We Don’t Take Human Evil Seriously so We Don’t
Understand Why We Suffer
Clay Jones
I first began to study human evil so that no one could disqualify me for having glossed
over the immense sufferings that people perpetrate on each other. I didn’t want anyone to say
that I had gotten God out of the problem of evil the easy way: by making evil seem less serious
than it really is. But as I read about one sickening rape or torture or murder after another,
something strange happened: I was struck that evil is human. 1 I realized that heinous evils
weren’t the doings of a few deranged individuals or even of hundreds or of thousands, but were
done by humankind en mass. I studied continent after continent, country after country, torture
after torture, murder after murder and was staggered to discover that I hadn’t taken Scripture
seriously enough: humankind is desperately wicked.
But, curiously, I found that the study of human evil, although gut-wrenching, is good. I’ll
explain that mostly later except to say now that the renowned Bible expositor D. Martyn LoydJones was right: “We must contemplate men in sin until we are horrified, until we are alarmed,
until we are desperate about them, until we pray for them, until having realized the marvel of our
own deliverance from that terrible state, we are lost in a sense of wonder, love and praise.” 2
Humans don’t want to hear about the depths of human depravity, but, as it is for both drunks and
cancer victims, the road to recovery begins by understanding the seriousness of the problem.
That’s why Jesus said that the well didn’t need a doctor but the sick, and that he didn’t “come to
call the righteous, but sinners.” 3 Jesus wasn’t suggesting there were righteous, healthy people
who didn’t need Him, but that only those who regard themselves as sick sinners will come to
Him. The others are no less sick or sinful; they just refuse to see it.
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Let’s briefly examine human evil from five aspects: what theologians agree on; examples
of human evil; experiments revealing the human willingness to torture; observations of victims
and researchers; and what the Scriptures reveal about human evil and niceness.

Theologians
We know that Calvinists teach that humans are totally depraved but let’s not forget that
on this point Arminius agreed. As R. C. Sproul points out:
James Arminius was emphatic in his rejection of Pelagianism, particularly with respect to
the fall of Adam. The fall leaves man in a ruined state, under the dominion of sin.
Arminius declares: “In this state, the Free Will of man towards the True Good is not only
wounded, maimed, infirm, bent, and weakened [attenuatem]; but it is also imprisoned
[captivatum], destroyed, and lost. And his powers are not only debilitated and useless
unless they be assisted by grace, but it has no powers whatever except such as are excited
by Divine grace.” 4
Sproul continues, “So far Arminius clearly seems to agree with Augustine, Luther, and Calvin.
He affirms the ruination of the will, which is left in a state of captivity and can avail nothing
apart from the grace of God.” 5 Both sides of the theological spectrum agree: the notion that
humans aren’t born desperate sinners isn’t a Christian one.

Examples
We prefer to think great evil is limited to a few depraved individuals, but that’s not true.
Large populations commit heinous crimes. In the examples that follow I am going to tell some
violent stories but there is Biblical precedent for that. 6 Because of time constraints I limit my
examples to only the last one hundred years.

Soviet Union
In the Soviet Union from 1917 to 1989, the number of people killed for political reasons
or who died in prisons or camps ranges from 20 to 26 million.7 These staggering numbers
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include the 6 million Ukrainian citizens whom the Soviets forced to die of starvation in 19321933. 8
No mercy was shown the starving peasants. During the famine, detachments of workers
and activists were marshaled in the countryside to take every last bit of produce or grain.
Activists and officials went through peasant homes with rods, pushing them into walls
and ceilings, seeking hidden stores of food or grain; yards were dug up or poked with
rods in the search; and dogs were brought in to sniff out food…. Baked bread was taken.
All reserves and the seed grain needed for planting were seized. The peasants were left
with nothing. To isolate the victims, the Ukrainian borders were sealed off to block the
importation of food. The peasants simply starved slowly to death throughout the
Ukraine. 9
One party official wrote, “The most terrifying sights were the little children with skeleton limbs
dangling from balloon-like abdomens. Starvation had wiped every trace of youth from their
faces, turning them into tortured gargoyles; only in their eyes still lingered the reminder of
childhood. Everywhere we found men and women lying prone, their faces and bellies bloated,
their eyes utterly expressionless.” 10
Was this inhuman? No. Humans did this.

