
Mackie and Lewis — The Problem of Evil

Mackie

• The so-called Problem of Evil is a puzzle arising from many theist’s conception of the divine.
According to those theists, God has the following three properties: he is omnipotent, omniscient,
and omnibenevolent. That is, God is all-powerful, all-knowing, and all-good. The problem is
that it looks as though these three propositions are incompatible with an observed fact about the
world: it pullulates with evil.

P1 If there were an omniscient god, then he would know about all preventable evil.

P2 If there were an omnipotent god, then he could prevent all preventable evil if he
wanted to.

P3 If there were an omnibenevolent god, then he would want to prevent all preventable
evil.

C1 If there were an omniscient, omnipotent, and omnibenevolent god, then he would
prevent all preventable evil.

P4 Preventable evil exists.

C2 God is either not omniscient, not omnipotent, not omnibenevolent, or nonexistent.

• Mackie considers several responses to this argument, all of which find different ways of giving
up on P3.

• We might try to give up on P3 by saying that in order for any good to exist, there must be some
evil in the world — that’s because, in order for something to exist, its opposite must exist as
well. For this reason, an omnibenevolent god might fail to prevent some preventable evil — it is
necessary to have some evil in order to have any good.

– Mackie’s: to say that God cannot create goodness without also creating evil is to set a limit
on God’s power. It is to give up on God’s omnipotence.

∗ A Reply: omnipotence does not mean the power to do anything; it means the power to
do anything possible. Just because you think that God is omnipotent doesn’t mean that
you think that God can make a square triangle.

– Mackie: Even if evil is necessary for good, it is not necessary that there be so much evil.

• Perhaps we can give up on P3 by claiming that things are better off on the whole if there is some
evil in the world than if there is no evil at all.
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– Call pain and suffering first-order evils; and call pleasure and happiness first-order goods.
Then, the suggestion is that there are second-order goods like heroism, compassion, benev-
olence, etc. which cannot exist in the absence of first-order evils and whose goodness out-
weighs the badness of the first-order evils. Since the world is better off with second-order
goods, and since first-order evils are necessary for second-order goods, an ominbenevolent
god would have good reason to allow certain first-order evils. So, P3 is false.

– Mackie: just as there are second-order goods, so too are there second-order evils, like envy,
cowardice, cruelty, etc. And these second-order evils are preventable. So each premise of
the argument above will go through if we just replace “evil” with “second-order evil.”

• Very well. God allows first-order evil because it is necessary for the second-order goods of
compassions, benevolence, and so on. However, God cannot prevent second-order evil, since he
has granted humans free will. God is therefore not responsible for that evil. Humans are.

– It is better overall for humans to have free will than for them to not. The goodness gained
by granting free will to humans outweighs the evils of malevolence,

– [Note: neither the hard determinist nor the compatibilist has this response available. Also,
those who think that psychopaths like Anders Breveik don’t act freely cannot respond in
this way. For, if Anders Breveik doesn’t act freely, then his free will cannot explain why
God permitted him to kill the people he killed.]

– Mackie: why couldn’t God have made people such that they always freely choose good?

Lewis

• There is a much deeper problem than the one Mackie discusses. For, not only does God allow
evil to take place. If the theological beliefs of the Christians and Muslims are correct, God is the
perpetrator of great evil.

P1 According to the orthodox story, God condemns some (non-believers, those who
commit mortal sins, or what-have-you) to an infinite amount of torment (or, a state
for which eternal torment is an apt metaphor).

P2 A punishment is just if and only if it is proportionate to the offense; it is unjust to
the extent that the punishment is worse than the offense.

P3 Every human offense resulted in only a finite amount of suffering.

C1 God’s punishment in the orthodox story is infinitely unjust.

C2 If the orthodox story is correct, then God is not omnibenevolent; he is the perpetra-
tor of infinite evil.

• We might try to avoid the conclusion that God is not omnibenevolent by denying various aspects
of the orthodox story. For instance,

– Talk of eternal torment is merely metaphorical.
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∗ Lewis: It is also unjust to punish finite crimes with an eternity of a state for which
torment is an apt metaphor.

– Some people choose to accept God’s will, while others do not; those who are damned are
merely given what they have chosen for themselves.

∗ Lewis: If God put his creatures into a position of inadequate and conflicting informa-
tion, knowing that some of them would not secure themselves against an eternity of
torment (or a state for which torment is an apt metaphor), then he still commits great
evil. He is like the parent who leaves the nursery full of shards of glass, lighters, and
gasoline.

– The ‘eternal torment’ is metaphorical for a state of being insubordinate to God.

∗ Lewis: this only works if ‘eternal torment’ is an apt metaphor for the state of being
insubordinate to God. However, I am a contented atheist, and can attest that eternal
torment is not an apt metaphor for the state I am in.

• Lewis concludes that the strategy of reading the scriptures non-literally either renders those texts
grossly misleading (by describing a not unpleasant state as ‘eternal torment’) or else simply rein-
states the same problem (God has punished some to an eternity of a state for which torment is an
apt metaphor).

• Perhaps, however, everyone will end up repenting and being saved.

– Lewis: Even if this happens, it is still the case that God is disposed to punish for eternity
those who fail to repent. He is willing to perpetuate more evil than has ever been perpetuated
by any human ever.

∗ Response: God will eventually save everybody, and is not disposed to punish anybody,
whether they repent or not.
· Lewis: This may get us out of the problem, but it is incredibly difficult to square

with the scripture and theology of Christianity and Islam.

• Lewis concludes by asking whether those who worship the perpetuator of infinite evil are them-
selves evil. He concludes that, insofar as they clear-headedly approve of God’s decision to subject
some to eternal torment, they are.

– The Christian and the Muslim are just like a neo-Nazi who admires Hitler’s actions against
the Jews. The clear-headed admiration of the perpetuator of great evil, and the approval of
that evil act, suffices to make someone evil themselves.
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