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Why Would a Good God Allow Suffering?

Introduction

History is riddled with suffering. Hurricanes, earthquakes, volcanic eruptions, and all manner 
of natural disasters have left behind agony and decay in their wake. And when we add 
human agency to the picture, not only must we include ever more sinister and calculated 
evils to the account of earthly suffering, but we must also include new layers of suffering 
itself since humans not only suffer but are also aware of their own suffering in a way 
which compounds their misery. Indeed, there is no escaping suffering, for it is simply an 
unavoidable and tragic part of our experience.

Fascinatingly, until the age of the Enlightenment (especially around the late 17th century) 
few philosophers and theologians pondered whether the existence of such suffering called 
into question God’s existence. More often, the facts of suffering led them to question God’s 
providence, that is, his control over the events of history or his love for the creation, as one 
finds depicted in the biblical book of Job.

Despite their recency, arguments from the facts of suffering to the non-existence of God 
today provide some of the most powerful objections to the rationality of belief in God. Of 
course, in a booklet such as this, we cannot hope to answer every argument from suffering 
or even to offer a formula for responding to all such arguments. Nevertheless, we can say 
something useful to see why the facts of suffering do not demonstrate that there is no God.

there is no escaping suffering, 
for it is simply an unavoidable 
and tragic part of our experience
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The Logical Argument from Suffering
Before we can evaluate the arguments against the existence of God based on suffering, 
however, we have to state them as best we can. In this brief discussion, I focus on two 
well-known arguments from suffering: (1) the logical argument from suffering and (2) the 
evidential argument from suffering. And I close by outlining a view called ‘sceptical theism’, 
which claims that human agents have no reason to think they can rightly assess whether 
suffering calls God’s existence into question in the first place. Let us begin with the logical 
argument.

According to that argument, it is impossible for the following five premises to all be true:

(1) God exists; 
(2) God is perfectly good & all-powerful;
(3) If someone is perfectly good, then they will eliminate suffering insofar as they can;
(4) If someone is all-powerful, then they can eliminate all suffering; &
(5) Suffering exists;

In order to appreciate the difficulty here, notice that the truth of the first four premises (i.e. 
one declaring God’s existence, another stating the divine attributes of perfect goodness 
and all-powerfulness (i.e. omnipotence), and two more premises simply describing what 
we might expect from a being with those attributes) rules out the truth of the fifth premise 
(i.e. the one simply stating that there is suffering). That is, if the first four premises are true, 
then it is impossible for suffering to exist. In other words, if you reflect on all five of these 
premises and in addition find yourself thinking that they’re all true, then either you can go 
on absurdly believing all five premises (i.e. like believing that you could draw a square circle 
or believing that you know several happily married bachelors) or you can give up belief in 
one of the premises. 1

Suppose you wanted to be rational, and so, you decided to give up belief in at least one of 
the five premises in the above logical argument from suffering. Let us consider what giving 
up the various premises would mean. First, if you stopped believing that God exists (i.e. 
denied premise 1), then you would become either an agnostic (i.e. someone who neither 
believes nor disbelieves that God exists) or an atheist (i.e. someone who denies God’s 
existence). Such a move is, however, not a live option for the Christian, so you will have to 
look elsewhere to determine what to give up. Perhaps you find yourself less certain that 
God is a perfectly good or all-powerful person than you are that God exists. If so, then were 
you to give up belief in premise 2, it would have to be because you denied either perfect 
goodness or all-powerfulness (or both) applied to God. However, given that Christian 

1 It is also crucial that we recognize that the problem of suffering is a problem for the Christian. Sometimes Christians 
quip that certain atheists deny that objective morality exists in the first place and that as a result, such atheists have 
no right to ask for an answer to the problem of suffering from the Christian. This claim by some Christians, however, 
is really just a red herring. The atheist is not trying to explain how the argument above coheres with their worldview. 
They’re just pointing out that the argument seems to be an internal incoherence within the Christian worldview. So, 
the atheist does not need to answer for anything here; just the Christian.
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tradition overwhelmingly affirms that God possesses both of these attributes, giving up 
premise 2 while remaining within the realm of orthodoxy will be difficult, to say the least.

