augustine on the problem of evil 1

augustine on the problem of evil 1 is a foundational topic in the study of Christian philosophy and
theology, addressing one of the most profound questions: how can evil exist in a world created by an
all-good, all-powerful God? Augustine of Hippo, one of the most influential Church Fathers, developed
a comprehensive response to this dilemma, which has shaped much of Western thought on the
problem of evil. This article explores Augustine’s explanation of evil’s nature, its origin, and its
relationship with God’s omnipotence and goodness. By examining Augustine on the problem of evil 1,
we gain insight into his theodicy, which argues that evil is not a substance but a privation of good,
arising from human free will and the misuse of created beings. This discussion will also highlight the
implications of Augustine’s views for contemporary debates on divine justice and the presence of
suffering. The article is structured to guide readers through Augustine’s core arguments, his

philosophical context, and the lasting impact of his thought.
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Augustine’s Definition and Nature of Evil

Augustine’s approach to the problem of evil begins with clarifying what evil actually is. Contrary to the



notion that evil is a distinct entity or substance, Augustine argued that evil is a lack or privation of
good. In other words, evil does not exist independently but only as a deficiency where good ought to
be present. This conceptualization is critical to understanding Augustine on the problem of evil 1 as it

denies the dualistic view of good versus evil as equally balanced forces.

Evil as Privation of Good

For Augustine, all creation is inherently good because it was made by God, who is supremely good.

Evil, therefore, cannot be a created thing but rather the absence or corruption of that goodness. This
idea is often summarized by the Latin phrase privatio boni, meaning "privation of good." For example,
blindness is not a thing in itself but a lack of sight, which is a good faculty. Similarly, moral evil arises

from the absence or turning away from the good.

Distinguishing Moral and Natural Evil

Augustine also differentiated between moral evil, which results from the free choices of rational beings,
and natural evil, which includes suffering caused by natural events. While moral evil is directly linked to
human will, natural evil’s existence is often explained by Augustine as a consequence of the fallen
state of creation. This distinction is essential in his overall explanation of evil’s presence in a world

governed by a benevolent God.

The Origin of Evil According to Augustine

One of the critical aspects of Augustine on the problem of evil 1 is his account of evil’s origin.
Augustine rejected the idea that God created evil or that it has any independent existence. Instead, he
traced evil to the misuse of free will by angels and humans, who chose to turn away from God’s

perfect goodness.



The Fall of Angels and Humans

Augustine taught that all angels and humans were initially created good, with the capacity to choose
freely. However, some angels rebelled against God, thus introducing evil into the moral order.
Similarly, the first humans—Adam and Eve—exercised their free will to disobey God, resulting in the

original sin. This act corrupted human nature and brought moral and natural evils into the world.

Privation and the Consequences of the Fall

The fall did not create evil as a substance but introduced a privation of good into creation. This
privation manifests as disorder, suffering, and moral wrongdoing. Augustine’s view emphasizes that
evil is parasitic on good; it cannot exist independently but is always a distortion or absence of

goodness.

Free Will and Moral Responsibility

Central to Augustine’s response to the problem of evil is the doctrine of free will. Augustine on the
problem of evil 1 underscores that free will is essential for genuine goodness and love, but it also

allows for the possibility of moral evil when it is misused.

The Necessity of Free Will

Augustine argued that God’s creation of free beings was necessary for a meaningful relationship
between the Creator and creatures. Without free will, humans would be incapable of moral goodness,
love, or virtue, as these require the ability to choose. Therefore, free will is a great good given by God

despite the risks it entails.



Human Responsibility and the Choice of Evil

Because humans possess free will, they bear responsibility for their sinful actions. Augustine
maintained that evil arises from turning the will away from its proper end—God—and toward lesser
goods or self-interest. This misuse of freedom leads to sin and suffering, but it does not implicate God

as the author of evil.

God’s Omnipotence and the Existence of Evil

The question of how an omnipotent and omnibenevolent God can permit evil remains central to the
problem of evil. Augustine on the problem of evil 1 addresses this by explaining that God’s allowance

of evil serves a greater divine purpose within the framework of His providence.

God’s Sovereignty and Permission of Evil

Augustine taught that although God did not create evil, He permits it for reasons that ultimately
contribute to the good of creation. This permission respects human free will and the moral order,
allowing for genuine freedom and growth. Evil, therefore, is not outside God’s control but occurs within

His sovereign plan.

The Greater Good and Divine Justice

According to Augustine, God can bring good out of evil circumstances, which demonstrates divine
justice and wisdom. The existence of evil allows for virtues such as courage, patience, and
compassion to be exercised. Moreover, the ultimate restoration of creation in God’s kingdom will

overcome all evil and suffering, fulfilling divine justice.



Implications of Augustine’s Theodicy

Augustine’s theodicy has had profound implications for Christian theology, philosophy, and the ongoing
discourse about evil and suffering. His insights continue to shape how believers and thinkers

understand the coexistence of God and evil.

Influence on Western Thought

Augustine’s explanation of evil as privation and his emphasis on free will influenced subsequent
theologians and philosophers, including Thomas Aquinas and John Calvin. His ideas provide a

framework for reconciling divine attributes with the reality of evil and suffering.

Contemporary Relevance

Modern discussions on the problem of evil still draw on Augustine’s principles, especially the
importance of free will and the nature of evil as a lack rather than a substance. His theodicy offers a
coherent account that addresses both moral and natural evil while upholding God’s goodness and

power.

Key Points in Augustine’s Theodicy

Evil is not a created substance but a privation of good.

