
 

 

 

 

              

 

 

 

Key Concepts 

Goodness The quality of being 
like God. Putting the 
needs of others first 

Free Will  The God given ability to 
choose right from wrong 
freely and without being 
controlled 

Evil The absence of good 
that results in 
suffering 

Incarnation  Means ‘made flesh’. The 
belief that God became 
human in the person of Jesus 

Suffering The pain or loss that 
harms human beings 

Natural 
Law  

A belief that there are 
universal laws of right and 
wrong that applies to all 
humans at all times 

Privation  The absence of 
something. Catholics 
believe evil is an 
absence of good 

Conscience  A God given feeling of right 
and wrong 

John Mackie – The Inconsistent Triad 
 
 
 
 
  

The Australian philosopher John Mackie put forward the inconsistent triad which was based on arguments 
presented by famous philosophers in the past. He said that Catholics believe God is omnipotent (all-powerful) 
and omnibenevolent (all-loving). He also said that evil and suffering exist. Mackie argued that these three 
ideas can’t all be true at the same time. If God is omnipotent she would have the power to end all evil and 
suffering. If God is omnipotent and omnibenevolent then would both be able to and want to end all evil and 
suffering. Unfortunately, evil and suffering do exist so God is either not omnipotent, not omnibenevolent or 
God doesn’t exist.  

John Mackie’s rejection of St Augustine 
and John Hick 

Mackie rejected some of the usual answers to the problem of evil that Christians such as St Augustine and John Hick often give. Augustine said evil is 
necessary as an opposite of good Mackie rejected this. He argues that there is far more suffering than is needed to make a good contrast to the 
good in the world. Augustine says that evil helps us to become better people. Mackie doesn’t understand why God needs to make us better through 
experiencing suffering. Why can God not just make us perfect to start with? Also, often suffering makes people worse, rather than making them 
better.  Both St Augustine and John Hick rely on the existence of free-will to explain why God allows evil to exist. Mackie rejects this as a reason 
because he does not see why God could not make free human beings who always choose good instead of evil.  
 

William Rowe and the Evidential 
Problem of Evil  

William Rowe argues that the evidence of evil and suffering within the world provides a really strong challenge to God’s existence. He says that 
intense “human and animal suffering” makes God’s existence unlikely and improbable. Rowe uses two specific examples: 1) A Fawn in a forest fire  
2) The abuse of a 5 year old child. Both examples show that there is no purpose or reason for this suffering. This challenges the Catholic belief that 
there is a purpose or reason for evil and suffering.  

Non-Religious & Philosophical views on the nature and origin of evil 

Many atheists (people who don’t believe in God) and philosophers argue that the problem of 

evil and suffering can be used as evidence to challenge the existence of God. The Australian 

philosopher, John Mackie put forward the inconsistent triad. This is the idea that God being 

omnipotent (all-powerful), God being omnibenevolent (all-loving) and evil existing can’t all be 

true at the same time. 

 

 

Sources of Authority 

“The balance of probabilities…comes out strongly against the existence of a god.” (J.L. Mackie) 

“God is omnipotent; God is wholly good; and yet evil exists. There seems to be some 

contradiction between these three statements.” (J.L. Mackie) 

“There exist instances of intense suffering which an omnipotent, omniscient god could have 

prevented.” (William Rowe) 

 

Exam Practice 

 

d) ‘Suffering is not always evil’ (15) 

 


