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Evil And The God Of Love John Hick

evil and the god of love john hick Understanding the complex relationship between evil and the concept
of a benevolent deity has been a central concern in philosophy and theology for centuries. Among the
numerous thinkers who have grappled with this profound issue, John Hick stands out as a prominent
theologian and philosopher whose ideas have significantly shaped modern discussions on the problem of
evil and divine love. His perspectives provide a nuanced approach that seeks to reconcile the existence of
evil with the belief in a loving and omnipotent God. This article explores John Hick’s views on evil, his
conception of the God of love, and the implications of his ideas for faith and theology.

Contextualizing the Problem of Evil in Theology

Before delving into Hick’s specific contributions, it is essential to understand the broader context of the
problem of evil within religious thought. Traditionally, many monotheistic religions, including Christianity,
Judaism, and Islam, uphold the belief in an all-powerful, all-knowing, and perfectly good God. The problem
arises when considering the existence of evil—suffering, pain, and moral wickedness—in a world governed
by such a deity. This dilemma is often summarized as the "logical problem of evil" or the "evidential problem
of evil." The logical problem questions how these three divine attributes can coexist with evil, implying a
contradiction. The evidential problem, meanwhile, suggests that the amount and distribution of evil serve as
evidence against the existence of an omnibenevolent and omnipotent God. Throughout history, theologians
and philosophers have proposed various solutions, including free will defenses, soul-making theodicies, and
skeptical theism. John Hick’s approach is notably distinguished by his development of the “soul-making”
theodicy and his emphasis on divine love as central to understanding evil.

John Hick’s Theodicy and the Concept of Evil

The Soul-Making Theodicy

One of Hick’s most influential ideas is the soul-making theodicy, which posits that the existence of evil and
suffering is necessary for the development of moral and spiritual virtues. Hick argues that a world devoid of
suffering would be incapable of fostering qualities such as courage, compassion, and forgiveness—traits
that are essential for moral maturity. According to Hick: - Evil and suffering serve as opportunities for
character building. - Human beings are free agents, and the potential for moral growth requires the possibility
of choosing evil over good. - The existence of evil is thus a necessary condition for the development of
morally and spiritually significant virtues. Hick emphasizes that this process is akin to how a teacher tests
and challenges students to help them grow. In this analogy, life’s hardships are necessary for individuals to
reach their full potential.



Free Will and Moral Responsibility

Central to Hick’s understanding of evil is the concept of free will. He asserts that: - Genuine free will involves
the capacity to choose evil as well as good. - A world with free moral agents inherently includes the
possibility of evil. - God, in Hick’s view, permits evil because free will is fundamental to genuine love and
moral development. Hick contends that the existence of evil is not a sign of divine weakness or neglect but a
necessary consequence of granting creatures free will, which ultimately allows for authentic relationships
with the divine.

The God of Love in Hick’s Theology

Divine Love as the Ultimate Reality

For Hick, the God of love is not a distant or punitive deity but a fundamentally loving and compassionate
presence. His conception of God is rooted in the idea that: - God’s primary nature is love, seeking to relate to
creation in a personal and loving manner. - Divine love aims to bring creatures into a loving relationship with
Himself and with each other. - The universe is viewed as a "vale of soul-making," where divine love works
through the process of life’s challenges to foster growth. Hick emphasizes that divine love respects human
free will and allows for genuine moral development, even if that entails experiencing suffering.

Universal Salvation and the Eschaton

One of Hick’s most distinctive doctrines is his belief in universal salvation—the idea that ultimately, all souls
will be reconciled to God. This view is closely tied to his understanding of divine love: - God's love is inclusive
and persistent, seeking the salvation of every individual. - The final goal of history is the "eschaton," a point
where all souls have the opportunity to realize their full potential and be united with God. - Suffering and evil
are temporary and serve a divine purpose in preparing souls for eternal harmony with the divine. Hick’s
optimistic eschatology reflects his conviction that divine love is powerful enough to overcome all evil and that
salvation is ultimately universal.

Critiques and Challenges to Hick’s View

While Hick’s approach offers a compelling resolution to the problem of evil, it has faced various criticisms
from theologians and philosophers.

Challenges from Theodicy Critics

Critics argue that: - The soul-making theodicy does not justify the extent of suffering experienced, especially
in cases of innocent children or natural disasters. - The idea that evil is necessary for moral growth may
seem insufficient to explain certain intense forms of suffering. - Some question whether a loving God would
permit such profound evil, even for soul-making purposes.
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Concerns about Universal Salvation

Others challenge Hick’s universalist stance by asserting that: - It undermines the seriousness of moral
choice if all are ultimately saved. - The doctrine of universal salvation may conflict with traditional religious
teachings about divine justice and judgment. - Critics worry that it diminishes the significance of human
moral responsibility.