Germany
We read of millions of Jews and Slavs arrested in Europe by battalions of police and
Gestapo. In some countries, like Poland, they were first forced into ghettos, but, sooner or later,
millions of them were herded into sweltering rail cars so tightly that often there was no room to
even sit. They traveled for days without food, without water, with not enough oxygen; often they
urinated, defecated, and vomited standing up. Thousands died on the way. On one four-day
transport in July 1944 of 2,521 prisoners from France to Dachau, 984 people perished. 11
When they arrived at camps like Dachau, Treblinka, Mauthausen, Buchenwald, and
Auschwitz, guards separated out those who could work and the others were sent to the gas
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chambers. Children were almost always exterminated because they couldn’t work and their
mothers’ attempts to hide them in their clothing failed.
We read of many thousands, often entire families, stripped naked and forced to lie on top
of just-shot people; many of whom were still moaning and twitching. The newcomers often
spoke in low voices and tried to comfort the dying until they too were shot, and on it went.
Of course, we know of gas chambers; of Zyklon-B gas dropped through small openings
in the ceilings; of guards who said they knew the victims were dead when the screaming stopped.
When the guards opened the doors they found piles of naked men, women, and children who had
climbed on top of each other, in the corners of the room, attempting to flee the choking clouds.
Other prisoners then took their bodies to the ovens.
We know of women raped. Of torture. Of medical experiments where people were almost
frozen, put in decompression chambers, drained of blood, sterilized. Of Mengele’s experiments
on identical twins: injecting their eyes with chemicals in an attempt to turn them Aryan blue, or
poisoning and then dissecting them to learn the poison’s effect.
And on it goes.
But perhaps most frightening is that the Germans knew that Hitler wanted to exterminate
the Jews long before he came into power. Consider that as early as August 13, 1920, almost two
decades before the beginning of World War II and at the beginning of his political rise, Hitler
gave a speech entitled, “Why Are We Anti-Semites?” He said Jews were “criminals” and
“parasites” who should be punished with death. “The heaviest bolt is not heavy enough and the
securest prison is not secure enough that a few million could not in the end open it. Only one bolt
cannot be opened—and that is death.” 12 Hitler released the two-volume Mein Kampf (My
Struggle) in 1925 and 1926. In it he reflected on the role of German Jews during World War I:
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“If at the beginning of the War and during the War twelve or fifteen thousand of these Hebrew
corrupters of the people had been held under poison gas,” then millions of “real Germans” would
not have died. 13 Many average Germans, then, may not have actually pulled the trigger or
dropped Zyklon-B into the gas chambers, but they knew Hitler wanted to kill the Jews long
before he came into power. 14
And it wasn’t a few Germans: 10,005 camps have been identified positively. The major
camps had many satellite camps. For example, Dachau had 174 satellite camps and Auschwitz
had 50 satellite camps and 7,000 guards. Mauthausen had 5,700 people staffing it and its satellite
camps. 15 And what did these satellite camps do? They provided hundreds of thousands of slave
laborers for corporations with names like Daimler-Benz, BMW, Volkswagen, Krupp, and I G.
Farben, who produced the Zyklon-B used in the gas chambers. The Bayer Corporation was a
subsidiary of I. G. Farben and sold Zyklon-B out of its sales office. Of course, countless
administrators, typists, rail workers, policemen, truck drivers, and factory workers knew—and
their families knew—what was going on.
Was this is inhuman?

