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The Problem of Evil: A Response to Stephen Fry 
 

‘How can you create a world in which there is so much misery that is not our fault?’ 
 

‘Why should I respect a capricious, mean-minded, stupid God who creates a world which is so full of 
injustice and pain?’ 
 

‘The God who created this universe is a maniac…’ 
 

Stephen Fry raises a couple of objections to belief in the Christian God. The main one is the classic 
problem of evil: the problem of how anyone can believe in an all-powerful, all-loving God when there is 
so much suffering in the world. Fry is specific: it’s not just suffering in general that he has in view, but 
‘suffering that is not our fault’. In technical terms, he’s outraged by natural evil – evil that is embedded 
within the physical fabric of the natural world. Why would God create a world like that? 
 

It’s an important question that has occupied many great minds down the centuries and prompted the 
development of a bewildering array of philosophical responses. But here my aim is a modest one. I 
simply want to consider the question, What do the authors of the Bible have to say about evil? 
 

The first and most obvious answer to the question is: ‘Quite a lot’. The reality of evil is a dark thread 
that runs through the story that the Bible has to tell about God’s dealings with his world. The first 
eleven chapters of the Bible speak of the brokenness of God’s world. Then, in Genesis chapter 12, God 
begins his project of putting things right. He calls Abraham, and declares that he will make him the 
father of a great nation, the people of Israel. It is through Israel that God will deal with all the 
brokenness in his world. 
 

As the story unfolds, we see that Israel, far from being a solution to the problem of evil, actually 
becomes part of the problem. But God doesn’t give up on his plan. Through the Old Testament 
prophets he declares that he will raise up a man who will take on Israel’s vocation. Through this man – 
the one who the Israelites begin to call ‘the Messiah’ – God will accomplish his purposes to put things 
right. 
 

The second part of the Bible is all about the coming of this man. The New Testament presents Jesus as 
the fulfilment of all the Old Testament hopes and expectations relating to the Messiah. Jesus is the 
representative Israelite and the climax of his mission is his death on the cross. It is here that we see 
God’s definitive response to the problem of evil. The cross is no tragic accident. The writers of the New 
Testament want us to see that, at the cross, all evil is being drawn to a point. There it does its worst to 
an innocent man who takes the full onslaught of evil upon himself. In so doing, he exhausts evil of its 
power once and for all. The reality of Jesus’ victory over evil is evidenced three days later when God 
raises him from the dead. 
 

And yet, while evil has been decisively defeated, we still await the time when the full extent of Jesus’ 
victory is realised. The story that the Bible tells concludes by telling us where history is headed. In the 
Book of Revelation (chapter 21), we see a vision of the end when God will make all things new. There 
will come a day when the victory that Jesus won on the cross will be felt through the fabric of the 
whole of creation.  
 

Paul puts it like this in Romans 8: 
 

What we suffer now is nothing compared to the glory he will give us later. For all creation is 
waiting eagerly for that future day when God will reveal who his children really are. … All creation 
anticipates the day when it will join God’s children in glorious freedom from death and decay. For 
we know that all creation has been groaning as in the pains of childbirth right up to the present 
time. (vv. 18-22, New Living Translation) 

 

This passage, in a nutshell, is the Bible’s fullest response to the problem of evil. 
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An explanation for evil? 
 
What Stephen Fry is looking for is an explanation for evil. His challenge to God is: ‘How can you create 
a world in which there is so much misery that is not our fault?’ And because Stephen Fry can’t see any 
possibility of a satisfactory answer being forthcoming, he rejects God: God doesn’t exist, or even if he 
does, I wouldn’t want to have anything to do with a being who is so callous and cruel. 
 
Stephen Fry’s demand for an explanation has a noble ring to it; it has all the marks of trying to take the 
moral high ground. And if Stephen Fry is saying that, biblically, there is no fully satisfactory 
explanation for the existence of evil in the world, then he must surely be right. 
 
It’s important that we understand that the writers of the Bible aren’t particularly interested in 
explaining evil. Why is there a serpent loitering in the shadows of the Garden of Eden? We aren’t told. 
Why did God create a world of pristine beauty that contains cancer and parasites? We aren’t told. 
 