Implications of Hick’s Ideas for Faith and Theology

Despite criticisms, Hick’s perspectives have profound implications for how believers understand divine love,
evil, and their spiritual journey.

Reframing the Nature of God

Hick encourages believers to view God as: - A loving parent who permits suffering for a higher purpose. - A
divine presence whose love is inclusive and persistent. - A being committed to universal reconciliation,
emphasizing hope over despair.

Encouraging Moral and Spiritual Growth

His ideas motivate individuals to: - Embrace challenges as opportunities for growth. - Cultivate virtues like
patience, compassion, and forgiveness. - Trust in divine love’s eventual triumph over evil and suffering.

Promoting an Inclusive and Hopeful Theology

Hick’s universalism fosters a more inclusive approach to salvation, emphasizing that: - No one is beyond the
reach of divine love. - All human beings are invited to participate in the divine life. - The journey through
suffering is ultimately a path toward hope, healing, and unity.

Conclusion

John Hick’s exploration of evil and the God of love offers a profound and hopeful framework for
understanding one of the most challenging questions in theology. His soul-making theodicy and emphasis on
divine love as inclusive and persistent provide a compelling narrative that seeks to reconcile the existence of
evil with a benevolent, omnipotent deity. While not without its critics, Hick’s ideas continue to inspire debates
on morality, salvation, and the nature of divine love, encouraging believers and thinkers alike to see suffering
not as meaningless but as an integral part of the divine plan for human growth and ultimate reconciliation.
His work remains a significant contribution to contemporary theology, urging us to trust in divine love’s power
to transform evil into good and suffering into a pathway toward eternal fulfillment.

Evil and the God of Love John Hick: An In-Depth Exploration of Theodicy and Divine Love



When examining the profound questions surrounding evil and the God of love John Hick emerges as a
pivotal figure in contemporary philosophical theology. His work seeks to reconcile the existence of a
benevolent, omnipotent deity with the presence of suffering and evil in the world. This article offers a
comprehensive analysis of Hick’s views, his theodicy, and the implications for understanding divine love in
the face of evil.

Introduction: The Central Dilemma of Evil and Divine Love

The problem of evil has long challenged theologians and philosophers alike. How can a perfectly loving and
omnipotent God permit evil and suffering? The tension between divine omnipotence, omnibenevolence, and
the existence of evil forms the core of theodical debates. John Hick, a renowned philosopher of religion,
approaches this issue through his distinctive theodicy—often called the "Irenaean Theodicy"—which
emphasizes the developmental nature of human soul-making and the role of evil in moral growth.

Who Is John Hick?

Background and Philosophical Context

John Hick (1922–2012) was a British philosopher and theologian whose work significantly influenced
modern Christian thought. His contributions include writings on religious pluralism, eschatology, and the
problem of evil. Hick's approach is characterized by an optimistic view of divine love, emphasizing that God's
ultimate purpose is the development of morally and spiritually mature beings.

Key Works

Evil and the God of Love (1966)1.
An Interpretation of Religion (1989)2.
Death and Eternal Life (1976)3.

Hick's writings have provided a framework for understanding evil not as a flaw in divine goodness but as an
essential component of human development.

The Theodicy of John Hick: An Overview

The Irenaean Theodicy

Hick draws inspiration from the early Church Father Irenaeus, who proposed that humans are created in the
"image of God" but must develop into the "likeness of God" through moral and spiritual growth. Evil, in this
context, functions as a necessary environment for this development.

Core Principles of Hick’s Theodicy:

Soul-Making: Evil exists to provide opportunities for moral and spiritual growth.1.
Free Will Defense: Genuine moral agency requires the possibility of choosing evil.2.
Eschatological Resolution: Ultimate justice and reconciliation occur after death, where all souls have the3.
chance for development and redemption.
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Key Aspects of Hick’s View on Evil

Evil serves a constructive purpose, akin to a testing ground.1.
Suffering is not random but meaningful within a divine pedagogical plan.2.
The existence of evil does not negate God's love; rather, it underscores God's patience and desire for3.
genuine moral development.

The Relationship Between Evil and the God of Love

Divine Love as Non-Coercive

Hick emphasizes that divine love respects human free will, allowing individuals to make morally significant
choices, including those that result in evil. Rather than coercing moral perfection, God offers opportunities for
growth and redemption.

