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Is the existence of evil compatible with belief in a God who is both 
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 The existence of evil in the world poses a central challenge to the theistic belief in the 

existence of an omnipotent and good God, for if God has the power and the will to remove evil in 

the world why does He not do so? Else, if God lacks either the power or the will to remove evil, then 

He is not omnipotent or wholly good as the theistic claim wants Him to be. 

 

 Out of the several approaches to the problem of evil, I will choose to discuss the logical 

one. In this framework, the problem can be represented by the following set of propositions: 

 

(1) God is omnipotent 

(2) God is wholly good 

(3) Evil exists 

 

and the task is to establish whether the set is consistent or inconsistent.  

 

A prominent philosopher who argued for the inconsistency of the set is Mackie [Mackie, 

1955], who, on the basis of the inconsistency and the evidence of the existence of evil, concludes 

that an omnipotent and good God does not exist. Mackie points out that the inconsistency may be 

resolved if one is willing to give up one of the two attributes of God, a move which the theist will not 

be likely to make. I will discuss a direct reply to Mackie by Plantinga [Plantinga, 1977] who offers 

arguments to reject the inconsistency claim and goes further to show that there is a possible reason 

for why an omnipotent and good being would allow the presence of evil in the world. The core of the 

position, which is dubbed “The Free Will Defence”, is that God created human beings free, and in 

order to preserve their freedom, God cannot cause them to always choose moral good, nor can He 

create them in such a way that they autonomously always choose moral good. There is no possible 

world God could create in which there is moral good without moral evil.  

 

 It can be already appreciated from this outline that the free will defence specifically targets 

the problem of moral evil, i.e. the kind of evil which issues directly from human free choices. The 

scope of the defence, therefore, does not include other types of evils, such as natural disasters 

(earthquakes or tsunamis), illnesses, or, say, the innocent suffering of children. However, it may be 

contended that, to some extent at least, these evils are ascribable indirectly to human action. For 

instance, a tsunami in itself may not be regarded as an evil, but it may be become one when human 

lives are lost as an effect of it, and this may depend on choices of human beings as it pertains, for 

example, to habitable areas or land exploitation. At any rate, in the rest of this essay we will be 

concerned with moral evil only.  

 

 Plantinga’s paper can be considered as composed of two main parts and an interim. In the 

first part Plantinga shows that the set {(1), (2), (3)} listed above is not inconsistent. In the interim he 

considers what more needs to be done if one wishes to show that it is consistent. In the second part 
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he presents the free will defence arguing that there are no possible worlds in which human beings 

are free and in which there is moral good without moral evil.  

 

 Both Plantinga and Mackie recognise that a claim of inconsistency for the set of 

propositions above can only be made if two further silent propositions are unveiled. These are  

 

(4) There are no limits to what an omnipotent being can do 

(5) Good eliminates evil as far as it can 

 

this way one could argue that the set {(1), (2), (3), (4), (5)} is implicitly inconsistent because 

propositions (1), (2), (4) and (5) together imply that a wholly good and unlimitedly powerful God can 

always bring about enough good to eliminate any evil, therefore evil cannot exists, which directly 

contradicts (3). To arrive at this conclusion though, one needs to show that (4) and (5) are 

necessarily true. Plantinga sets forth to produce counterexamples, corresponding revisions, and 

further definitive counterexamples to show that (4) and (5) are not necessarily true. 

 

 Proposition (4) requires clarification on limits of God’s power. I agree with Plantinga that the 

proposition should be revised as follows: 

 

      (4’) There are no non-logical limits to what an omnipotent being can do 

 

meaning that God’s activity is bound at least by the laws of logic. God cannot make valid a logically 

invalid argument, or create a square circle, or actualise a world in which He does not exist. Whilst I 

regard the last two types of examples uncontroversial, I would be more hesitant on the first one 

though. Let us imagine that in order to render valid an invalid argument it is required to disobey one 

of the foundational laws of logics, say the law of non-contradiction. Now this would be a problem 

only in a system based on classical Greek logic where the law holds, but the picture may become 

less obvious if one allows for logical systems where such law does not apply. Take for instance 

some form of ancient eastern philosophical thought which contemplates contradiction, or quantum 

logic where as well as the separateness of states A and not-A their superposition is also possible – 

in some sense a violation of non-contradiction.  

