
Participation and Evil: 
The Problem of Doing Evil When 
Attempting to Fight Evil

so, should we ignore it, negotiate with it, 
contain it, or defeat it?” McCain’s answer 
was short, concise, and met with thunder- 
ous applause: “Defeat it. ” This answer came 
on the heels of five years of war in Iraq, 
where the United States had engaged in 
combat against a country it called part of 
the “Axis of Evil.” Iraq, the Axis o f Evil, 
lost far more noncombatant, dare I say 
innocent, citizens in that war than the 
United States has lost in its entire history.

Here we have a clear example o f how 
humans, including Christians, often par- 
ticipate in evil when attem pting to fight 
evil. This is why it is o f utmost importance 
that we look deep into that dark and cold 
term, evil. This paper will not try to solve 
the problem of evil; it will not even try fully 
to understand evil. Instead, it asks: Are we 
able to participate in God s plan to bring 
about an end to evil, and if so, how? To 
tackle this question, we will look first at 
how humans participate with God. Then 
we will look at how humans participate 
with and understand evil. We will address 
the timeless questions: Where does evil 
come from? D id God create it? Finally, 
we will ask what we can do about evil, if 
anything.

What is the Source of 
Human Participation in Evil?
To lay the groundwork, let us begin with 
an early Christian theologian who thought 
deeply about participation: Maximus the
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Introduction
O n August 17, 2008, the popular writer 
and religious leader Pastor Rick Warren 
asked Senator John McCain in a nationally 
televised interview, “Does evil exist, and if

1. [A note from Renee Splichal Larson] 
This paper was originally submitted by my 
husband, Ben, as an assignment for a senior 
theology course at Wartburg Theological 
Seminary in Dubuque, Iowa. One month 
later, Ben died in the Haiti earthquake o f  
January 12, 2010, along with 300,000 other 
people. Central to Ben’s theology and person 
was his faith in the God who creates new life 
out o f the most evil and devastating circum- 
stances through the cross and resurrection 
of Jesus Christ. Even in his dying moments, 
Ben profoundly witnessed to this core o f  his 
faith. I heard Ben singing as he was buried 
under the rubble. His last song witnesses to 
something that is far greater than evil, death, 
and destruction:

O Lamb o f God, you bear the sin
o f all the world away;
eternal peace with God you made,
God’s peace to us we pray.

Ben did not ignore the reality o f evil in our 
broken world, but he proclaimed God’s 
redeeming work in and through Jesus Christ 
for all o f  creation. May his paper intrigue, 
challenge, and strengthen you as we all look 
forward to God’s reconciling work in the 
resurrection o f the dead and the fullness o f  
the New Creation.
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evil is often called the “fall.” W hat is the fall? 
It is usually summed up in this way: God 
gave humans free will. Since God honors 
that gift, God allows us to choose wrong. 
Therefore, God is not to blame for creating 
evil; God just allows it to exist. “God even 
knows, in a mysterious way, how to bring 
a good from the consequences o f an evil, 
even a moral evil, caused by G od’s crea- 
tures; but for all that, evil never becomes 
good.”3 Yet, going back to the story o f the 
fall, there is one character who throws this 
for a loop: Satan. It is impossible to discuss 
evil w ithout discussing Satan.

T he serpent in Genesis is never 
identified as Satan; however, throughout 
history, both Jews and Christians have read 
Satan into the serpent— “the tempter.” If 
Augustine, Luther, and countless others 
attribute the fall to Satan as the tempter, 
we must ask: W hy did God create Satan? 
W hy did God create a tempter? If God 
wants us to choose right over wrong, why 
create someone or something to tem pt us 
into transgression?

Theories about Evil’s Place 
in Creation
W here does evil come from? D id God 
create evil? Christian tradition offers a 
num ber o f answers to these questions.

