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The nature of the “problem”

First one must assert that there is no “problem of evil”.  There are many “problems” of evil,  and all derive from the specific context of the specific theology they relate to.  So we might more beneficially speak of the problems associated with evil.  Within the limitations of this essay, I shall attempt to define the logical  problem of evil as expressed by atheism, but also the various attempts to come to a solution from Arminians and Open Theists as well. Finally I will look  at the Biblical  data and resolution: The reality of evil, the responsibility for evil, the ruler over evil, the redemption of evildoers and the redirection  and redress of evil. 

The logical problem of evil

Perhaps the dominant question of contemporary theology is whether  one can believe in a good and sovereign God in the midst of the devastating evil in the world. One might think that theologians who purport to  believe the biblical data might be of one mind on the solution to the “problem”, but one’s definition of the  nature of the problem derives from one’s theology, and ultimately one’s view of scripture. So many theologians spend their days devising elaborate theodicies that are sub-biblical in nature. Many people  define the problem of evil as : “Either God is not powerful enough to do something about evil or that he is not loving enough to want to do something about it.” Another way the argument can be couched is thus:

(A.) A perfectly good and loving God would always prevent all evil.(B.) An omnipotent omniscient God can do anything.(C.) If B is true, then A attains.(D.) Since A does not attain, B is not true.

To be more accurate, the logical  problem of evil involves whether  a given  system of thought exhibits a problem of logical consistency within its particular system. If a system is logically inconsistent internally, it can be regarded as false. So the question attains: Is evil compatible or incompatible with the existence of a good, holy and sovereign God? If there is a sufficient moral reason for evil to exist, it is compatible with this view of God. If not, it is incompatible. We shall see that the Biblical answer to “Would a good God always prevent all evil?” is a definitive “no”.

The religious or particular  problem of evil

This deals with the questions individuals have with why specific evil events attain in their lives. Why would anyone desire to worship a God who allows bad things to happen to good people? That problem says more about a person’s anthropology and hamartology than any proposed problem regarding compatibility.

How some have sought to resolve the “problem”

The most common resolutions offered by men are plagued with logical inconsistencies and outright denial of reality. Some systems, which are dualistic in focus,  try to  define evil as having been part of the nature of creation from the beginning. This denies the clear witness of the account of creation.

Other solutions to evil  entail a return to the Garden that  its proponents hold is possible under man’s own power. At the opposite end of the spectrum is that man is evil by nature or  evil exists because of the social order and man’s relationship with nature. This leads to all sorts of plans to “heal” evil in the world. 

Mary Baker Eddy postulated that if God is all and God is good then all is good,  so evil does not exist. This view has more in common with Hinduism than Christianity. It is Maya, illusion.

Arminianism and the Free Will Defense

The Arminian answer to the problem does not attain precisely because it in incompatibilistic in nature.   It purports that the moral justification for evil is the overriding value of human free will.  While it is logically and internally consistent if true, it  falls apart on the rock of revealed  truth in scripture. Human will as revealed in scripture is no libertarian in nature. In seeking to get God off the hook for evil,  the free will of autonomous creatures is raised to the level of an idol that attains the highest value in the universe at the expense of God’s  free will and sovereignty. If God is not sovereign over evil, then evil is sovereign.

Open theism’s proposed solution

Open theism purports to  provide a satisfying answer to the problem of evil.  In one sense, it is the logicus  terminus of Arminian theology. It is a daunting task to relate the idiosyncrasies of that position, but I will attempt to give the major tenets and and  concomitant flaws. 

In fact it has a couple of major flaws which in the end leave us with the greater  problem of a non-sovereign God who has no real foreknowledge of the acts of  future contingents.  First one might notice that open theists demand that human freedom is contingent upon an autonomous will, the power to the contrary. Open theism also presumes a distinction between future events that are partially open and partly closed, concurrently presuming that God knows what he is going to do and denying  God knows what  His creatures are going to do. That is a logical inconsistency. God, in effect, is reduced  to a contingency himself.

In attempting a resolution to the tension between an omniscient sovereign God and human freedom we are left with a redefinition of God which is totally untenable and logically  defeats the overriding argument. This argument in inextricably linked to the problem of evil.  The  open theist’s problem is solved by making God incapable of knowing future evil. With open theists God is made like man, arbitrary and ambivalent, who is willing and able  to act coercively  to make an event sure when it suits him.

Greg Boyd’s disturbing and emotionally amanipulative picture of  the juxtaposition of a child tortured by Nazis with the lyrics of the hymn “My Times are In your Hand” offers a sentimental, highly anecdotal  approach to the experiential  problem of evil. He contends that there is not a divine reason for all evil, but contends that God intercedes in some cases, which blows his entire argument and leaves us with the problem at another level. If God restrains evil at times to keep the cosmic game on track this does not solve the problem of why He does not do so in other cases.  Free will defendants ultimately say that God is exercising  restraint while trying to win the game. This view cheapens and devastates the Biblical  doctrine of sovereignty. 