Before looking at premises 3 and 4, which tell us how we can expect an agent to act who 
has the divine attributes of all-powerfulness and perfect goodness, consider whether 
we can deny premise 5; that is, the claim that suffering exists. Some Christians might be 
tempted to deny that suffering exists because, let us suppose, they think that the only type 
of sufferings to worry about are sufferings that do not lead to any further good and, let us 
suppose further, they think that all suffering inevitably leads to some good. In a way, they 
are right that sufferings sometimes lead to good. The other day, for instance, I tripped over 
a toy that my son had left out in the living room and fell. My knee was bruised fairly badly, 
but on the other hand, I landed in such a way that I caught a glimpse of a lost watch that 
I probably would never have seen in any other circumstance. Given that I had to fall and 
bang my knee the way I did in order to find my long-lost watch, I would take the suffering 
again any day, and so, these sorts of people are right to suggest that sometimes suffering 
leads to good outcomes.

The problem with responding to premise 5 by claiming that some suffering simply leads 
to redeeming goods, however, is that it simply concedes the truth of premise 5. Premise 
5 does not make any claims about how suffering does or does not lead to other goods. 
It simply states that suffering exists, and if there are instances of suffering that lead to 
a greater good, then suffering still exists (and premise 5 is true). So, premise 5 looks 
undeniable for the Christian as well.

As it turns out, 
premise 3 can 
reasonably be 
denied by a 
Christian, and that 
is because it is 
straightforwardly 
false (for some 
of the reasons 
suggested in the 
above paragraph). 
We can imagine 

cases where a perfectly good person—e.g. a surgeon—might not remove suffering—e.g. 
by removing a patient’s limb—for a good reason—e.g. the patient refuses to consent to the 
surgeon’s meddling. And if so, then it is false that a perfectly good person will eliminate all 
the suffering they can, for sometimes respect for the agency (or autonomy) of another gets 
in the way.

In the case of God, respect for human agency (i.e. respect for the human right to exercise 
free will) is precisely what disarms the above argument, for on the Christian story, God loves 
us and desires to be in loving relationship with us (i.e. as free persons). But were God to 

were God to override our wills in order to 
guarantee that we would never reject his 
love for us, then we would not have the 
free will required to truly love God in the 
first place
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override our wills in order to guarantee that we would never reject his love for us, then we 
would not have the free will required to truly love God in the first place. As a result, even 
the existence of an all-powerful and perfectly good being such as God is insufficient to 
guarantee the absence of suffering in the created world.

While there is much more we could say about the logical argument from suffering, enough 
has been said to dispel concerns that it might actually threaten the rationality of belief 
in the Christian God. The failure of that argument, however, does not mean that belief in 
Christianity is in the clear. There remains yet another argument from suffering with which 
we must engage, known as the evidential argument from suffering.
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2 This is an abbreviated form of the premise. More precisely, it should say that there are no instances of suffering that fail 
to be the one of the best means of either attaining some greater good or warding off some equally bad or worse instance 
of suffering.

3 You might wonder whether free will has any relevance to determining the truth of this premise since sometimes 
suffering is brought about by free actions, and perhaps if God were to intervene, doing so would threaten free will.  
In such a case, the preservation of free will is the good that justifies God’s permission of the suffering in question.

The Evidential Argument from Suffering
The evidential argument from suffering is so-called because it aims to show that suffering 
provides evidence that God doesn’t exist, even if that evidence is not 100% conclusive.  
Here is the argument:

Theological Premise  If God exists, then there are no instances of suffering that 
  fail to lead to some greater good. 
Evidential Premise  There are instances of suffering that fail to lead to some 
  greater good.
Conclusion  God does not exist.