 

 Proposition (5) is open to counterexamples, namely instances of goods which do not 

eliminate evils as far as they can. Plantinga considers cases where
1
  

 

(i) you could potentially do a good action to eliminate an evil but you are not aware of it 

(e.g. rescuing a friend in a road accident of which you are not aware) 

(ii) you know there is an evil to eliminate but this requires two simultaneous actions which 

you cannot physically perform, hence you can eliminate only one (e.g. two road 

                                                 
1
 The examples are mine. 
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accidents at opposite sides of your town only one of which you can attend to 

effectively) 

(iii) you know of the existence of an evil and can eliminate it, but this brings about a greater 

evil (e.g. you can effectively eliminate some bugs from a friend’s garden but to do so 

you use toxic chemicals which devastate all life forms in the garden) 

 

To insulate proposition (5) against each of these possibilities, Plantinga suggests the following 

revision: 

 

      (5’) An omnipotent wholly good being eliminates all evils, any of which he knows about, and the 

elimination of which does not cause a greater evil 
2
, 

 

but this formulation too will not resist Plantinga’s final killer blow: a counterexample where evil is 

entailed in a good state of affairs which out-weights it. This is the case of a conjunction of a lesser 

evil with a larger good, for instance the state of affairs of me being happy for the action of climbing 

a mountain with John and John having a minor abrasion on his knee as a result of climbing. In a 

state of affairs constructed from a conjunction, the lesser evil cannot be eliminated without 

eliminating the larger good, for eliminating one conjunct would eliminate the whole conjunction. Not 

even God could eliminate the lesser evil without eliminating the larger good, hence He would not do 

so, so as to maximise the overall good and keeping with His maximal goodness. And this is 

Plantinga’s proof that set {(1), (2), (3), (4’), (5’)} is not inconsistent. 

 

 What are we to think of this? Is an abrasion on John’s knee locked in conjunction with my 

happiness enough to show that there exist good states of affairs which not even God can bring 

about without some evil? At first glance this seems to be very far-fetched, and the example rings 

quite artificial, although of course, the conclusion follows quite correctly from the logic of 

conjunctions. But let us consider more carefully the nature of this conjunction: my happiness for a 

good climb with John and John’s minor abrasion. The conjuncts are of course propositions, but 

what does this say about how the states of affairs or events they refer to stand with respect to each 

other in the actual or possible world? Plantinga arbitrarily picks two propositions describing two 

independent states of affairs (the climbing which causes my happiness and John’s suffering from a 

minor abrasion) and joins them together in conjunction, asking us to agree that not even God can 

negate one term without negating the whole. But surely the states of affairs described are not 

conjoined necessarily! There are possible worlds in which John and I climb, I am happy, and John 

is utterly uninjured. It seems possible that God should be able to actualise one such world, for the 

conjunction in Plantinga’s example is merely contingent and there is no logical inconsistency in 

imagining a world where the conjunction does not hold.  

 

                                                 
2
 Note that knowing about all evils and eliminating simultaneously occurring ones should not, by definition, 

be a problem for an omniscient and omnipotent (within the laws of logic) being. 
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  In the interim part of the paper Plantinga proceeds to evaluate what more should be done 

to prove that the set is consistent. As we have seen the proof of non-inconsistency resulted into 

showing that there is a at least a case in which a lesser evil cannot be removed without a larger 

good, namely the case of an evil entailed in a good. The proof of consistency requires to show that 

for any world God can actualise, that world is one which always contains some evil. This will be the 

job of the free will defence presented in the second part.  

 

An classic attempt to use human being’s free will as an explanation for the existence of evil 

is that of St Augustine [quoted in Plantinga, 1977, p326] who argued that God chose to create 

human beings free, therefore free to choose rightly or sinfully. God could have chosen to cause 

human beings never to sin, but this would have impinged on their freedom, for a being causally 

determined to act in a certain way is not free. St Augustine thought that a Universe with free but 

sinful creatures is more perfect than a Universe with creatures who always choose the good but are 

not free. The higher perfection of a world with freedom and its potentially sinful consequences 

constitutes for St Augustine a reason-explanation for the existence of evil.  