Free will is essential for genuine moral responsibility and goodness.

Evil originates from the misuse of free will by angels and humans.

God permits evil to allow for a greater good and respects human freedom.



¢ Divine justice ultimately overcomes evil through redemption and restoration.

Frequently Asked Questions

Who was Augustine and why is he significant in the problem of evil?

Augustine was an early Christian theologian and philosopher whose writings on the problem of evil
have been highly influential in Western thought. He is significant because he developed a theodicy that

attempts to reconcile the existence of evil with an omnipotent, omnibenevolent God.

What is Augustine's main argument regarding the origin of evil?

Augustine argued that evil is not a substance or created thing but rather a privation or absence of
good. He believed that evil originated from the misuse of free will by angels and humans, turning away

from God, who is the ultimate good.

How does Augustine define evil in his writings on the problem of evil?

Augustine defines evil as a privation or lack of good, not as an independent entity. Evil exists as a

corruption or deficiency in something that was originally good.

What role does free will play in Augustine's explanation of evil?

Free will is central to Augustine's explanation of evil. He contends that God gave creatures free will,
and evil arises when these beings freely choose to turn away from God and good, thus introducing

moral evil into the world.

How does Augustine reconcile the existence of evil with God's



goodness?

Augustine reconciles the existence of evil with God's goodness by asserting that God created
everything good, and evil is a result of free beings turning away from that good. Therefore, evil is not

God's creation but a consequence of creaturely freedom.

Does Augustine believe evil has any purpose or is it purely negative?

Augustine acknowledges that while evil itself is a privation of good, God can bring about greater goods

from the existence of evil, such as the development of virtues like courage and forgiveness.

What is the significance of Augustine's theodicy in contemporary
discussions of evil?

Augustine's theodicy remains significant because it provides a framework for understanding evil as a
privation rather than a created thing, emphasizing free will and God's ultimate goodness, which

continues to influence theological and philosophical debates.

How does Augustine differentiate between moral evil and natural evil?

Augustine primarily focuses on moral evil as arising from free will. He also suggests natural evil results

indirectly from moral evil, as the fallen state of creation reflects the consequences of human sin.

What criticisms have been raised against Augustine's approach to the
problem of evil?

Critics argue that Augustine's privation theory does not fully account for the reality of suffering and

natural evil. Others question how free will can justify the extent and intensity of evil in the world.



Additional Resources

1. Augustine and the Problem of Evil: A Philosophical Inquiry

This book explores Augustine’s approach to the problem of evil, focusing on his assertion that evil is
not a substance but a privation of good. It delves into his metaphysical and theological arguments,
analyzing how Augustine reconciles the existence of evil with an omnipotent and benevolent God. The
work also examines Augustine’s influence on later Christian thought and contemporary philosophical

debates.

2. Theodicy and Augustine: Understanding Evil in a Good World

Focusing on Augustine’s theodicy, this text investigates how he justifies the coexistence of evil within a
creation made by a perfectly good God. It outlines Augustine’s views on free will, original sin, and the
nature of moral and natural evil. The book provides a comprehensive overview of Augustine’s legacy

in addressing the problem of evil.

3. Augustine’s Confessions and the Problem of Evil

This book offers a detailed study of how Augustine addresses the problem of evil in his
autobiographical work, "Confessions." It highlights his personal struggle with sin, suffering, and divine
grace, illustrating how his own spiritual journey shapes his philosophical outlook. The analysis

connects Augustine’s introspective reflections with broader theological concepts.

4. The Privation Theory of Evil: Augustine’s Insight

Dedicated to Augustine’s privation theory, this book explains the idea that evil is essentially a lack or
corruption of good rather than an independent entity. It examines the implications of this theory for
understanding moral evil, natural disasters, and human suffering. The author also critiques and

compares Augustine’s view with other historical and modern perspectives.

5. Free Will and Evil: Augustine’s Moral Philosophy

This text focuses on Augustine’s explanation of free will as central to the problem of evil. It discusses
how Augustine argues that evil arises from the misuse of human freedom rather than from God’s
design. The book also explores the tension between divine foreknowledge and human responsibility in

Augustine’s thought.



6. Augustine and the Metaphysics of Evil

This scholarly work investigates Augustine’s metaphysical framework concerning evil, including his
concepts of being, non-being, and the nature of God. It provides a detailed analysis of how
Augustine’s Neoplatonic influences shape his understanding of evil’s ontological status. The book is

aimed at readers interested in the intersection of philosophy and theology.

7. Grace, Sin, and Evil: Augustine’s Theological Response

This book explores Augustine’s theological response to the problem of evil, emphasizing the roles of
divine grace and original sin. It discusses how Augustine’s doctrines address human moral failure and
the possibility of redemption. The work highlights the significance of grace in overcoming the

consequences of evil.

8. The Problem of Evil in Augustine’s City of God

Focusing on Augustine’s magnum opus, this book analyzes how "The City of God" addresses the
problem of evil in the context of history, politics, and eschatology. It explores Augustine’s distinction
between the earthly city and the heavenly city, and how this duality relates to the presence of evil. The

text also considers the ethical implications of Augustine’s worldview.

9. Augustine’s Influence on Contemporary Evil Discourse

This volume examines the lasting impact of Augustine’s thoughts on evil within modern philosophy,
theology, and ethics. It discusses how contemporary thinkers engage with, critique, or build upon
Augustine’s solutions to the problem of evil. The book serves as a bridge between ancient insights and

current debates on the nature and existence of evil.
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