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Augustine on the Problem of Evil 1: Unpacking the Divine

Mystery

Ever wrestled with the seemingly irreconcilable tension between a loving, all-powerful God and the

existence of evil in the world? You're not alone. For centuries, theologians and philosophers have

grappled with this profound question, and few have wrestled with it as deeply and influentially as Saint

Augustine of Hippo. This post dives into Augustine's groundbreaking perspective on the problem of

evil, focusing specifically on the foundational aspects of his thought, setting the stage for a deeper

exploration in future discussions. We’ll unpack his key arguments, exploring how his understanding of

God, creation, and human nature shaped his unique response to this enduring philosophical challenge.

Get ready to journey into the heart of one of Christianity's most enduring theological debates!

H2: The Pre-Augustinian Landscape: A World of Conflicting Ideas

Before we delve into Augustine's specific contribution, it's helpful to understand the intellectual context

in which he operated. Prior to Augustine, various philosophical and religious perspectives attempted to

grapple with evil. Some posited a dualistic view, suggesting a cosmic battle between good and evil

forces of equal power. Others blamed evil on flawed creation, suggesting God’s power was somehow

limited. Augustine, however, rejected these approaches, forging a new path that profoundly influenced

Christian theology for centuries to come. His innovative perspective stemmed from a deeply personal

spiritual journey, intertwining philosophical rigor with deeply felt faith.

H2: Augustine's Understanding of God: The Foundation of His



Argument

Central to Augustine's approach is his unwavering belief in a supremely powerful and utterly good

God. This God, unlike the limited deities of other philosophies, is not merely powerful, but omnipotent,

omniscient, and omnibenevolent. This is not a God who is partially good or only somewhat powerful;

He is the ultimate source of all that is, was, and ever will be. This understanding of God is crucial

because it fundamentally reshapes how we approach the problem of evil. If God is truly all-powerful

and perfectly good, how can evil exist?

H3: The Rejection of Dualism

Augustine vehemently rejected the dualistic view prevalent in some philosophical schools of his time.

For him, the existence of two equally powerful opposing forces—good and evil—implied a limitation on

God's power, contradicting his fundamental belief in God's omnipotence. If evil were a separate,

independent force, it would challenge God's sovereignty and ultimate control over creation.

H2: Evil as a Privation of Good: A Revolutionary Concept

Augustine's ingenious solution lies in his concept of evil as a privatio boni, or "privation of good." He

argued that evil is not a substance in itself, a positive force opposing good, but rather the absence of

good. Think of darkness: it's not a thing in itself, but the absence of light. Similarly, evil is not a

positive entity, but the corruption or distortion of what is inherently good. This concept revolutionized

the understanding of evil, shifting the focus from a cosmic battle to a relational understanding of

goodness and its perversions.

H3: The Role of Free Will

This understanding of evil is intimately connected to Augustine's view of human free will. Humans,

created in God's image, possess free will. This freedom, however, is not unlimited. It's a freedom

within God's creation, not against it. Through the exercise of this free will, humans can choose to turn



away from God, choosing self-serving desires over God's will. This turning away from God, this misuse

of free will, is the root of all evil.

H2: The Fall of Man and the Origin of Evil

The concept of the "Fall," as described in the Book of Genesis, plays a crucial role in Augustine's

understanding. The Fall represents the moment when humanity, through the exercise of its free will,

chose to disobey God, thereby introducing sin and suffering into the world. This act didn't diminish

God's power or goodness, but it did introduce a profound distortion into creation – a distortion that

manifests as evil.

H2: Augustine's Legacy: A Continuing Dialogue

Augustine's perspective on the problem of evil remains one of the most influential in Christian

theology. His sophisticated and nuanced approach, emphasizing God's omnipotence and the role of

human free will, continues to spark debate and inspire further theological reflection. This first part of

our exploration has laid the groundwork for understanding the core tenets of Augustine's argument. In

future installments, we’ll delve deeper into specific objections to his view and explore its enduring

impact on philosophical and theological discussions.

Conclusion

Augustine's grappling with the problem of evil wasn’t merely an intellectual exercise; it was a deeply

personal journey reflecting his own struggles and spiritual growth. His innovative concept of evil as a

privatio boni, coupled with his robust affirmation of God's omnipotence and the reality of human free

will, provided a framework for understanding evil that continues to resonate today. This profound

legacy encourages ongoing discussion and critical engagement with one of the most fundamental

questions facing humanity.



FAQs:

How does Augustine’s view differ from earlier philosophical attempts to explain evil? Augustine1.

rejected dualistic views that posited a cosmic battle between equally powerful forces of good and

evil. He argued that evil isn't a substance but a lack of good, rooted in human free will and the

Fall.

Is Augustine’s emphasis on free will compatible with God’s omnipotence? Augustine argues that1.

God's omnipotence includes the power to create beings with free will. This freedom, while within

God’s creation, allows for choices that result in evil. God’s power isn't diminished; it's expressed

through creation and human agency.

Does Augustine's view excuse human suffering? No. Augustine acknowledges the immense1.

suffering caused by evil. His explanation of evil doesn't diminish the pain but seeks to

understand its origin within the context of a benevolent and omnipotent God.

How does Augustine’s concept of privatio boni resolve the problem of evil? It redefines evil not1.

as a positive force but as a distortion or absence of good, rooted in human misuse of free will.

This shifts the focus from a cosmic conflict to a relational understanding of goodness and its

perversions.



What are some common criticisms of Augustine’s solution to the problem of evil? Critics often1.

question whether free will fully explains all instances of evil, particularly natural disasters and

suffering that seem unrelated to human choices. Others argue his explanation fails to adequately

address the problem of theodicy (justifying God's existence in the face of evil).
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