China
Under the Chinese communists a conservative estimate is that 26 to 30 million
“counterrevolutionaries” were killed or died in the prison system. 16 Of course, a statistic doesn’t
capture the horror. Consider the words of Mao Tse Tung who boasted in a 1958 speech to the
communist party, “What’s so unusual about Emperor Shih Huang of the Chin Dynasty? He had
buried alive 460 scholars only, but we have buried alive 46,000 scholars.” 17 When I first read
this I thought it impossible! Burying people alive must be a metaphor! But further research
proved that burying people alive was a common method of execution.
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Japan
Within a few weeks beginning in December of 1937, the Japanese army raped, tortured,
and murdered over 300,000 Chinese in the city of Nanking.
The Rape of Nanking should be remembered not only for the number of people
slaughtered but for the cruel manner in which many met their deaths. Chinese men were
used for bayonet practice and in decapitation contests. An estimated 20,000–80,000
Chinese women were raped. Many soldiers went beyond rape to disembowel women,
slice off their breasts, nail them alive to walls. Fathers were forced to rape their
daughters, and sons their mothers, as other family members watched. Not only did live
burials, castration, the carving of organs, and the roasting of people become routine, but
more diabolical tortures were practiced, such as hanging people by their tongues on iron
hooks or burying people to their waists and watching them get torn apart by German
shepherds. So sickening was the spectacle that even the Nazis in the city were horrified,
one proclaiming the massacre to be the work of “bestial machinery.” 18
The Rape of Nanking, as it is called, was front-page news across the world, yet most of
the world did nothing to stop it and Japan officially denies it today. 19
But humans did it.

Ad Nauseum
Ottoman Turkey’s Young Turks killed approximately 1.2 million Armenians from 1915
to 1923. 20 The phrase “crimes against humanity” was introduced in response to these murders. In
Cambodia between 1975 and 1979, Pol Pot’s Khmer Rouge killed 1,700,000 to 2,200,000
Cambodians out of a total population of about seven million to remove foreign influence and
intellectuals in an attempt to return to an agrarian culture. 21 After defeating Marxist guerillas the
Guatemalan army killed “tens of thousands” of Mayan Indians in the 1980s and early 1990s. 22
Most of us are familiar with South Africa and the apartheid there; the Reconciliation
Commission found 36,935 cases of severe ill-treatment, abductions, tortures, and killings. 23 In
1971 Pakistani soldiers “killed, disabled, raped, or displaced” 3,000,000 people and created
10,000,000 refugees who fled to India. 24 From 1980-1985 Uganda targeted the Baganda causing
the deaths of 300,000 people. From 1986 to 2003 they “indiscriminately terrorized” people of the
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Acholi region killing another 100,000. 25 In Saddam’s Iraq troops used nerve gas on the Kurds
(many survivors suffer neurological disorders), frequently tortured average Iraqis, and tortured to
death many Kuwaitis. 26 In Argentina tens of thousands disappeared to be systematically
tortured, then drugged, stripped naked and thrown out of airplanes into the ocean. 27 During
World War II 280,000 to 380,000 Jews perished in territories under Romanian administration. 28
There isn’t time to talk about the French military and police torturing thousands of
Algerians 29; ethnic cleansing in Croatia, Bosnia and Herzegovina; torture in Brazil, terror
campaigns in Ethiopia, dismemberments in Sierra Leone, and the ongoing horrors in the Sudan
and Darfur where over 300,000 have died. 30
Human cruelty is imaginable. By that I mean that if a human set on hurting someone else
can imagine a horrific torture and has the opportunity to do it, he or she will do it. I could go on
and on and on with one sickening story after another and, sadly, none of this is inhuman. Also, in
most of the horrors mentioned above the world knew what was going on and did nothing to stop
them. 31