In light of Scripture, Christians have 
commonly assumed that evil either originates 
in the tempting serpent or in humans’ act 
of eating the forbidden fruit. However, 
although eating the fruit is a transgression, 
and it leads to suffering and death, Genesis 
2-3  does not explicitly state at this time

3. Julio Terâ Dutari, “The Origin 
and Overcoming o f Evil: Original Sin and 
God’s Suffering in Christianity,” trans. 
Richard Schneck, S.J., in The Origin and 
the Overcoming o f Evil and Suffering in 
the World Religions, Peter Koslowski, ed.
(Dordrecht; Boston: Kluwer Academic 
Publishers, 2001), 49.

Confessor. Maximus “understands” God 
on two levels. There is God in G od’s 
essence, about which we can know abso- 
lutely nothing. Then there is God in God’s 
activity out of G od’s essence, which is the 
revealed God. We cannot know anything 
about God apart from the activity of God.

Why did God 

create Satan? 

Why did God create 

a tempter? If God 

wants us to choose 

right over wrong, why 

create someone or 

something to tempt 
us into transgression?

W hen something is created, it cannot 
exist outside of the activity of its Creator. 
This means that creation is the initial 
and continued activity o f God. There is 
no existence w ithout God creating and 
sustaining that existence. Therefore, all 
communion with God is communion with 
the action o f God. Participation with God 
and G od’s activity is done only through 
created reality.2

The source o f hum an participation in

2. Torstein Theodor Tollefsen, The 
Christocentric Cosmology o f St Maximus 
the Confessor, ch. 5, “The Concept o f  
Participation” (Oxford, UK: Oxford 
University Press, 2008), 190-224.
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question of the source of evil kept some 
o f our church fathers up at night: “It is 
more worthy to believe that God is free, 
even as the Author o f evil, than that He 
is a slave. Power, whatever it be, is more 
suited to H im than infirmity.”5 Here we 
see that Tertullian finds more comfort in 
the idea of God being all-powerful and 
the Author o f evil than God not being 
the source of evil. Tertullian chooses the 
idea he can live with— the idea that does 
not circumvent the power of God. Others, 
such as John of Damascus, are not willing 
to attribute evil to God, so they work their 
way around it:

His permission, therefore, is usually 
spoken of in the Holy Scripture as His 
energy and work. Nay, even when He 
says that God creates evil things, and 
that there is no evil in a city that the Lord 
hath not done, he does not mean by these 
words that the Lord is the cause of evil, 
but the word “evil” is used in two ways, 
with two meanings. For sometimes it 
means what is evil by nature, and this 
is the opposite of virtue and the will 
of God: and sometimes it means that 
which is evil and oppressive to our 
sensation, that is to say, afflictions and 
calamities. Now these are seemingly evil 
because they are painful, but in reality 
are good. For to those who understand 
they became ambassadors of conversion 
and salvation. The Scripture says that 
of these God is the Author.6

5. Tertullian, “Against Hemogenes,” 
ch. xiv in Latin Christianity: Its Founder 
Tertullian, The Ante-Nicene Fathers, III,
A. Cleveland Coxe (American Reprint of  
the Edinburgh Edition; Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 1951), 485· [Retrieved from 
www.ccel.org/ ccel / schaff/ anfÖ3.v. v.xiv.html, 
December 2009.]

6. John o f Damascus, An Exact 
Exposition o f the Orthodox Faith, trans.
S.D.F. Salmond, Book IV, ch. xix, “That 
God is not the cause o f evils,” in Nicene and

that “evil” has come into the world. Not 
even when Cain murders Abel does Genesis 
mention the presence of “evil.” Instead, the 
first mention of evil comes in Gen 6:5, 
right after the “sons of God” see the fair- 
ness of the daughters of humans and have 
children with them called the Nephilim. 
This is likely Genesis’ interpretation of the 
origin of evil: it is related to the crossing of a 
boundary between the sons of God (angels) 
and daughters of humans.

This understanding creates a stark 
difference between transgressions and 
evil. Transgressions are punished; evil is 
destroyed. Evil here in Genesis 6 is not 
created by God. Instead, evil is a result of 
created beings breaking the boundaries of 
heaven and earth. If heavenly beings bring 
evil about by breaching the boundary of 
earth, since heaven and earth are created 
together with beings of their own, is it not 
also evil for humans to cross into the heav- 
enly realm? Isn’t this what happens when 
humans speak and act in place of God or 
pursue the desire to be like God— able to 
define the boundary between good and evil?

