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St Martin’s CONNECT 9th-23rd Feb 2011
Prosperity and suffering: Challenges and questions
Leader’s notes

WEEK 2 (16th Feb 2011)
2. The Problem of Evil and Suffering
Introduction
Last week we thought about the idea of prosperity and more closely about wealth and the biblical 
challenges in the OT and NT and Jesus’ fairly sceptical attitude towards peoples’ ability to handle 
wealth but coupled with this was the sense that God is also an abundantly generous God who reflects 
generosity at the centre of his being. This week we are handling another difficult and sometimes 
explosive topic: The problem of evil and suffering. Some believe this is the key reasons that people 
don’t or won’t believe in God. Because they pose the difficult question of ‘If God is perfectly good and 
loving then why does he allow evil to exist and inflict so much suffering?’ It’s a question that we said 
last week doesn’t have a perfectly straight forward answer. Often when we experience horrendous 
evil and suffering we back off or abandon our belief in God. ‘Suffering is not an abstract idea and the 
theologian or philosopher who treats it as an abstract idea is being unforgivably insensitive. Suffering 
is painfully concrete reality that can only be approached with fear and trembling.’ Sometimes we can 
feel overwhelmed by evil. Just a cursory glance at the news fills us with despair. This past month of 
January alone, the flooding in Australia, the flooding in Bangladesh, the mud slides in Brazil, the many 
who have died in roadside bombs in Iraq and Pakistan. More generally the millions who go to bed at 
night hungry, the thousands who die every day from preventable disease, the unequal distribution of 
wealth and resources. The butter and Wheat Mountains of Europe. The 100’s of thousands who died 
in the Tsunami in 2004. The moral evils or child abuse and trafficked people or torture and murder.
The genocides in Rwanda, Cambodia, Bosnia and Darfur. All these things impinge seriously on the 
goodness and power of God. Don’t they?

Categories of evil
1. Metaphysical evil imperfection, finiteness
2. Moral evil sin
3. Physical evil earthquakes, floods and tsunamis 

The Philosophical problem

In one way the philosophical problem of Evil is a recent one. What I mean is until the mid 1700’s the 
problem of evil was not one that pre-occupied the minds of ordinary people. Then the earthquake in 
Lisbon on All Saints day 1755 which resulted in the near total destruction of the city cause everyone 
to think again. The good church going people of the day were killed as churches collapsed. All Europe 
shuddered. What was going on? How could God allow this?
The basic philosophical problem can be stated like this:

 God cannot stop evil – he is not all powerful [underachiever problem]
 God won’t stop evil – he is not all loving [holiness problem]

Or another way of stating the problem is by having 3 propositions
 God is all powerful
 God is all loving
 There is suffering/evil

All three statements cannot be true at the same time. We have to deny one of these propositions 
which leave us with some problems. Either God is not loving or not powerful or there is no such thing 
as suffering which leads to a denial of reality. But into this we must add to other factors. Human 
freedom plays some part in absolving God from responsibility evil. Human freedom always results in 
Human sinfulness. The two are interrelated. 

Leibniz answer: Firstly ‘the ‘underachiever issue’ is raised by the critic who argues that evil in our 
world indicates that God cannot be knowledgeable, powerful or good as traditional monotheists have 
claimed. Secondly the ‘holiness’ problem is raised by the critic who argues that God’s intimate 
entanglements with the world make God the cause of evil.’ These ‘difficulties’ of God and man in 
relation to evil are overcome in rather interesting ways. Firstly Leibniz simply argues that there is no 
such issue as God the underachiever. If God is the first reason of things in His (God’s) supreme 
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wisdom he cannot but have chosen the best because a lesser good is a kind of evil God has created 
the ‘best of all possible worlds’1. Essentially God’s goodness obliges him to create the best world.
Secondly in the holiness argument there appears to be a fundamental anomaly; God’s character is 
stained by evil since God knowingly and causally contributes to the existence of everything in the 
world and evil is one of those things. If he is causally responsible then he must be morally responsible 
too. Leibniz defends this position with the argument of privation. This simply posits that evil should not 
be seen as a thing, it is not a positive reality but a lack or privation. A helpful analogy might be this; 
when the donut maker deep fries his donut he does not need to make the whole in the middle it exists 
simply because it lacks. Leibniz understood the argument in the following way, ‘God is the author of 
all that is real and positive, by extension “author” of all its privations. It is a manifest illusion to hold 
that God is not the author of sin because there is no such thing as the author of privation.’

The Biblical problem

The Bible does not present a systematic answer to the problem of evil and suffering. Indeed the writer 
of Ecclesiastes muses that the ‘rain falls on the righteous and the unrighteous.’ But the Bible is not 
silent on suffering. The Bible is full of people who suffer without really knowing why. A simplistic way 
of understanding suffering in the OT might be a formula something like this. Suffering occurs when 
the people of Israel fail to follow the laws and the guidelines he offers them. When they break the 
covenant with God suffering occurs, evil overshadows them. The prophets often linked the suffering of 
Israel with their oppression of the poor and their propensity with bending justice. David’s haunting 
Psalms (incidentally a man after God’s own heart) often question where God is in the midst of 
violence, pain and suffering. Psalm 77, 80 and 88 are good examples. Jeremiah asks the very 
important question in chapter 12:1 ‘why do the wicked prosper? Why are evil people so happy?’ God’s
people throughout the OT are wrestling with this key question.

In the NT Jesus brings a new way of understanding suffering which we will explore more fully next 
week in relation to the kingdom. The idea that suffering is a direct result of sin is challenged by Jesus 
in the incident of the born blind. Jesus’ disciples ask him the question ‘why was the man born blind? 
Was it because of his own sins or his parent’s sin?’ Jesus response is related to the revealing of 
God’s glory and power. Jesus was reminding his disciples that something different was going on.   

The personal problem

Interesting question to ask in this debate is what about the problem of Good? And in some ways the 
problem of evil is a bigger problem if you don’t frame it within the question of God. The problem of evil 
is a bigger issue because all you are left with is sheer terror, blind panic there is no hope in a sense. 
But what about the problem of Good? Of spontaneity, joy, chocolate, pink. All the very good things 
that God gives us. Is it all just a sick joke?

As Christians we believe God is active in the world. He is intervening. Sometimes we don’t 
understand ‘how’ he is intervening. Sometimes we are at a loss to really say what he is doing. The 
God of the Bible is a mystery and we have to look at Jesus to see the revelation of God. A theodicy 
that’s really useful is centred on the cross of Jesus. The Cross is God’s no to evil. The cross is where 
evil finds its comeuppance. The Kingdom goes some way to explaining why the world is not currently 
free from evil and sin. The ‘now’ and ‘not yet’ of the kingdom helps us understand something of why 
evil persists to invade our world.

 God as Emmanuel

 The Hope of the resurrection 