United States
But what about the United States? Since 1973, the United States has aborted 50,000,000
babies and continues abortion today. 32 Most aborted babies are suctioned to pieces, many are
scalded to death by saline solutions, others are dismembered with a curette, 33 and, until recently,
thousands of others, as late even as the ninth month, were partially delivered, only to have their
heads’ pierced and their brains suctioned out to collapse their skulls. One friend of mine
encouraged me not to include a discussion about abortion because even many Christians see
nothing wrong with abortion and so she feared it would weaken my argument. But isn’t that the
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point? Do we really think that the majority of any culture that participates in mass-murder
considers it wrong while they do it?
We were all disgusted when we learned that a man named Jeffery Dahmer ate his victims.
But how did Hollywood respond? It made Silence of the Lambs which film critic Michael
Medved says centered on:
A transvestite serial killer who stuffs the larvae of a rare moth down the throats of his
victims—after he has skinned them. He selects overweight women as the preferred
targets of his wrath, holding them as prisoner and starving them for a time before
slaughtering them so that their skin will hang loose on their frames, facilitating his work.
The FBI’s only hope for catching this murderous, maniacal monster rests with yet another
murderous, maniacal monster—this one a former psychiatrist who lives for the thrill of
consuming human flesh. He fondly recalls the incomparable pleasures of a delicacy
prepared by cooking human liver together with fava beans, then elegantly served with “a
nice Chianti.” 34
One of the few film critics to pan it wrote “Yes, the picture is tactfully made, but the
question remains, why make it at all? The skilled craftsmanship and the directorial restraint can’t
change what the film is—a thoroughly morbid and meaningless depiction of the modus operandi
of a couple of sadists…. We know these kinds of madmen exist, but the film offers no insight
into what makes them tick….” 35 Hollywood applauded by giving it the top five Academy awards
(it’s only the third movie to do this) and then making three sequels. When I have the time, I ask
the audience how many have seen Silence of the Lambs and there has never been fewer than 75
percent that raised their hands. Why see a movie like that? When we consider the onslaught of
slasher, chainsaw, torture, and snuff films, we must conclude that many Americans like watching
terrified people writhe in agony.
Is this inhuman? No, this entertains us.
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Studies
In trying to understand how it was possible for so many Germans to participate in the
torture and execution of so many Jews in the Holocaust, from 1960 to 1963 psychologist Stanley
Milgram conducted a study at Yale University. In response to a newspaper advertisement, two
people at a time would arrive at a psychology laboratory to participate in what appeared to be a
traditional learning study. One of them was then designated “teacher” and the other a “learner.”
The learner is told to learn a list of word-pairs and is then strapped into a chair and
electrodes are attached to his wrists. When the learner makes a mistake, the “teacher” is
instructed by the experimenter to give him a shock. In reality, however, the learner is a paid actor
hired by the experimenter and receives no shock at all. The experiment actually concerns the
“teacher” who administers the shocks. The teacher sits before an impressive shock generator
with thirty switches ranging from 15 volts to 450 volts labeled from “SLIGHT SHOCK” to
“DANGER—SEVERE SHOCK.”

Before the experiment begins, a very real 45 volt shock is given to

the “teachers” to impress them with the significance of their actions. Then, as the experiment
continues the teacher is told to increase the shock dosages even though the learner begs and
screams to be let out. 36
The object of the experiment was to see how many people would administer dangerous
shocks if instructed to do so by an authority figure. The result: 65% administered all shocks as
instructed, including the possibly lethal shock, and Milgram found no difference between men or
women. 37
In 1970 David Mantell replicated it in Munich, West Germany, and found that 85 percent
administered the maximum shock. Mantell concludes:
This experiment becomes more incredulous and senseless the further it is carried. It
disqualifies and delegitimizes itself. It can only show how much pain one person will
impose on another…. And yet, the subjects carry on…. That is at once the beauty and the
9
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tragedy of this experiment. It proves that the most banal and superficial rationales is
perhaps not even necessary, but surely is enough to produce destructive behavior in
human beings. We thought we had learned this from our history books; perhaps now we
have learned it in the laboratory. 38