No, the authors of the Bible aren’t interested in what God says about evil; they’re much more 
interested in what God does about evil – what he can do, is doing and will do about it. So the story that 
the Bible has to tell is not a philosophical explanation for evil, but the story of God rolling up his 
sleeves and doing something about it. 
 
I have a video in which John Walters interviews Lord Sir Professor Stewart Sutherland, one of the most 
distinguished philosophers in the UK today. Having rejected traditional attempts to try to reconcile 
God’s character with the reality of suffering in the world, Sutherland is asked, ‘How, then, do you 
explain the existence of evil?’ He answers, ‘Evil isn’t for explaining; it’s for confronting.’ 
 
Stewart Sutherland isn’t a believer in God, so far as I know, but his response to that question resonates 
deeply with a Christian worldview. There are all kinds of clever theories that purport to explain why 
God created a world with bone cancer and parasites, but ultimately none of these explanations is 
especially satisfying. More important than explaining evil, and attempting to justify it, is confronting it, 
and the Christian claim is that that is precisely what God has done and is doing. 
 
 

A callous God? 
 
Another response to Stephen Fry has to do with his understanding of the kind of God that he’s 
rejecting. Fry supposes that if there is a God, then presumably he’s sitting up there in heaven – where 
everything is sweetness and light – totally unmoved by the plight of suffering children. He deliberately 
designed a world in which this kind of thing happens, after all. 
 
Stephen Fry’s vision of God is of a being who is aloof, disinterested and callous. A god who is detached 
and indifferent to human suffering. Yet, this is totally antithetical to the picture that the Bible paints of 
God. 
 
In John 11, we’re told the story of Jesus who goes to the tomb of his dear friend, Lazarus, a young man 
who has been robbed of his life before his time. What does Jesus do in response to this grave injustice? 
How does he respond when he comes face to face with the reality of natural evil? In the shortest and 
one of the most poignant verses in the whole of the Bible, John records, simply, ‘Jesus wept.’ 
 
Now remember: Christians don’t believe that Jesus is separate from God. He’s not a creation of God like 
you and me. We’re not dealing here with a mere messenger from God. No, Jesus is God, the very 
embodiment of God; he is God in human flesh. So when God stands in the presence of natural evil that 
has robbed him of his friend, he weeps. 
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‘Jesus wept’. Jesus shows us that God is a God who grieves, a God who knows deep sorrow over the 
pain and hurt in this world. He is a God who is not only able to sympathise, but actually empathise, 
with humanity’s suffering because he, himself, has entered into the experience of suffering. 
 
So, when a child develops bone cancer, we must not imagine God in heaven pontificating to the angels 
about the necessity of this kind of thing. He’s not looking upon that child with cold indifference. No, we 
should imagine a God in heaven who is weeping with that child and her family, a God who is weeping 
over the brokenness of his creation. 
 
But there is something else to hold in mind: that cancer – that horrible, evil cancer – will not have the 
final word. Because of Jesus, God also says, ‘The victory has been won over evil. The end is not in 
doubt; it’s only a matter of time: I will make all things new’. Yes, the whole of creation, including our 
weak, frail bodies, will be made new, and God will wipe away every tear from our eyes (Revelation 
21:4). 
 
 

The god of the philosophers 
 
So, in conclusion, there is a difference between what the French intellectual Pascal called ‘the god of 
the philosophers’ and ‘the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob’ who is the God of Jesus Christ. Stephen 
Fry’s argument is compelling insofar as it points us to the meanness and caprice of the kind of God that 
lies at the heart of philosophical argument. This is where I find considerable common ground with 
Stephen Fry, because I don’t believe in that kind of God either. 
 
As Christians we believe in the God of Jesus Christ. Jesus came, in part, to challenge the image of a 
tyrannical, callous God who treats his human creatures with malice or indifference. I conclude, 
therefore, that Stephen Fry’s argument against God – so eloquently and passionately articulated – fails 
to hit its target. Simply put, it doesn’t begin to touch upon the character of the God who has revealed 
himself to humanity in the person of Jesus Christ. 
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