 

Plantinga, on his part, does not intend to give a reason for why God allows the existence of 

evil, only to show that it is not logically possible for him to create free creatures which always 

choose the good. Plantinga considers at the outset two objections. One is that God could have 

created human beings free, but causing them always to choose the good. This is dismissed 

immediately, because causal determination just is incompatible with any morally meaningful 

understanding of freedom. The second objection is more subtle. Since it is naturally possible that a 

genuinely free human being chooses the good sometimes, it is logically possible that he should 

choose the good always. Therefore there is a possible world God could have actualised in which 

human beings autonomously always choose the good. Since the actual world is not as such, either 

God is not good, or He is not omnipotent, or He does not exist. Note, and this is important, that this 

possibility rests on the assumption that God is expected to be able to actualise any possible world 

he likes. This is Mackie’s line, which Plantinga sets forth to counteract with the free will defence. 

 

Plantinga makes his case with three different thought experiments concerning the free 

choice of an agent with respect to an action and assesses whether it would have been logically 

possible for God to actualise a different state of affairs. The three cases deal respectively with a 

morally irrelevant action in the past, a morally irrelevant action in the future, and a morally relevant 

action in the past. Since all three cases have exactly the same formal structure, their details are 

irrelevant, and Plantinga effectively makes the same point thrice. I therefore suggest, in order to 

ease discussion, to abstract the formal structure in common to all three cases and to dip it into an 

appropriate particular example with moral connotation.  

 

Consider the following fictional scenario. John and Paul are climbing and Paul slips down 

the rock face in an accident. Things are such that John could lower himself down to try and rescue 
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Paul, but just there isn’t enough rope to take him to Paul. He could venture without a rope for the 

extra stretch, but with an extremely high risk of fatally falling. John chooses not to attempt the 

rescue and Paul eventually dies. Now consider the following counterfactual scenario. Had John 

chosen a longer rope that morning, he would have had – at the same point in the story -- a better 

chance to reach Paul with safety, although a considerable risk would have remained. The actual 

scenario issues in an evil, i.e. Paul’s death. Now we ask: in the counterfactual scenario, that with a 

longer rope, could God actualise any state of affairs, including one in which John is free to make a 

decision and Paul does not die? In order to uncover this, we need to set up some definitions first.  

 

Let W be the actual world where the first scenario (short rope) unfolds. Let SA be the state 

of affairs in W which includes all relevant facts up until, but excluded, John’s decision. SA would 

thus include John and Paul, their climbing action, a short rope, John’s freedom to make a choice 

and so on. Let now W’ be the possible world described by the counterfactual situation, in which the 

second scenario (long rope) unfolds. Let SA’ be a state of affairs in W’ as much as possible 

identical to SA, but where there is, of course, a longer rope instead of a short one. Let us also 

assume that Paul is genuinely free in W and in W’, i.e. it is entirely up to him to decide whether to 

rescue Paul or not: he is not causally determined to choose one way or the other. Now consider the 

following conditionals: 

 

(a) If SA’ obtains, then Paul attempts to rescue Paul 

(b) If SA’ obtains, then Paul does not attempt to rescue Paul 

 

It is clear that either proposition (a) or proposition (b) is true in W’, not both. We can also add that, 

assuming God exists and is omniscient, He knows which of the two is true. Now let us assume for 

the sake of the argument that (b) is true. We would then have the following set in W’: 

 

(1) John is free with respect to the choice of attempting or not attempting to rescue Paul 

(2) SA’ includes all relevant facts, but excludes John’s decision to attempt or not the rescue 

(3) If SA’ obtains, then John does not attempt to rescue Paul 

(4) SA’ obtains 

 

Now, it seems plain that given these premises the conclusion is that John does not attempt to 

rescue Paul, in virtue of (3) and (4). Plantinga then directs us to the crucial point, which is this. 