That is one option, and it is compel- 
ling. However, Genesis is perhaps best 
used as an interpretation of life rather than 
as a chronology of events. This approach 
adds value to the story o f Adam and Eve. 
A common interpretation of evil is that it 
is what takes life from the living; it makes 
something that was alive into an object. 
In short, it is objectifying being: “ [Evil 
transforms] living being into objects to 
be manipulated, and since a living being 
dies when it becomes an object, evil is a 
force against life.”4 This means that evil 
and death go together.

The real issue here is whether or not 
God created evil. This is fundamental. If 
God created evil, in one way or another, 
it is ultimately God’s to deal with. This

4. Scott W. Gustafson, Evil and the 
Followers o f Jesus (Bradwell Books, 1996), 31.

http://www.ccel.org/
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attempt, common in theology, to make 
evil and good dependent on each other. 
Augustine lays out the idea that good and 
evil cannot exist without each other. Know- 
ing one means knowing the other. This, 
however, creates an issue with dualism. 
If good requires evil, then God must be 
both evil and good. If  God is only good, 
then evil is an eternal power that God is 
dependent upon. That would mean God 
is not free.

Augustine has another idea that 
“W hat is called evil in the universe is but 
the absence o f good.”8 This may seem 
to contradict his earlier statement, but it 
doesn’t necessarily. Evil is not secretly good; 
instead, it is the lack o f good. Evil exists 
only when good does not. This is a useful 
idea that will come back later.

M artin Luther is known for living 
with contradictory ideas, and he lives up 
to that reputation with his thinking on 
evil. Luther also speaks a great deal about 
evil in connection to Satan. Like most of 
medieval Europe, he considers Satan an 
evil being, an enemy of God:

Thus God, finding the will of Satan 
evil, not creating it so, but leaving it 
while Satan sinningly commits the evil, 
carries it along by His working, and 
moves it which way He will; though 
that will ceases not to be evil by this 
motion of God.9

Luther asserts in The Bondage o f the Will 
that evil was not created but found  in the 
will of Satan. This means that God does

8. Ibid., ch. 11, 240. [Retrieved from 
www.ccel.org/ ccel / schaff/npnf103. iv. ii .xiii. 
html, December 2009.]

9. Martin Luther, De Servo Arbitrio
(On the Enslaved W ill or The Bondage o f 
the Will), trans. Henry Cole, 1823, section 
LXXXVI. [Retrieved from www.ccel.org/ 
ccel/luther/bondage.xii.xi.html, December 
2009.]

W ith these statements, John o f Damascus 
separates evil into two ideas: that which 
is in opposition to God and that which 
seems evil at the time but is actually good. 
John of Damascus attributes only good to

artin Luther 

is known 

for living with 

contradictory ideas, 
and he lives up to that 
reputation with his 

thinking on evil.

God; he emphasizes that what seems evil 
m ight not actually be so. The idea that 
evil is opposition to God is easy to agree 
with, but the argument that evil might 
not actually be evil is not so convincing 
to the post-World War II world.

Augustine makes room in creation for 
evil by saying that it is necessary. “There 
can be no evil where there is no good; and 
an evil man is an evil good.”7 This is an

Post-Nicene Fathers o f the Christian Church, 
Second Series, Vol. IX, eds. Philip Schaff 
and Henry Wace (Reprinted; Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 1983), 93. [Retrieved from www. 
ccel.org/ccel/schaff/npnf209.iii.iv.iv.xix. 
html, December 2009.]

