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Essays on the Justice of God, the Freedom of  

Man and the Origin of Evil 

6. … Our end is to banish from men the false ideas that represent God to them as an absolute 

prince employing a despotic power, unfitted to be loved and unworthy of being loved. These 

notions are the more evil in relation to God inasmuch as the essence of piety is not only to 

fear him but also to love him above all things: and that cannot come about unless there be 

knowledge of his perfections capable of arousing the love which he deserves, and which 

makes the felicity of those that love him. Feeling ourselves animated by a zeal such as 

cannot fail to please him, we have cause to hope that he will enlighten us. and that he will 

himself aid us in the execution of a project undertaken for his glory and for the good of men. 

A cause so good gives confidence: if there are plausible appearances against us there are 

proofs on our side, and I would dare to say to an adversary: 

Aspice, glum mage sit nostrum penetrabile telum. 

“See whether our weapon be not the more piercing!” —  

(Virgil, Aeneid, 111.4811 

7. God is the first reason of things; for such things as are bounded, as all that which we see 

and experience. are contingent and have nothing in them to render their existence 

necessary, it being plain that time, space and matter, united and uniform in themselves and 

indifferent to everything, might have received entirely other motions and shapes, and in 

another order. Therefore one must seek the reason for the existence of the world, which is 

the whole assemblage of contingent things, and seek it in the substance which carries with it 

the reason for its existence, and which in consequence is necessary and eternal. Moreover, 

this cause must be intelligent: for this existing world being contingent and an infinity of 

other worlds being equally possible, and holding, so to say, equal claim to existence with it. 

the cause of the world must needs have had regard or reference to all these possible worlds 

in order to fix upon one of them. This regard or relation of an existent substance to simple 

possibilities can be nothing other than the understanding which has the ideas of them, while 

to fix upon one of them can be nothing other than the act of the will which chooses. It is the 

power of this substance that renders its will efficacious. Power relates to being, wisdom or 

understanding to truth, and will to good. And this intelligent cause ought to be infinite in all 

ways and absolutely perfect in power, in wisdom and in goodness, since it relates to all that 

which is possible. Furthermore, since all is connected together, there is no ground for 

admitting more than one. Its understanding is the source of essences, and its will is the 



origin of existences. There in few words is the proof of one only God with his perfections, 

and through him of the origin of things. 

8. Now this supreme wisdom, united to a goodness that is no less infinite, cannot but have 

chosen the best. For as a lesser evil is a kind of good, even so a lesser good is a kind of evil if 

it stands in the way of a greater good; and there would be something to correct in the 

actions of God if it were possible to do better. As in mathematics, when there is no 

maximum nor minimum, in short nothing distinguished, everything is done equally, or 

when that is not possible nothing at all is done: so it may be said likewise in respect of 

perfect wisdom, which is no less orderly than mathematics, that if there were not the best 

(optimum) among all possible worlds. God would not have produced any I call “World” the 

whole succession and the whole agglomeration of all existent things, lest it be said that 

several worlds could have existed in different times and different places. For they must 

needs be reckoned all together as one world or, if you will, as one Universe. And even 

though one should fill all times and all places. it still remains true that one might have filled 

them in innumerable ways, and that there is an infinitude of possible worlds among which 

God must needs have chosen the best, since he does nothing without acting in accordance 

with supreme reason. 

9. Some adversary not being able to answer this argument will perchance answer the 

conclusion by a counter-argument, saying that the world could have been without sin and 

without sufferings; but I deny that then it would have been better. For it must be known that 

all things are connected in each one of the possible worlds: the universe, whatever it may be, 

is all of one piece, like an ocean: the least movement extends its effect there to any distance 

whatsoever, even though this effect become less perceptible in proportion to the distance. 

Therein God has ordered all things beforehand once for all, having foreseen prayers, 

good and bad actions, and all the rest; and each thing as an idea has contributed, 

before its existence, to the resolution that has been made upon the existence of all 

things; so that nothing can be changed in the universe (any more than in a number) 

save its essence or if you will, save its numerical individuality. Thus, if the smallest 

evil that comes to pass in the world were missing in it, it would no longer be this 

world; which, with nothing omitted and all allowance made. was found the best by the 

Creator who chose it. 

