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Philosophical Challenges to Christianity 2:

Postmodernism, Evil and Suffering

You may think you are on the right road and still end up dead. 
(Proverbs 14:12, CEV)

“Either God wants to abolish evil, and cannot; or He can, but does 
not want to; or He cannot and does not want to.  If He wants to,
but cannot, He is impotent.  If He can, and does not want to, He is 
wicked.  But, if God both can and wants to abolish evil, then how 

comes evil in the world?” (Epicurus, philosopher)

“The fact of suffering undoubtedly constitutes the single 
greatest challenge to the Christian faith, and has been in every

generation.” (John R. W. Stott, The Cross of Christ )



Lecture overview

Postmodernism + Freedom

Challenges to Our Story/Discussion

The Problem of Suffering



Introducing postmodernism

�What is postmodernism?  And why is it so difficult to 
define?

�“Postmodernism represents a situation in which the 
signifier has replaced the signified as the focus of 

orientation and value” (McGrath, Bridge-Building, 223).  
What does this mean, and why is the use of language so 

central to postmodernism?

�“Baudrillard argued that modern society was trapped 
in an endless network of artificial sign systems, which 

meant nothing, and merely perpetuated the belief 
systems of those who created them” (McGrath, 224).  
What assumptions lie behind this assertion?  And how 

does this relate to deconstructionism?



Introducing postmodernism

�What advantages and drawbacks does 
postmodernism present the Christian apologist?

�“The heart of postmodernity is doubt regarding any 
claims to having ‘The Truth’” (Stackhouse, Humble 

Apologetics, p. 22).  Why are postmoderns so 
“incredulous toward all metanarratives”?

�“The act of knowing is always an act of violence”
(Michael Foucault).  Postmodernists believe that truth 
claims merely mask a will to power.  Agree or disagree?



Deconstructing this Gospel

BARRIERS:

Epistemologically … how could you know?

Historically…why should I trust their biased reconstruction?

Psychologically … right or wrong by whose standards …
isn’t guilt just a subjective emotion?

Politically …what will your exclusivism and intolerance cost?

Anthropologically … how can you say Jesus is the only way?

Pragmatically …what relevance has this for here and now?

Feminists …Only a man can save?  And via cosmic child-abuse?

Postmodernists … Isn’t this truth claim a mask for power?



Introducing postmodernism

�Stanley Grenz notes two key postmodern beliefs:        
(1) Postmoderns view all explanations of reality as 

constructions that are useful but not objectively true;    
(2) Postmoderns deny that we have the ability to step 

outside our constructions of reality.  How does Christian 
Theism both confirm and challenge these beliefs?

�How is it that postmodernism can be both a reaction 
against modernism, yet also a radicalized extension of the 
modern project (i.e., hypermodernity)?  Which worldview 

is more consonant with Christianity.  Why?

�Few people, if any, are exclusively postmodern.  We 
segment life and switch between cognitive styles.  In 

what areas of life do we tend to be premodern, modern, 
or postmodern? 



Postmodernism in practice



��postmodernpostmodernismism

•• tradition > reason > experiencetradition > reason > experience

•• truth, suspicion, and freedomtruth, suspicion, and freedom

•• tolerance as belief equalitytolerance as belief equality——reasonable reasonable ifif truth does truth does 
not exist or cannot be knownnot exist or cannot be known

•• relativismrelativism & & diversity diversity guard against  guard against  oppressive oppressive 

metanarratives         metanarratives         

�� postmodernpostmodernityity

•• ““how could you know? how could you know? …… no right answersno right answers””

•• choice + taboo > confused pragmatist choice + taboo > confused pragmatist ……

Postmodernism in practice



�� metaphysics, midimetaphysics, midi--narratives & distractionnarratives & distraction

Postmodernism in practice



Freedom—a response

“Why should I believe in a God who 
condemns almost everything I do?  All 
those rules put you in a strait-jacket 

and restrict your freedom.”

�Why is this question so important today?

�With a postmodernist in mind, how would you 
address this question of, and objection to, 

Christianity?



Postmodern apologetics?

� What are the crucial ingredients in any 
apologetic for a postmodern?

Christian Apologetics in a Postmodern Age

(1) Debunk postmodernism as self-defeating: 
logic & evidence still holds the key.

(2) Soften our claims and champion both reason 
and rhetoric through sharing our story

(3) Embrace postmodernism and celebrate 
objective truth’s demise.  We commend, not 

prove, Christianity—and that through 
attractive living

� Which approach is best?  Why?



Working with postmodernism

(1) Truth is seen as socially constructed and 
oppressive � sharing localized narratives

(2) ‘Objective’ truth and correspondence are 
rejected� trustworthiness and 

transformation

(3) Rhetoric is prized over reason, to get what you 
want� appeal to points of contact

(4) Certainty is abhorred � a shared journey to 
make sense of the world; graduated assent

(5) Pluralism is celebrated, hegemony is despised
�multicultural witness; teach before preach



Working with postmodernism

(6) Consumerism and experience dictate what 
postmodernists embrace � “Are you really 

satisfied, happy, and free?”; truth, goodness, 
and beauty as pointers to God

(7) Postmodernists are mosaic thinkers with a 
love of image� appeal to imagination (multi-
sensory); self-sacrificial love and authenticity



Challenging postmodernism

All beliefs are equally good
> “How can you know this?  And do you really
believe this?  How can this kind of belief guard 

against future oppression?”