Let us take each premise in turn beginning with the Theological Premise. According 
to that premise, it is not possible for God to exist and permit suffering that is required to 
achieve some greater good. That is, if the premise is true, then God’s existence is a virtual 
guarantee that no gratuitous suffering. Now, the word ‘gratuitous’ has become a somewhat 
technical term in contemporary discussions of the argument from suffering, but the basic 
meaning of it is fairly clear. Something is gratuitous if it is over-the-top or more than is 
required for something. For instance, gratuitous amounts of food are a staple for a variety 
of celebrations such as a Christmas dinner or a wedding. In the case of this Theological 
Premise, gratuitous suffering is something which is completely ruled out by God’s love and 
providence. 3  

Some theologians question the reasonability of believing the Theological Premise; 
however, we will simply accept it in order to turn our focus to the Evidential Premise, 
which states that gratuitous suffering actually exists. What are some cases of gratuitous 
suffering? Many of us might immediately think of Apartheid South Africa or the Nazi 
Holocaust as providing many cases of gratuitous suffering. Indeed, cases such as these 
make it particularly uncomfortable for anyone to deny the Evidential Premise. For if we 
deny that such things as Apartheid South Africa or the Nazi Holocaust involved needless, 
gratuitous suffering, then we might be misunderstood as treating those horrendous phases 
of our history with insufficient seriousness.
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A Sceptical Solution
Despite the discomfort of denying the Evidential Premise, most contemporary 
philosophical theologians who question the force of the evidential argument from suffering 
do so because they think we have no good reason to affirm the Evidential Premise. Those 
theoreticians who deny the Evidential Premise are now known as sceptical theists.

The fundamental thing which makes someone a sceptical theist is that they think the 
following thesis about humanity is true:

 ST – we humans simply are not in a position to determine whether every  
 apparently gratuitous instance of suffering is actually gratuitous

To understand ST, we have to first appreciate the different between something being 
apparently some way and its being actually some way. When two people are completely 
head-over-heels for one another, for instance, they often make claims like, “My beloved 
is so perfect! He doesn’t have any flaws whatsoever!” Of course, we are all aware of the 
distorting effects of infatuation and see right through such claims of perfection in the 
beloved. No one is perfect, and if the two lovers spend enough time with each other, reality 
will eventually set in. They will realize that the appearance of perfection was no more than 
an appearance; that is, it was merely apparent without being actual. In the same way, then, 
sceptical theists who put ST up for consideration acknowledge that many instances of 
suffering appear gratuitous to us. Nevertheless, they simply deny that we have good reason 
to think that the appearances have any connection to the truth of the matter.

So, how does ST’s truth call into question the Evidential Premise which merely stated that 
“gratuitous suffering exists”? It calls into question the Evidential Premise by calling into 
question the evidential basis for affirming the Evidential Premise.

Think about it. Why is it that we are inclined to accept the Evidential Premise? We are 
so inclined because we can think of a number of cases where it appears to us that some 
instance of suffering is gratuitous. But the Evidential Premise does not claim that there is 
merely apparently gratuitous suffering. It claims that there is actual gratuitous suffering, and 
so, the evidential basis for the premise relies on the following sort of principle.
 
 Bridging Principle – If an instance of suffering appears gratuitous, then it is  
 reasonable for me to believe that it is actually gratuitous.

Such a bridging principle, however, is precisely what the truth of ST calls into question, for 
it explicitly denies that we have a good reason to affirm such a principle. Of course, when 
it comes to everyday occurrences, something like the above Bridging Principle seems 
reasonable enough. If a chair appears to be in front of me, then it is typically reasonable for 
me to believe that there is a chair in front of me. If my children appear to not be in the living 
room, then it is reasonable for me to believe that they are not in the living room. Why, then, 
when we change the topic to gratuitous suffering would we deny such a principle?