10. It is true that one may imagine possible worlds without sin and without unhappiness, 

and one could make some like Utopian or Sevaram-bian romances: but these same worlds 

again would be very inferior to ours in goodness. I cannot show you this in detail. For can I 

know and can I present infinities to you and compare them together? But you must judge 

with me ab effectu since God has chosen this world as it is … 

19. … The ancients had puny ideas of the works of God, and St. Augustine, for want of 

knowing modern discoveries, was at a loss when there was question of explaining the 

prevalence of evil. It seemed to the ancients that there was only one world inhabited, and 

even of that men held the antipodes in dread: the remainder of the world was, according to 

them, a few shining globes and a few crystalline spheres. To-day, whatever bounds are 

given or not given to the universe, it must be acknowledged that there is an infinite number 



of globes, as great as and greater than ours, which have as much right as it to hold rational 

inhabitants, though it follows not at all that they are human …What will become of the 

consideration of our globe and its inhabitants? Will it not he something incomparably less 

than a physical point, since our earth is as a physical point in comparison with the distance 

of some fixed stars? Thus since the proportion of that part of the universe of which we know 

is almost lost in nothingness compared to that which is unknown, and which we yet have 

cause to assume. and since all the evils that may be raised in objection before us are in this 

near nothingness, haply it may be that all evils are almost nothingness in comparison with 

the good things which are in the universe. 

20. But it is necessary also to meet the more speculative and metaphysical difficulties which 

have been mentioned, and which concern the cause of evil. The question is asked first of all, 

whence does evil come? Si Deus est, unde malum? Si non est, unde bonum? The ancients 

attributed the cause of evil to matter, which they believed UnCreate and independent of 

God: but we, who derive all being from God where dull we find the source of evil? The 

answer is, that it must be sought in the ideal nature of the creature, in so far as this nature is 

contained in the eternal verities which are in the understanding of God, independently of 

his will. For we must consider that there is an original imperfection in the creature before sin 

because the creatures is limited in its essence; whence ensues that it cannot know all, and 

that it can deceive itself, and commit other errors. Plato said in Timaeus that the world 

originated in Understanding united to Necessity. Others have united God and Nature. This 

can be given a reasonable meaning. God will be the Understanding; and the Necessity, that is 

the essential nature of things, will be the object of the understanding. in so far as this object 

consists in the eternal verities. But this object is inward and abides in the divine 

understanding. And therein is found not only the primitive form of good, but also the origin 

of evil: the Region of the Eternal Verities must be substituted for matter when we are 

concerned with seeking out the source of things. 

This region is the ideal cause of evil (as it were) as well as of good: but, properly speaking. 

the formal character of evil has no efficient cause, for it consists in privation, as we shall see 

namely, in that which the efficient cause does not bring about. That is why the Schoolmen 

are wont to call the cause of evil deficient. 

21. Evil may be taken metaphysically, physically and morally. Metaphysical evil consists in 

mere imperfection, physical evil in suffering, and moral evil in sin. Now although physical 

evil and moral evil be not necessary, it is enough that by virtue of the eternal verities they 

be possible. And as this vast Region of Verities contains all possibilities, it is necessary that 

there be an infinitude of possible worlds, that evil enters into divers of them, and that even 

die best of all contain a measure thereof. Thus has God been induced to permit evil. 

22. But someone will say to me: why speak you to us of “permitting”? Is it not God that 

doeth the evil and that willeth it? Here it will he necessary to explain what “permission” is, 

so that it may be seen how this term is not employed without reason. But before that one 

must explain the nature of will, which has its own degrees. Taking it in the general sense, 

one may say that will consists in the inclination to do something in proportion to the good 

that it contains. This will is called antecedent when it is detached and considers each good 



separately in the capacity of a good. In this sense it may be said that God tends to all good, as 

good, ad per-fectionem simpliciter simplicem, to speak like the Schoolmen, and that by an 

antecedent will. He is earnestly disposed to sanctify and to save all men, to exclude sin. and 

to prevent damnation. It may even be said that this will is efficacious of itself (per se), that is, 

in such sort that the effect would ensue if there were not some stronger reason to prevent 

it: for this will does not pass into final exercise (ad ultimum conatum).  else it would never 

fail to produce its full effect, God being the master of all things. Success entire and infallible 

belongs only to the consequent will as it is called. This it is which is complete; and in regard 

to it this rule obtains, that one never fails to do what one wills, when one has the power. 

Now this consequent will, final and decisive, results from the conflict of all the antecedent 

wills, of those which tend towards good, even as of those which repel evil; and from the 

concurrence of all these particular wills comes the total will. So in mechanics compound 

movement results from all the tendencies that concur in one and the same moving body, 

and satisfies each one equally, in so far as it is possible to do all at one time. It is as if the 

moving body took equal account of these tendencies. In this sense also it may be said that 

the antecedent will is efficacious in a sense and even effective with success. 

23. Thence it follows that God wills antecedently the good and consequently the best. And as 

for evil. God wills moral evil not at all, and physical evil or suffering he does not will 

absolutely. Thus it is that there is no absolute predestination to damnation; and one may 

say of physical evil that God wills it often as a penalty owing to guilt, and often also as a 

means to an end, that is, to prevent greater evils or to obtain greater good… 