7. Augustine, The Enchiridion, 
trans. J.E Shaw, ch. 13, in Philip Schaff, 
ed., Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers o f the 
Christian Church, Vol. Ill (Reprinted; 
Edinburgh: T& T Clark; Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 1988), 241. [Retrieved from 
www. ccel. org / ccel / schaff npnf 103. iv. ii. 
xv.html, December 2009.]

http://www.ccel.org/
http://www.ccel.org/
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The God revealed in Jesus Christ 
is an enemy to evil. Jesus Christ reigns 
until all evil is defeated, and even death is 
defeated (1 Cor. 15:20-28). Jesus Christ 
has power over evil and the power to work 
good through evil. However, when Luther 
speaks o f the Deus absconditus, the “ter- 
rorizing hiddenness is so oppressive and 
unavoidable that the question is posed: 
Does God work not only indirectly, in 
evil, but does God also work evil?”11 This 
is not to propose that the hidden God has 
a different will from the revealed God, and 
especially not to claim that the Son has a 
different will from the Father. That would 
be heresy. W hat Luther is saying is that our 
experience of God is twofold. We can only 
witness the hidden God with mystery and 
terror. It is through the revealed G od that 
the terror is overwhelmed by love, for it is 
there that we learn that everything must 
ultimately serve G ods love. Therefore, 
G od in the vast mystery of God is free to 
be the author and worker of evil. W ho is 
the creature to question the workings of 
God in the hiddenness of God? Yet the 
God who is revealed to us through Jesus 
Christ is revealed as love.

Conclusion: Chaos, Evil, 
Death vs. Creation, New 
Creation, Life
So, we have done the im portant and 
impossible task of thinking about evil 
along with some o f the great minds of 
the church’s history. However, rather than 
getting closer to understanding evil, we are 
actually only getting closer to understand- 
ing the problem of evil. Therefore, in this 
conclusion I will not pretend to answer 
the problem of evil. I will not be able to 
explain evil in a way that gives humans 
the ability to control it. The goal here is 
merely to understand evil in a way that is

11. Ibid., 204.

not control wills, but uses even evil wills 
to do good. For Luther, God controls the 
entire cosmos, yet at the same time leaves 
the creature free. In this quote, Luther does 
not attribute evil to God, but he confesses 
that it is God who makes room for evil. 
However, Luther does not stop there.

Above we saw Luthers claim that 
God did not create Satan’s will as evil. 
This seems to imply that Luther did not 
believe God created evil, but on the other 
hand, foundational to Luther’s theology is 
the idea that “God works life and death, 
good and evil, everything in everything.”10 
Luthers theology is consistent with Chris- 
tian thinking throughout time: All that is, 
is G od’s creation. N othing can exist apart 
from God. Luther agrees with Maximus 
the Confessor and most theologians on 
this point. I find Luther to be the most 
intriguing thinker on the problem of evil 
because he never lets himself be bound to 
systematizing, which both frees him and 
makes him impossible to represent in a 
paper like this.

So how can Luther do that? How 
can he say two seemingly contradictory 
things? Luther thinks about God on two 
levels. First is the revealed God, primarily 
revealed in Jesus Christ, and second is Deus 
absconditus, the hidden God. This reminds 
us o f Maximus: the revealed God (Christ) 
is the activity o f God, while God in G od’s 
essence would be the Deus absconditus. 
For Luther, God is also largely hidden in 
God’s activity. If God works “everything in 
everything,” what God is doing is largely 
ambiguous (see Eccl. 8:16-9:1). It is only 
in God’s Word spoken in God’s Son that 
G od’s purpose is revealed. But even there, 
G od’s love is hidden under signs o f G od’s 
wrath, G od’s power under the weakness 
o f the cross, and G od’s life under death.

10. Oswald Bayer, M artin Luther’s 
Theology: Λ  Contemporary Interpretation 
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2003), 206.



Larson. Participation and Evil

454

dable and threatening power. ... God 
alone is able to conquer the power of 
nothingness.”12

For Barth, evil is not a being but a power. 
It does not exist as being. In the language 
of Maximus the Confessor, evil has no 
existence o f the essence. Evil is not a 
thing but an action, just as love is not 
being but action. This idea works. Love 
is not created by God but is the relation- 
ship God has with G ods creation. Love 
does not exist as a being, but it has great 
power. Similarly, if evil is the “alien power 
o f nothingness’... [that] God does not 
will in the act of creation,” it can still 
have great power. Thus, the evil power of 
nothingness corresponds to the formless 
void in Gen 1:2, over and against which 
God wills creation into being.