Although there is a possible world in which (1), (2), (3=b) and (4) are all true but John does rescue 

Paul, this is not a possible world which God could actualise. This is because, if God did actualise it, 

He would do so either by letting John free to choose, hence invalidating (3), or by causing John to 

choose to rescue Paul, hence invalidating the assumption that John is genuinely free (1). Either 

way God’s actualising W’ with (3) being true but John deciding to rescue Paul results into a 

contradiction. This way Plantinga claims to have shown that God cannot actualise just any possible 

world, as assumed by Mackie. 
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What are we to make of this? I don’t find the argument broadly plausible but not very 

convincing. Firstly, the claim that there exist a possible world W’ in which (1) to (4) are true but John 

does rescue Paul raises some doubts. This should be a world where a basic rule of logic, namely 

modus ponens, does not apply. A world, that is, where we can say:  

 

(3)  If SA’ obtains, then John does not attempt to rescue Paul 

(4)  SA’ obtains 

 

and conclude that it is not the case that John does not attempt to rescue Paul. I don’t think a 

possible world where modus ponens does not hold is a legitimate possible world in the first place. 

At any rate, the reason Plantinga gives for concluding that not even an omnipotent God could 

actualise W’ in which John attempts to rescue Paul, is precisely that God cannot create a world in 

which modus ponens does not hold, because, as we have seen earlier in (4’), God is bound to obey 

the laws of logic. Thus W’, in which it is the case that SA’ obtains and John attempts the rescue, is 

not so much am example of a possible world which God cannot actualise, but it isn’t a possible 

world at all! It may be argued that this in effect strengthens the case Plantinga is making, for if W’ is 

not a possible world at all, then it also isn’t a possible world God could create. But in my view this is 

not of much help either, because I regard this logical justification for the inevitability of evil not 

particularly illuminating in the first place. Plantinga’s move essentially reduces to stating in a long 

winded way that God cannot violate the rules of logic, which we was established already. If in a 

possible world a conditional statement is true, and the antecedent obtains, then the consequent 

must obtain also. In our example above this translates simply in the fact that if John decides freely 

not to rescue Paul than it follows that John does not rescue Paul, and this is an evil. It seems too 

artificial to pretend that although the conditional holds it may still be the case that John does 

attempt to rescue Paul, to then immediately dismiss this in virtue of the contradiciton that would 

otherwise follow. All we are saying here is that if John chooses freely and his choice entails an evil, 

then not even God could prevent that, for interfering would mean that either John is not free or that 

the conditional is invalidated.  

 

 At any rate, even if we grant that Plantinga has made his point, so far his argument has 

only shown that it is not the case that God cannot create just any world he wishes to. But this does 

not exhausts all is needed for the free will defence to run, and the more is very difficult. What we 

need now is to show that, included in all possible worlds God cannot create, are all the possible 

worlds which contain moral good and no moral evil, that is to say. This amounts to say that  in any 

possible world God can actualise there is at least one morally evil free action on part of human 

agents. This is Plantinga’s doctrine of transworld depravity which states that each free agent 

performs at least one morally wrong action in any possible world. Now, I don’t thing Plantinga 

succeeds in proving this extra requirement, for he produces an example of a moral choice which is 

modelled exactly on the same logical structure of the climbing scenario I presented above. From 
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such structure one can evince at most that there is at least one possible world in which God cannot 

prevent a moral evil, not that any possible world God can actualise contains at least one morally 

wrong action. In fact, the alternative conditional we have not considered yet, namely 

 

      (a) If SA’ obtains, then Paul does attempt to rescue Paul 

 

may indeed result in a scenario without evil if the rescue operation succeeds and this would 

constitute a state of affairs with moral good and no moral evil, counter to the notion of transworld 

depravity. 

 

 Generally, the main ideas featuring in the free will defence constitute a powerful justification 

for the simultaneous existence of an omnipotent (although within the laws of logic) wholly good God 

and the existence of moral evil. The key idea is that since human beings are free with respect to 

morally relevant choices, either good or evil may unfold as a result of their choice and God cannot 

limit the outcome of the choice if freedom is to be preserved. Plantinga makes this point with a 

heavy logical machinery which does not seem to achieve as much as it purports to achieve. True, it 

is confirmed that if a morally evil action is expressed by the consequent of a conditional proposition 

and if the antecedent obtains, then, because of modus ponens, not even God can stop that evil to 

unfold. However the stronger objective to show that any possible world God can create is one with 

at least some moral evil is not clearly reached.  
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