7

The reason we should deny such a principle is that it fails to apply in contexts where we 
have no reason to think that the way things are (i.e. the fact of the matter) makes a difference 
to the way things would appear to us. For instance, wake up one morning in a very groggy 
state and announce to my partner that it doesn’t appear that the coffee is on, she might 
protest, “How would you know? You just woke up and haven’t even left the bed yet. Even if 
the coffee were on, you wouldn’t have noticed any difference!” Or suppose that someone 
upon entering a room announced that it appeared that no germs were in the vicinity on 
the basis of their brief visual scan of the room. Given that germs are microscopic, we would 
find such a claim silly when made on such a meagre (perhaps non-existent) evidential basis.

Now, consider ST again in this light, and ask yourself, if God did have a good reason to 
permit some of the apparently gratuitous suffering of which you are aware, would that fact 
make a difference to how things appear to you? When we factor in the infinite complexities 
of history, the potentially infinite possible goods to which the suffering under question 
might lead, or the potentially infinite instances of suffering that might be prevented, we are 
left with a fairly compelling reason to doubt that creatures such as ourselves are really in any 
position to determine the truth of the Evidential Premise. And so, the evidential argument 
from suffering undergoes the same fate as its logical cousin; namely, its utter failure to 
establish that belief in God cannot be reasonable.

The considerations above do not by any means demonstrate that no argument from 
suffering could be developed that might undermine the rationality of belief in God. Despite 
this, such an argument certainly does not appear forthcoming either.
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In the face of such rebellion, the Christian 
can do no better than to remind himself of 
the Christian story; that is, that God in the 
person of Jesus entered into the sufferings 
and experiences of humanity out of the 
deepest love 
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Conclusion
At this point, however, it is worth reflecting on the utility and place of our assessment of 
arguments. When discussing whether or not the existence of suffering might ultimately 
undermine the rationality of belief in God, such arguments are clearly relevant; however, the 
most compelling arguments from suffering have little practically to do with the arguments 
above and instead spawn from lived experience of suffering.

In his class novel The Brothers Karamazov, Fyodor Dostoevsky scripts a dialogue between 
Alyosha Karamazov, a faithful Christian of the most endearing sort, and his brother Ivan, 
whose vitriol for God is, to put it lightly, memorable. In that seen, Ivan considers, with Alyosha’s 
promptings, whether he would submit to God’s rule were he to learn that God did in fact have 
a morally sufficient reason for permitting the sufferings found in the world. At the conclusion of 
his deliberation, Ivan claims that he would not submit to God, but rather, that he would outright 
reject God’s rule even if it was indisputable that God had been in the right. This sort of problem 
of suffering, which is so poignantly depicted in Dostoevsky’s masterpiece, is far more threatening 
to faith in God than the arguments considered above. In the face of such rebellion, the Christian 
can do no better than to remind himself of the Christian story; that is, that God in the person 
of Jesus entered into the sufferings and experiences of humanity out of the deepest love. 
Reminding ourselves of this gospel brings us into the presence of the person of Christ, which 
is far and away the best answer available for the sufferings we undergo in the world.



The Logos Institute at the University of St Andrews is a centre for excellence in the 
study of analytic and exegetical theology. It is committed to scholarship that reflects 

a concern for: transparency; simplicity in expression; clear, logical argumentation; and 
rigorous analysis. It also reflects a radical commitment to interdisciplinary engagement, 

particularly between the fields of philosophy, theology, biblical studies, and the 
sciences. Its faculty consists of world-leading scholars in the fields of biblical studies, 

theology, and philosophy.

These booklets are supported by generous funding from the Templeton Religion Trust. 

You can find out more, and find our regular blog and podcast by searching for us 
on facebook or at: http://logos.wp.st-andrews.ac.uk

Cover image: Thanks to @Alasdairelmes for making this photo available freely 
on @unsplash

LOGOS
Institute for Analytic and

Exegetical Theology