Genesis 1 is echoed in the Gospel of 
John.

John 1:1-4 In the beginning was the 
Word, and the Word was with God, 
and the Word was God.2 He was in 
the beginning with God.3 All things 
came into being through him, and 
without him not one thing came into 
being. What has come into being4 in 
him was life, and the life was the light 
of all people.

This adds a third and forth dualism to 
our discussion. There is creation against 
void, good (Gen 1:4, 10, 12, 18, 21, 25, 
31) against evil (nothingness), life (John 
1:3) against death (implicit), light (John 
1:4, Gen 1:3) against darkness (Gen 1:2).

12. Daniel L.Migliore, Faith Seeking 
Understanding: An Introduction to Christian
Theology (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2004), 
127. For Barth’s discussion o f this, see Karl 
Barth, Church Dogmatics, iii, The Doctrine o f 
Creation, 3, trans. G.W. Bromiley and R.J. 
Ehrlich (Edinburgh: T & T Clark, I960), § 
50, “God and Nothingness,” 289-368.

helpful to a creature o f God.
Here is what I am convinced of: 

everything that exists is created and sus- 
tained by God. Therefore, there are two 
options for contemplating evil based on 
existence and nonexistence. If we believe 
that evil has being, then we must believe 
that evil is created and sustained by God. 
If we believe that Satan is an evil being, 
whether or not Satan is an enemy o f God, 
Satan has to be G od’s creation. So the first 
option is that evil does exist and God did 
create it and does sustain it.

The second option is more complex 
and, I think, more powerful: that is, that 
evil does not exist. Evil does not have being. 
The only way evil cannot be attributed to 
God is if  evil lacks being. I will now argue 
this second option biblically and logically.

W hen discussing evil, theologians 
usually go back to Genesis 2 and look 
at the serpent, the forbidden fruit, and 
original sin; however, I would like to take 
us back to Genesis 1.

Gen 1:1—2 In the beginning when God 
created the heavens and the earth,2 the 
earth was a formless void and darkness 
covered the face of the deep, while a 
wind from God swept over the face of 
the waters. (NRSV)

Creation is G od’s action over and against a 
formless void. Hence God made existence.
I am going along with Augustine and many 
others in asserting that God created ex 
nihilo (out o f nothing). By creating out of 
nothing, God defeated nothingness with 
creation. Here’s where I turn to Karl Barth. 
According to Daniel Migliore,

Evil for Barth is the alien power of 
“nothingness” (das Nichtige) that arises 
mysteriously from what God does not 
will in the act of creation. As Barth 
explains, “nothingness” is not nothing. 
While neither willed by God nor an 
equal of God, it has its own formi-
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and much o f the United States? Based 
on his experience o f history, Karl Barth 
believed that

... only God is able to conquer the power 
of radical evil. When individual human 
beings, groups, or nations, sure of their 
innocence and convinced of the utter 
wickedness of their enemies, claim for 
themselves the right and the power to 
rid the world of evil, they often become 
themselves agents of evil.14

If humans participate in evil by identify- 
ing other beings as evil,15 then it is of 
utmost importance that humans begin to 
understand that evil does not have being. 
Anything that is cannot be evil on account 
o f the fact that it is. I f  it exists, then it is 
created and sustained by the activity of

reation from 

the very 

beginning is God’s 
plan to destroy 

evil, death, and 

nothingness through 

the Word.

the Creator who creates and sustains over 
and against evil. It is not possible for any 
person or any part o f creation to be evil.

All participation in evil is essentially 
participating in death rather than life. Evil

14. Migliore, Faith, 128.

15. This would be entailed by the
human desire to “be like God, knowing
good and evil” as well as by our desire to
pass judgment on others.

