

and are not manipulated by an interventionist God.   

 

 Both of these teachings indicate that Jesus accepted the presence of 

natural and moral evil in the world, and that he did not accuse God of 

deliberately inflicting it on anyone.   It is self-evident that Jesus‟ entire 

teaching about the Kingdom of heaven is designed for people who live on 

Planet Earth, with its earthquakes, volcanoes, storms, floods and fire, plus 

human freedom to make good and bad choices.  His teachings are 

intended to help prevent the occurrence of evil acts between human 

beings and to bring justice to the disadvantaged.  Where natural evil is 

concerned, to bring justice means to use resources to avoid or minimise 

suffering caused by natural processes such as droughts, bushfires and 

floods.   

 

 The Kingdom of heaven is therefore not a perfect world in which 

there is no pain and suffering.  For Jesus it is, however, the blueprint for 

the best possible world.  For him, victory over evil is not a cosmic battle 

between the armies of God and the armies of Satan, followed by God‟s 

reinstatement of a perfect world such as the Garden of Eden.   Instead, the 

defeat of evil is the responsibility of human beings.  Jesus of Nazareth 

placed responsibility for lessening the amount of evil in the world and 

increasing the amount of good, squarely on the shoulders of human 

beings.  As he said: “The Kingdom of heaven is within you.” 

 

QUESTION FOR DISCUSSION 4.  

Do you think Jesus‟ vision of the „best possible world‟ can become reality 

where there remains the potential for evil? 

 

 To conclude: Humanity is faced with finding ways to deal with 

natural and moral evil in the world, while acknowledging that its potential 

is a necessary part of life on this planet.  For believers, the key is to 



regard God as an ally in all of this, and not the judgmental blamer of 

humanity for the presence of evil.  By regarding God in that fashion, I 

believe it is possible to believe that a good God created a world which 

contains the potential for evil. 

 

 I want to finish with a quote about this from a Jewish woman in 

Amsterdam during World War II, where she faced the immediate 

prospect of being deported to an extermination camp.  Etty Hilsum wrote 

this: 

I shall try to help you, God, to stop my strength ebbing away, though I 

cannot vouch for it in advance.  But one thing is becoming increasingly 

clear to me – that you cannot help us, that we must help you to help 

ourselves.  And that is all we can manage these days, and also all that 

really matters: that we safeguard a little piece of you God, in ourselves – 

and in others as well.   Alas there does not seem to be much you can do 

about our circumstances, about our lives.  Neither do I hold you 

responsible.  You cannot help us, but we must help you and defend your 

dwelling place inside us to the last.         
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GOOD GOD! WHAT A MESS! 
The problem of evil in a world created by a good God. 

 

QUESTION FOR DISCUSSION 1. 

1. Do you think God is both good and all-powerful (omnipotent)?  

Or do you think God is good but not omnipotent?  What 

difference does this make to your view of the existence of evil? 

 

QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION 2. 

1. Looking at Job‟s experience, what would you say is God‟s 

attitude to evil? 

2. Do you think that there are some things even God cannot alter? 

 

QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION 3. 

1. How much would it concern you if you could know beyond 

doubt that God‟s purpose for the world allowed for the 

existence of evil, including war?  What would this say to you 

about God? 

2. Do you agree with Harry Emerson Fosdick that “the mystery of 

goodness is impossible on the basis of no God”? 

 

QUESTION FOR DISCUSSION 4. 

1. Do you think Jesus‟ vision of the „best possible world‟ can 

become reality where there remains the potential for evil? 
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