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 “Apologetics: Problem of Pain and Suffering”
Past issues of these letters (570+ so far) may be read at http://livingtheology.com/letters.htm and I encourage you to catch up with them if you have not received earlier letters.  Other writings of mine (over 45 articles,  24 commentaries, and 40+ audio files ) are at http://LivingTheology.com and I pray they will be helpful. The author is solely responsible for content of the site, which does not represent any particular denomination. 
Certainly the question most often asked Christians concerns how they can believe in a God who is omnipotent, omniscient and all-loving when there is so much evil and suffering in the world. Christians should be prepared to give a Biblical and reasoned response to such a question. Evil can be considered to be of three categories: moral, metaphysical, and physical. Murder would be an example of a moral evil. Blindness from birth would be an example of a metaphysical evil, and earthquakes resulting in great death and suffering would be an example of a physical evil. The causes of metaphysical and physical evil are not related to moral choices. 

One challenge to Christians concerning this topic was stated by the atheist John W. Loftus:

“Here the challenge of the skeptics is that theism is not logically inconsistent, but rather it is implausible.  That is, given the quantity of evil in our world, it is improbable that a good, all-powerful God exists.  Additionally, given the fact that there is pointless or meaningless evil in our world, and there are compelling reasons to think there is, then it’s unlikely that a good, all-powerful God exists.”
A reasoned response to this objection must not merely show that there is some logical consistency between the Christian God and evil but that there are good reasons to know that such a co-existence is probable and even necessary. This type of defense is called a theodicy and was first introduced by the Philosopher Gottfried Leibniz in 1709. There are three common types of theodicies. 

Free Will Theodicy

When God created the world and its occupants, He could either have given each person the ability to make independent choices (free will) or He could have predetermined the choices that each person would make (determinism
). Although God is infinite and could predetermine all of the infinite possible choices of His people in every situation they face, He would not have created any independent persons but automatons making only God’s decisions in every situation. Such people would be preprogrammed entities in God’s environment. God is love (1 John 4:8) and he wants His children to love Him, but true love requires that a person choose independently to love. God certainly gave all people this free will. The event in the Garden of Eden (Gen 3) clearly shows that God gave Adam and Eve free will to either choose to obey Him or defy Him. They chose to disobey Him and the first moral evil entered the world. The presence of free will means that someone can choose love and goodness but can also choose hate and evil. Thus a creation that includes having people who can choose love must also include the possibility of their choosing evil and the resulting evil consequences. This category is not related to choosing Jesus as Lord and Savior. 
Natural Law Theodicy

Natural laws are all the physical laws in the universe such as gravity and the electromagnetic forces between charged particles. This theodicy states that these laws must be uniform and not changed by any outside force to modify their results, and so they posit the possibility of sufferings such as someone falling from a building and being hurt or killed. God is infinite and omnipotent so He could watch over each person in the world and modify these laws so that people did not suffer any damage from their actions. If two cars were about to collide in such a way that people could be severely hurt, God could repeal all of the natural laws involved in such a collision so that nobody was injured. But if God did so intervene there would be no freedom involved such as was discussed in the free will theodicy. Satan told Jesus to jump from the pinnacle of the temple and the angels would intervene so that He would not be hurt, but Jesus refused on the basis of not putting God to the test (Matt 4:5-7). Thus Scripture informs us that although He may do so, it is not in God’s plan to intervene concerning the natural laws He imposed on the universe. We must then concur with the statement: “If there is structure and meaning, there must also be the possibility of injury and deceit.”
 Without the possibility of harm from violating these laws, people could not learn what is best for them in such interactions such as don’t touch the hot plate, don’t put your finger in the electric socket, etc. 

Soul-Making Theodicy

The term “soul making” refers to the development of positive virtues by people as they live in a world where many problems have to be faced. This approach assumes that God wants His children to develop such virtues as they mature. The early Christian father Irenaeus advanced this theodicy in the late second century
. These virtues are developed by overcoming adversities such as courage, which is developed by facing and overcoming danger. A person will not develop compassion for others unless there is suffering. The infinite God could structure all the world’s events so that nobody suffered or died, but again such a world would not have people whose virtues are continually being developed as they overcome their own sufferings and help others in their sufferings. Paul wrote to the church at Rome that he exulted in his tribulations for such brought perseverance, proven character and hope (Rom 5:3, 4). Therefore this theodicy leads to the conclusion: “We learn from the mistakes we make and the suffering they bring.  The universe is a soul-making machine, and part of that process is learning, maturing, and growing through difficult and challenging and painful experiences.  The point of our lives in this world isn’t comfort, but training and preparation for eternity.”

Each of these approaches aim at an explanation and purpose for evil and pain, and each ultimately address the question of the fundamental purpose of life. Scripture reveals that God causes even suffering and pain to work together for good for His people (Rom 8:28).
� “Determinism” is the philosophy that all our actions, including the intentions of our will, are determined by pre-existing causes.
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