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Causes of Suffering

• Natural evil is not caused by other humans, so it leads some people to question God’s existence.
• Anthony Flew: “One of [the] early reasons for my conversion to atheism was the problem of

evil.”
• However, humans drive climate change, which can make natural disasters more likely, like 

hurricanes.
• John Schwartz: “we’re more interested in selling houses than we are in taking care of people'”

• Moral evil is suffering caused by other humans, such as Brenton Tarrant’s mass murder of Muslims 
in New Zealand.

Explanation 1: Genesis

• Adam & Eve rejected God’s rule in the Garden of Eden.
• This caused God’s perfect creation to be spoiled and humans to have ‘original sin’ (a tendency to 

reject God).
• Humans’ sin and rejection of God causes suffering: “from dust you are, and to dust you will return” 

(Genesis 3)

Explanation 2: Job

• Job is a book in the Bible about a good man (called Job) who suffers, losing his family, property & 
health.

• Job’s friends visit him to give him many explanations for his suffering.
• God, however, teaches Job that humans cannot understand His complex universe, so should trust 

that He is in control of all things, in spite of suffering.

In summary

Suffering is one of the most common 
arguments against God’s existence.

Many believers have responded:

•  The Book of Genesis argues much 
suffering is caused by human’s sin

• The Book of Job argues people 
can’t always understand suffering 
but should trust God’s control

• Free will is so important that God 
had to create a world in which 
humans could choose to do wrong

• Augustine argued that suffering 
helps to develop our souls by 
enabling us to become better

• Muslims have explanations too, 
such as suffering being part of 
Allah’s plan or coming from Iblis 
(the Devil)

• Sikhs believe suffering comes 
from self-centredness and is 
allowed by God to test people’s 
faith



Explanation 3: Free Will

• Suffering is caused by human free will, as seen in Adam & Eve choosing to take the fruit in 
Genesis.
• C.S. Lewis: ‘A world of automata… would hardly be worth creating.’
• Alvin Plantiga: ‘God could not eliminate much of the evil and suffering in this world without 

whereby eliminating the greater good.’

Explanation 4: Soul-Making

• Augustine of Hippo: evil exists so humans can develop their souls by living to become good people, 
with suffering coming from humans’ wrong decisions.

• Irenaeus: God made humans imperfect, so they can choose to live His way and develop their souls. 
Good will triumph over evil in the end.

Explanation 5: Four Muslim Explanations

• Allah is in control, so suffering is part of his plan and those suffering will be rewarded in heaven.
• ''The Lord has created and balanced all things and has fixed their destinies and guided them.''

Qur’an 87:2 
• Iblis (the Devil) tempts humans to choose evil, which they can choose due to free will.
• Earthly life is a test with those faithful to Allah rewarded in heaven.

• “Be sure We shall test you with something of fear and hunger, some loss in goods or lives of 
the fruits of your toil, but give glad tidings to those who persevere”. (Quran)  

• Suffering is a reminder that people have turned away from Allah.
• Suffering can cause good, such as encouraging people to help others.
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Term Meaning Picture

Suffering State of 
undergoing 

pain

Natural 
evil

Suffering 
caused by 

nature

Moral evil Suffering 
caused by 

humans

Free will Having 
freedom to 

make 
decisions

Theodicy A justification 
of God’s 

existence in 
the face of 

evil

Soul The non-
physical, 

spiritual part 
of a person 
that lives on 
after death



Explanation 6: Sikhism

• Sikhs believe that suffering is caused by self-centeredness.
• “The I-me (haumai) is a nasty disease, but it also contains the elixir to cure, if He is so 

gracious to make us hear the Guru's word” (Guru Granth Sahib 466)
• Suffering is allowed by God to test humans’ faith and bring them closer to him.
• Humans have free will, but choosing evil causes bad ‘kharma’ (suffering in the future)

Explanation 7: Humanism

• Humanists believe suffering comes from human action and the randomness of nature.
• As they reject the existence of God, humans must solve suffering themselves.

• Stephen Fry: “Yes, the world is very splendid but it also has in it insects whose whole lifecycle 
is to burrow into the eyes of children.”

Explanation 8: An Opportunity to Serve Others

• Religious groups believe suffering gives an opportunity to serve others, such as the Salvation Army 
(Christian), Islamic Relief (Muslim) & Khalsa Aid (Sikh).
• Jesus: “Truly, I say to you, as you did it to one of the least of these my brothers, you did it 

to me.” (Bible)
• Muhammed: “He who sleeps contentedly while his neighbours sleep hungry did not believe in 

my message.” (Hadith)

Y8 T3-4; Suffering: Is There a Purpose to Human Suffering?
Term Meaning Picture

Al Qadr Allah’s plan 
for everything 

in the 
Universe

Predestin
ation

The belief 
that Allah has 

already 
decided all 
that will 
happen

Haumai Self-
centredness 

or ego

Egoism A person’s 
sense of self-

importance

Serve / 
Service

Helping or 
doing work for 

someone

Seva Selfless 
service to 

others 
without 

expecting a 
reward


	Slide 1
	Slide 2
	Slide 3