Reflections
Humans have an amazing capacity for evil, and for each person who pulled the trigger or
scalded the unborn, there are family, friends, and even majority parties who knew of the
slaughter and did nothing to stop it. We cannot argue that unusually depraved people perpetrate
these evils. Difficulties may encourage their actions, but otherwise they’re just ordinary folk—
sons and daughters, brothers and sisters, mothers and fathers.
Theologian Langdon Gilkey believed humans were basically good until he was interned
by the Japanese with 2,000 other men, women, and children during World War II. As a result of
that experience he concluded: “Nothing indicates so clearly the fixed belief in the innate
goodness of humans as does this confidence that when the chips are down, and we are revealed
for what we ‘really are,’ we will all be good to each other. Nothing could be so totally in
error.” 39 Langdon Gilkey called our niceness “the thin polish of easy morality.” 40
Likewise, Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn, who suffered eight years in a Soviet gulag, asks:
Where did this wolf-tribe [officials who torture and kill] appear from among our people?
Does it really stem from our own roots? Our own blood?
It is our own.
And just so we don’t go around flaunting too proudly the white mantle of the just, let
everyone ask himself: “If my life had turned out differently, might I myself not have
become just such an executioner?”
It is a dreadful question if one answers it honestly. 41
So, I think we must ask: if my life had turned out differently, might I have been a guard
in Auschwitz? If we conclude that we were somehow born innately better than the millions who
murdered or condoned murder, we should consider that the belief that we were born innately
better than others is without logical or scientific foundation. How were we born innately superior
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to all the millions of others who have murdered? We should also remind ourselves that a belief in
one’s innate superiority is the father of genocide. On the other hand, if we admit that we could
have murdered, except for the grace of God, then we understand the depravity of humankind.
I was surprised to find that every genocide researcher I read concluded that the
perpetrators are ordinary people. Consider the conclusion of historian George Kren and
psychologist Leon Rappoport:
What remains is a central, deadening sense of despair over the human species. Where can
one find an affirmative meaning in life if human beings can do such things? Along with
this despair there may also come a desperate new feeling of vulnerability attached to the
fact that one is human. If one keeps at the Holocaust long enough, then sooner or later the
ultimate truth begins to reveal itself: one knows, finally, that one might either do it, or be
done to. If it could happen on such a massive scale elsewhere, then it can happen
anywhere; it is all with in the range of human possibility, and like it or not, Auschwitz
expands the universe of consciousness no less than landings on the moon. 42

Scripture
That even nice people could staff Auschwitz, if their lives turned out differently, is well
illustrated by the Lord’s warning to Israel in Deuteronomy that if they disobeyed, they would
come under siege and then: “The most gentle and sensitive woman among you—so sensitive and
gentle that she would not venture to touch the ground with the sole of her foot—will begrudge
the husband she loves and her own son or daughter the afterbirth from her womb and the
children she bears. For she intends to eat them secretly during the siege and in the distress that
your enemy will inflict on you in your cities.” 43
And we shouldn’t be surprised by this because the Bible tells us that “There is no one
who does good, not even one… Their throats are open graves… Their mouths are full of
cursing… Their feet are swift to shed blood.” 44 No one.
Scripture declares that corruption is primarily a matter of the heart. For example, the
apostle John wrote, “he who hates his brother is a murderer.” 45 In other words, if you hate, writes
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John, you are a murderer even if you don’t actually kill. This is true because those who hate but
don’t physically kill refrain only for selfish reasons—certainly not because they care for the
person they hate. And refraining for selfish reasons doesn’t make you good. Jesus said that the
one who lusts commits adultery in his or her heart. Why? Because those who fantasize about sex
with a neighbor, but don’t actually do it, refrain either from lack of opportunity or from fear of
consequences and not because they honor God or have determined to only cherish their spouse.
Taking these verses seriously, then, does anyone get through life without being an adulterous
murderer?
Many misunderstand the Pharisees: they were the good people. They regularly attended
church, taught Bible studies, tithed, lent their possessions and money to those they trusted, and
warmly greeted their friends. But Jesus called them whitewashed tombs, blind guides, vipers.
Outwardly they looked good but inwardly they were “full of dead men’s bones.” 46 And, contrary
to popular belief, Jesus never criticized them for condemning sin; He criticized them for doing
what they condemned—the leaven of the Pharisee was hypocrisy. 47 One horrifying realization
about murderers is that they can be otherwise nice. Adolph Eichmann, the administrator of
Auschwitz, was a family man who never killed anyone himself; Pol Pot, who orchestrated the
killing fields of Cambodia, had a warm smile. 48 When you read genocide studies you find that
most murderers also did many nice things: walked the family dog, baked cookies, gave gifts,
helped a friend in need, or played with their children just before or after they committed
atrocities. 49
Of course Scripture tells us that the wages of sin is death 1 and we need to take that very
seriously. Jesus did. Consider Luke 13 where Jesus addresses the problem of evil most clearly:
“Now there were some present at that time who told Jesus about the Galileans whose blood
1