Assumed Naturalism                                              
> If God exists, and if God speaks, then are all 

beliefs and morals still equal?  What makes you 
so sure that God isn’t there and can’t speak?  

How can you know this?



*Challenges to Our Story*



How deep the father’s love for us

How deep the Father's love for us,

How vast beyond all measure

That He should give His only Son

To make a wretch His treasure

How great the pain of searing loss,

The Father turns His face away

As wounds which mar the chosen One,

Bring many sons to glory
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How great the pain of searing loss,

The Father turns His face away

As wounds which mar the chosen One,

Bring many sons to glory



How deep the father’s love for us

Behold the Man upon a cross,

My sin upon His shoulders

Ashamed I hear my mocking voice,

Call out among the scoffers

It was my sin that left Him there

Until it was accomplished

His dying breath has brought me life

I know that it is finished
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How deep the father’s love for us

I will not boast in anything

No gifts, no power, no wisdom

But I will boast in Jesus Christ

His death and resurrection

Why should I gain from His reward?

I cannot give an answer

But this I know with all my heart

His wounds have paid my ransom

I will not boast in anything

No gifts, no power, no wisdom

But I will boast in Jesus Christ

His death and resurrection

Why should I gain from His reward?

I cannot give an answer
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SHOW & TELL …

-question—something you don’t get, or 
want to clarify

-challenge—something you 
disagree with, or want to nuance

-implication—“so what” for your 
apologetic approach

-application—something useful 
right now in your context

READINGS DEBRIEF



The problem of suffering

The problem of 

suffering is perhaps 
the most cited 

obstacle to belief in 
Christian theism.    
It is a particularly 
difficult problem as 
it has so many 
dimensions—

logical, evidential, 
existential, 

theological, and so 
forth.  Ultimately it 
is less a “problem”
& more “personal”

in nature 



The problem of suffering

�As a group, brainstorm the many ways 
suffering poses a challenge to Christianity.

�How may a modernist and a postmodernist 
frame this issue differently?

�Can suffering be used as evidence for
Christianity?  



The problem of suffering

The problem of evil may be expressed as a syllogism:

1. If God were all-powerful, he would be able to prevent evil.

2. If God were all-good, he would desire to prevent evil.

3. So, if God were both all-powerful and all-good,             
there would be no evil.

4. But there is evil.

5. Therefore, there is no all-powerful, all-good God.

�Does this syllogism prove God’s non-existence?         
If not, where does it break down?  What analogies may 
illustrate a way through the logical problem of evil?

�What difference does it make that God suffered 
too—that He can identify with our temptations, trials, 

and struggles?
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Your response to suffering?

“If God is good and powerful, why is the world so 
bad?” I won’t believe in a God who allows 

suffering.  Maybe God exists.  Maybe not.  But if he 
does, he can’t be trusted.”

�What 3 points are most important to make in 
response to the following question/objection?

�Using these points, sketch your own response 
to the question/objection above.  Share this with 

another, and give each other feedback. 



A response to suffering

(1) Not the way it(1) Not the way it’’s supposed to bes supposed to be——why?why?

(2) Suffering is wrong > ultimate standard (2) Suffering is wrong > ultimate standard …… thus thus 
suffering is evidence suffering is evidence forfor GodGod

(3) Poor Choice + Natural Law >(3) Poor Choice + Natural Law > suffering suffering ……
freedom and lovefreedom and love

(4) Missing the mark and personal responsibility(4) Missing the mark and personal responsibility

(5) Amidst uncertainty, (5) Amidst uncertainty, ““Can God be trusted?Can God be trusted?”” > > 
““GodGod--inin--JesusJesus--andand--sufferingsuffering””

�What works, or doesn’t work, in this answer?  
What would you like to see added or subtracted?  
Would this answer connect with both moderns 

and postmoderns? 



A response to suffering

Also … (1) (1) Just because suffering appears pointless to Just because suffering appears pointless to 
me, does that mean it is pointless? me, does that mean it is pointless? …… Suffering and pain Suffering and pain 

serve important functionsserve important functions

(2) The greatest good came from the greatest evil.  How (2) The greatest good came from the greatest evil.  How 
we can ever fairly judge that there is too much we can ever fairly judge that there is too much 

suffering, when perhaps suffering is necessary for the suffering, when perhaps suffering is necessary for the 
good we take for granted.good we take for granted.

�How should our approach vary in response to 
the actual suffering a person presently is in?  

How would God have us respond?



-question—something you don’t get, or 
want to clarify

-challenge—something you 
disagree with, or want to nuance

-implication—“so what” for your 
apologetic approach

-application—something useful 
right now in your context

+SHOW & TELL