The "Soul-Making" Process

Evil and suffering are integral to this process, functioning as catalysts for developing virtues like courage,
compassion, and forgiveness.

Moral and Spiritual Growth

Hick asserts that the ultimate purpose of life is the development of morally mature beings capable of freely
choosing good. Evil is an unavoidable byproduct of this freedom.

Addressing Common Objections

Objection 1: Is Evil Necessary?

While some argue that an all-powerful God could create a world without evil, Hick maintains that without evil,
moral and spiritual development would be impossible. Virtues like courage and compassion can only be
meaningful in contexts where suffering occurs.

Objection 2: Why Do Severe Evils Exist?

Hick suggests that some evils are more significant and serve better pedagogical purposes than others.
Additionally, the full scope of divine justice and mercy will be realized in the eschaton, where all wrongs are
ultimately righted.

Objection 3: Can This Theodicy Justify Gratuitous Suffering?

Hick distinguishes between necessary evil—those that contribute to soul-making—and gratuitous evil, which
is unnecessary and problematic. His hope is that the ultimate divine plan minimizes gratuitous suffering and
emphasizes moral growth.

Implications of Hick’s Theodicy for Faith and Practice

Embracing Suffering



Hick encourages believers to interpret suffering as a divine opportunity for growth rather than meaningless
pain.

Moral Responsibility

Understanding evil as part of a divine pedagogical process impels individuals to act morally and
compassionately, recognizing the potential for good even amidst suffering.

Hope in Eschatology

Hick’s view offers hope that all suffering is temporary and that divine justice will ultimately prevail, bringing
about a redeemed and perfected existence for all.

Critical Perspectives and Debates

Strengths of Hick’s Approach

Offers a morally satisfying explanation for evil.1.
Emphasizes divine love and patience.2.
Highlights the importance of free will.3.

Challenges and Criticisms

Some argue that Hick’s theodicy downplays the extent of suffering in the world.1.
Critics question whether all evil can be justified as necessary for soul-making.2.
The eschatological assumption may seem optimistic or insufficiently grounded.3.

Alternative Theodicies

Augustine’s privation theory: evil as a privation of good.1.
Process theology: emphasizing God's limited power and ongoing creation.2.
Skeptical theodicies: questioning whether humans can ever fully understand divine reasons.3.

Conclusion: The Legacy of John Hick’s View on Evil and Divine Love

Evil and the God of love John Hick offers a compelling framework for reconciling divine benevolence with the
reality of suffering. His emphasis on soul-making and moral development reframes evil not as a flaw but as
an essential component of divine pedagogy. While not without critics, Hick’s approach continues to influence
theological and philosophical discussions, inspiring believers to see suffering as part of a larger divine plan
aimed at ultimate reconciliation and perfection.

Understanding Hick’s perspective encourages a nuanced view of divine love—one that respects human free
will, acknowledges the reality of evil, and affirms hope for a future where justice and love ultimately prevail.
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Questions & Answers About evil and the god of love john hick

No Question Answer

1 What is John Hick's theodicy in
relation to the problem of evil and a
loving God?

John Hick's theodicy, known as the 'soul-making theodicy,'
suggests that evil and suffering are necessary for spiritual
growth and character development, allowing humans to
develop virtues in a world that tests their free will and love for
God.

2 How does John Hick reconcile the
existence of evil with the concept of
a loving and omnipotent God?

Hick argues that God allows evil to exist because it provides
opportunities for moral and spiritual development. He believes
that a world without challenges would hinder the soul-making
process, making evil a necessary component of a loving God's
plan.

3 What role does free will play in
John Hick's understanding of evil
and divine love?

In Hick's view, free will is essential for genuine love and moral
growth. Evil arises from the misuse of free will, but this freedom
is necessary for humans to choose love and develop virtues,
aligning with God's loving nature.

4 How does John Hick's perspective
differ from other theodicies when
addressing the problem of evil?

Unlike some theodicies that see evil as a punishment or
illusion, Hick's soul-making theodicy emphasizes evil as a
necessary component of spiritual development, viewing it as
compatible with a loving God rather than a contradiction.

5 What are some criticisms of John
Hick's view on evil and the God of
love?

Critics argue that Hick's theodicy justifies extreme suffering
and raises questions about the scale and distribution of evil.
Some contend it undermines the idea of an omnibenevolent
God by suggesting that innocent suffering is necessary for
growth, which many find morally troubling.

evil, God of Love, John Hick, theodicy, religious philosophy, divine goodness, moral evil, suffering, divine
justice, religious epistemology
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