The Biblical data and theological solution to evil

A. The Reality of Evil

One must first proceed from the premise  advanced by the biblical data. The entire creation was created good and was rendered wholly evil by the entry into the cosmos by evil. The nature of evil  is plainly presented in Genesis 1-3.  Romans 14:23 decrees that whatever  is not of faith is sin.   This is a Christ rejecting cosmos which remains in  a state of cosmic mutiny. Friendship with the world is enmity with God. 

B. The Responsibility for Evil

The world is not a dualistic battleground where the forces of God and the forces of evil vie for supremacy. Evil is a thing which God has permitted for His own ultimate purposes and glory by decree but prohibited by command. This is the Biblical witness and intrinsic to a proer understanding of the issues at stake.  Moral evil originated in the perverted exercise of good attributes on the part of an originally good, but mutable creation.  Man is responsible for his actions.  The creator is no more accountable for this than the hammer manufacturer was for  the abuses inflicted by Maxwell’s Silver Hammer.

C. The Ruler over Evil

God sets limits on evil but he is not complicit with evil.  James tells us that  no one is tempted of God to do evil. God works all things in accordance with the counsel of his will. The scriptures do not equivocate on this point  as we can see in Daniel 4.

The Biblical data does not attempt to produce a theodicy to justify God for allowing evil in the world. Even Job comes to the conclusion that God’s purposes cannot be thwarted or restrained.  The Bible has no problem with assigning the existence of evil to the permissive will of God’s providence. Amos asked  (paraphrased) “Shall evil befall a city and Yahweh has not done it?” Isaiah 45 also comes to mind wherein Yahweh tell Cyrus He (God) is in charge. Passages like these affirm that Yahweh operates through secondary causes to effect those ends that are in keeping with His wise counsel. Other key passages include the example of the numbering of Israel by David as God moving David and yet reveals that the action was motivated by Satan and was against God’s moral will. So God allows evil in the world for reasons that remain undisclosed.

C. The Redirection of Evil

The two  key passages that illustrate  a modus operandi on God’s part is Genesis 50 where Joseph declares that the evil meant him by his brothers was meant by God for good, and of course the ultimate picture of this is illustrated in the very Cross upon which the sinless son was crucified to effect the atonement required to solve the ultimate “problem of evil”: namely,  on what basis shall the Lord of the Earth  forgive evildoers? With this solution, God proved himself to be both just and justifier. God uses both evil and good to accomplish his good purposes and in the  process can even change  the ultimate effect of evil to a good result.  Romans 8:28 attains here. 

D. The Redemption of Evildoers

By the sovereign will of God, the second person of the trinity became lifted up as a public propitiation of God’s wrath against  evil. By this our redemption from  slavery to sin and evil is accomplished. As many as  turn to this work by faith  will receive  the atonement for their sins and justification from the one who is both just and justifier. Romans 3:21-28 provides a commentary on John 3:14-17.

E. The Redress of Evil

Evil is judged on the cross when the perfect  sacrifice became the curse. Sin was put to death and evil was judged. The one who accomplished the final sacrifice is exalted to the role of great High priest who ever intercedes for those who are placed in Him by redemption. One day, God will ultimately deal with man’s mess when Jesus returns to  judge all evil.  Sin and Satan will be cast into the eternal lake of fire. The figurative language of the Bible describes this second advent of one in whose mouth is a sword, and who destroys with a rod of justice. 

The Biblical-theological resolution to  the problem of evil

If one is committed to the absolute sovereignty of God  and that God is causally involved in everything that occurs as the Biblical data demands, (Ephesians 1:11 comes to mind) one must go with a compatibilistic view of human freedom.

Evil exists at the decree  and ordination of God, yet God is not the author of evil.  Goodness had a use for evil- the evil it could not produce. It is introduced into the present world order by the volitional act of a creature that was created good but mutable (Satan) via the temptation  by secondary means (Eve) of the representative head  (Adam) of mankind.  The  sufficient moral reason for evil can be found in the reality that through God’s plan for dealing with evil,  an infinitely better result than would be possible in its absence is insured- the very righteousness of God is available to any one who simply believes and receives  God’s Son by faith, and therefore God is more  eternally glorified  and valued   by His creatures for His absolute worth. This is a foreign righteousness that  is divine, not created, as Adam’s righteousness may be described. Adam owned a mutable innocence that some describe as original  righteousness. The implication of the imputation of righteousness at justification is that a double transaction was required for God’s purposes and our blessing to be accomplished: that the forgiveness of sin makes us no longer liable  for the penalty of our evil, but we require the very merit of Christ that can only be ours by imputed  foreign righteousness. This state is something even Adam could not have attained on his own. 