If  God defeated the formless void 
with creation out o f nothing and defeated 
darkness with light, how does God defeat 
evil and death? Every Christian should 
know the answer to that question. The 
void was defeated by creation; evil and 
death are defeated by new creation. The 
W ord through whom all things came into 
being, the Word through whom creation 
came ex nihilo, went into the nothingness 
o f evil and death by way of the cross. The 
new creation comes through the action 
o f the one through whom creation came 
into being out o f nothingness going into 
the nothingness o f death and evil. Death 
and evil are defeated in Christ because it 
is impossible for death to hold Christ in 
its power (Acts 2:24).13

2 Cor 5:17-19 17 So if anyone is 
in Christ, there is a new creation: 
everything old has passed away; see, 
everything has become new!18 All this is 
from God, who reconciled us to himself 
through Christ, and has given us the 
ministry of reconciliation;19 that is, in 
Christ God was reconciling the world 
to himself....

Reconciliation, then, is not G od’s fallback 
plan for the sin o f humanity, but rather 
God s plan from the beginning o f creation. 
Creation from the very beginning is God s 
plan to destroy evil, death, and nothingness 
through the Word. This view makes the 
most sense to me. It has the most good 
news in it and seems not only to honor 
Scripture, but also actually helps much of 
it make sense in new ways.

So what does this good news mean 
for our original problem? W hat does the 
Christian have to say to Senator McCain

13. See Martin Luther, “Lectures 
on Galatians 1535: Chapters 1-4 ,” trans. 
Jaroslav Pelikan, Luthers Works, Vol. 26, eds. 
Jaroslav Pelikan and Walter A. Hansen (St. 
Louis: Concordia, 1963), 280-282.
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Humans can fight against the power 
o f evil, not only outside ourselves, but also 
within ourselves. We are creation and new 
creation. “It is precisely confidence in the 
superiority of G ods grace that empowers 
believers to fight against evil and suffering 
in the world against seemingly impossible 
odds.”17

This confidence in God is faith. It 
is through faith, trust in God, that we 
are able to participate in God’s action of 
creation, new creation, and reconcilia- 
tion. It is through faith that we can give 
up trust in the objectification o f being. 
It is through faith that we speak and live 
in new language shaped by G ods love 
for the world in Jesus Christ. This is the 
language o f the Holy Spirit, who, when 
our conscience accuses us, “protects us in 
the presence o f God and comforts us by 
giving a good testimony to our conscience 
and to our trust in the mercy o f G od ... 
excuses, extenuates, and completely covers 
our sins...magnifies our faith and good 
works.”18 It is through faith that we can 
fight evil as an already defeated power.

17. Migliore, Faith, 128.

18. Luther “Galatians, 1519,” 388.
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makes a living being into an object. Evil 
makes G od’s creation into less than God’s <
creation. We know this. In our society י
we participate in evil through the same <
process. We participate in evil through j
language in which a person ceases to be a 1
being and becomes a label, such as “fag” i
or “slut.” We participate in evil when we <
cease to see people as beings but view them 
instead as consumers. We participate in evil i
when we think o f third-world countries ;
as sources of cheap labor and not nations <
of people. We participate in evil when we 1

label other people or societies as evil, for 1

example, in the political label, “Axis of 
Evil.” This process o f making being into i
object is not limited to humans, but could j
even be extended to all o f creation. Nor is ]
it limited to language. Evil is participated <
in by action, rooted in and supported by 1

the language we use. All action that uses ! 
beings as objects is evil. ;

M artin Luther was clear about the !
link between the way we speak of others <
and the issue o f evil. Satan “accuses us 
and makes our evil conscience worse in 
the presence of God ... disparages what 
is good about us and vilifies our merits 
and the faith of our conscience.” Satan 
is imitated by people who “exaggerate, 
enlarge, and expand the sins” o f others and 
“minimize, find fault with, and disapprove 
o f their good works.”16

16. Martin Luther, “Lectures on 
Galatians 1519: Chapters 1-6,” trans. 
Richard Jungkuntz, Luthers Works, Vol. 27, 
eds. Jaroslav Pelikan and Walter A. Hansen 
(St. Louis: Concordia, 1964), 388.
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