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The existence of evil and suffering1 presents one of the largest obstacles to belief in
God2--for both the theist and the atheist alike. The incalculable amount of human suffering and
pain has led many to conclude that it is unbelievable that there is an all-powerful and all-loving
God who would allow such misery and pain. In this paper I will present the problem ofevil in its
two most popular forms, the logical and external problems, show how the problems may be
satisfactorily answered, and then show how the existence of evil rather than being a defeater for
belief may be used as a pointer to the existence of God.3

¤1 The Logical Problem of Evil
The logical problem of evil is most poignantly presented in J.L. MackieÕs treatise ÒEvil

and OmnipotenceÓ4 where he charges the theist with contradictory beliefs. He argues that
religious belief, rather than lacking rational support, is Òpositively irrational, that several parts of
the essential theological doctrine are inconsistent with one another.Ó5 What are these doctrines?
The theist is committed to the following set of beliefs, which we will refer to as set A:

(1) God exists.
(2) God is omnipotent.
(3) God is omniscient.
(4) God is omni-benevolent.
(5) Evil exists.

The atheologian charges the theist with self-contradictory beliefs, however these five
propositions do notthemselvesformally entail a contradiction. The atheologian must present an
additional proposition that is either necessarily true,essential to theism, or a logical consequence
of the other propositions in set A for the logical consequences of the sum to be contradictory. So
what propositions does the atheologian provide? These are the propositions provided by Mackie6

(6) A good thing always eliminates evil as far as it can.
(7) There are no limits to what an omnipotent being can do.

Proposition (6) not only fails to be necessarily true but fails to be contingently true as well. For
example, suppose you are at home with your friend John. Yourfriend John is a clumsy fellow
and proceeds to bump his leg against the coffee table causing his leg to swelland inflict him with
pain. Being a kind friend you rush to the medicine cabinet to get him pain reliever;however to
your dismay, the cabinet is empty. Due to your limited knowledge of first aid the only thing you
can think of to help your friendÕs pain is to saw his leg off. Now at this point you would be
willing to eliminate the evil, his throbbing shin, as far as you can. This solution is not considered
morally justified although it satisfies proposition (6). But why? The key to the moral culpability
lies in the ability to eliminate the evil in question, namely the pain in his shin, without
eliminating a greater good, namely that of your friends ability to use his leg, or bringing about a
greater evil. So a more sophisticated version of proposition (6) can be restated as

(6a) A good being eliminates every evil that it knows about and that it can eliminate
without either bringing about a greater evil or eliminating a good state of affairs that
outweighs the evil.