Rom. 6:23.
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Pilate had mixed with their sacrifices. Jesus answered, ‘Do you think that these Galileans were
worse sinners than all the other Galileans because they suffered this way? I tell you, no! But
unless you repent, you too will all perish. Or those eighteen who died when the tower in Siloam
fell on them—do you think they were more guilty than all the others living in Jerusalem? I tell
you, no! But unless you repent, you too will all perish.’” 50
Here, then, we have an amazing parallel to the 9-11 tragedy. Some are murdered and
others are killed by a tower’s fall. D. A. Carson explains Jesus’ teaching:
First, Jesus does not assume that those who suffered under Pilate, or those who
were killed in the collapse of the tower, did not deserve their fate. Indeed, the fact that he
can tell those contemporaries that unless they repent they too will perish shows that Jesus
assumes that all death is in one way or another the result of sin, and therefore deserved.
Second, Jesus does insist that death by such means is no evidence whatsoever that
those who suffer in this way are any more wicked than those who escape such a fate. The
assumption seems to be that all deserve to die. If some die under a barbarous governor,
and others in a tragic accident, it is not more than they deserve. But that does not mean
that others deserve any less. Rather, the implication is that it is only God’s mercy that has
kept them alive. There is certainly no moral superiority on their part.
Third, Jesus treats wars and natural disasters not as agenda items in a discussion
of the mysterious ways of God, but as incentives to repentance. It is as if he is saying that
God uses disaster as a megaphone to call attention to our guilt and destination, to the
imminence of his righteous judgment if he sees no repentance. This is an argument
developed at great length in Amos 4. Disaster is a call to repentance. Jesus might have
added (as he does elsewhere) that peace and tranquility, which we do not deserve, show
us God’s goodness and forbearance.
It is a mark of our lostness that we invert these two. We think we deserve the
times of blessing and prosperity, and that the times of war and disaster are not only unfair
but come perilously close to calling into question God’s goodness or his power—even,
perhaps, his very existence. Jesus simply did not see it that way.
A student asked me if this was a message we wanted to get out. I replied that Jesus said in
Jn. 7:7 that the reason the world “hates me because I testify that what it does is evil.” 51 If we
want to be like Jesus, then, we too must proclaim the unpopular message that since Adam,
humankind is desperately sinful. 52
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How This Knowledge Helps Us
I have found that understanding the depths of human evil has twelve benefits but for
time’s sake, I will mention only four. First, it demonstrates that we have gotten the problem of
evil exactly backward. There is a problem of evil alright. But it isn’t God’s problem—He is only
good and doesn’t do any evil. It’s humankind’s problem because we are the ones who do evil. As
C. S. Lewis put it, “The Christian answer—that we have used our free will to become very bad—
is so well known that it hardly needs to be stated. But to bring this doctrine into real life in the
minds of modern men, and even modern Christians, is very hard.” 53 Indeed. And a Christian
won’t understand why God allows evil unless he or she thinks these things through.
Second, a hard look at human evil puts our suffering into perspective. Many of us,
especially in the West, think extreme suffering strikes only the unlucky. But not only does much
of the world suffer more sickness and disease, many millions have suffered prison, torture, and
murder or have had loved ones who did.
Third, it justifies God’s judgment and even Hell. 54 After all, if humans are basically
good, God’s judgment seems barbaric but once we understand how evil we are, God’s wrath, as
Lewis put it, appears “inevitable, a mere corollary from God’s goodness.” 55
Fourth, understanding the depth of human evil provides the emotional answer to the
emotional problem of evil. What I mean is this: when skeptics ask why bad things happen to
good people, the Christian often replies with detached, cerebral answers which, though often
logically correct, are emotionally empty. But once we fully comprehend human depravity, the
problem of evil melts away because no one ever asks why bad things happen to bad people.

1

Philosophically (and certainly, theologically) the “universal nature of the atrocities” is because all human persons
share in the same nature. For postmodernists and naturalists – who deny that we have a ‘human nature’ or who say
that human nature is able to be constructed – it would be hypocritical of them to affirm the universal nature of
atrocities because they deny that human natures are real.
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