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UNDERSTANDING THE PROBLEM OF PAIN: C.S.
LEWIS’S LANDMARK EXPLORATION OF SUFFERING

Few works of Christian apologetics have resonated as deeply with
believers and skeptics alike as C.S. Lewis’s 1940 classic,  The
Problem of  Pain.  In  this  concise  yet  profound  book,  Lewis
tackles  one  of  the  most  enduring  and  emotionally  charged
questions of human existence: If God is all-good, all-powerful, and
all-knowing, why does He permit so much suffering in the world?
This question, often called the problem of evil or theodicy, has
driven countless people away from faith.  Yet  Lewis,  a  former
atheist who became one of the most influential  Christian writers
of  the  twentieth  century,  offers  a  thoughtful,  logical,  and
spiritually sensitive response. In this article, we will explore the
core arguments of The Problem of Pain C.S. Lewis presents,
examine  its  theological  and  philosophical  foundations,  and
consider  what  it  means  for  readers  grappling  with  their  own
experiences of suffering.

THE CONTEXT OF THE BOOK: WHY LEWIS WROTE IT

Published during the darkest days of World War II, The Problem

of Pain emerged at a time when the entire world was reeling
from unprecedented violence and loss. Lewis himself had already
experienced  personal  grief,  including  the  early  death  of  his
mother and the horrors of trench warfare in World War I. Yet his
intent  was  not  merely  to  comfort—it  was  to  argue  that  the
existence of pain does not disprove the existence of a loving God.
In fact, Lewis suggests that pain may be an essential part of the
divine plan for humanity. The book is part of a broader body of
Lewis’s  apologetic  work,  alongside titles like Mere Christianity
and The Screwtape  Letters,  but  The Problem of  Pain C.S.
Lewis  stands out for its  unflinching honesty about the reality of
suffering.
Lewis begins by acknowledging that pain is a universal human
experience  and  that  any  credible  Christian  worldview  must
account for it without resorting to simplistic answers. He writes
not  as a pastor  offering platitudes,  but  as a layman and scholar
wrestling  with  the  intellectual  difficulties  of  faith.  This  approach
has  made  the  book  a  touchstone  for  generations  of  readers
seeking to reconcile the goodness of God with the pain of the
world.
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The Logical Structure of
Lewis’s Argument
One of the most striking features of The Problem of Pain C.S.
Lewis is its careful logical progression. Lewis does not begin with
emotion but with definitions. He first establishes what Christians
mean by the word “goodness” in relation to God. God’s goodness,
Lewis argues, is not the same as human kindness; it is a perfect,
absolute  goodness  that  seeks  the  ultimate  well-being  of  His
creatures,  even  if  that  well-being  requires  temporary  suffering.
This  distinction  is  crucial  because  many  objections  to  God’s
goodness  assume  that  a  good  God  would  never  allow  any
discomfort.  Lewis counters by pointing out that a parent who
never allows a child to feel pain would produce a child incapable
of learning or growth.
From there,  Lewis  moves  to  the  nature  of  omnipotence.  He
clarifies  that  “all-powerful”  does  not  mean  God  can  do  logically
contradictory things—such as create a square circle. Similarly,
God cannot create a world of free beings who never choose evil,
because free will inherently includes the possibility of misusing
that freedom. This leads to one of the book’s central themes: the
problem of pain is inseparable from the problem of free
will.

FREE WILL AND THE ORIGIN OF PAIN

Lewis’s argument hinges on the idea that humans were created

with  genuine  free  will.  According  to  Christian  theology,  God
desired beings who could freely love Him, and love cannot be
coerced. However, free will also makes rebellion and sin possible.
When Adam and Eve (the biblical first humans) chose to disobey
God,  they  introduced  a  rupture  into  creation  that  affected  not
only  humanity  but  the entire  natural  order.  This  event,  often
called  the  Fall,  is  the  root  cause  of  both  moral  evil  (suffering
caused  by  human  choices)  and  natural  evil  (suffering  from
diseases,  earthquakes,  and  other  non-human  sources).
Lewis is careful to note that he does not believe God directly wills
each  specific  instance  of  suffering.  Instead,  God  has  created  a
universe that operates according to consistent laws, and these
laws sometimes cause pain. For example, the physical laws that
make fire useful  for  warmth also make it  capable of  burning us.
The same fixedness that allows us to predict and act in the world
also  creates  the  possibility  of  harm.  Moreover,  human
sin—selfishness,  greed,  cruelty—amplifies  suffering
exponentially. In this view, pain is not an arbitrary punishment
but a consequence of living in a fallen world.

The Role of Pain in Human
Transformation
Perhaps the most provocative claim in The Problem of Pain
C.S. Lewis  is that pain serves a positive purpose: it is God’s
“megaphone to rouse a deaf world.” Lewis writes that pleasure
often makes us forget God, while pain forces us to confront our
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own limitations and mortality. When life is comfortable, we tend
to become self-sufficient and ignore our need for the Divine. But
when  we  suffer,  we  are  driven  to  ask  the  ultimate
questions—Why am I here? Is there a purpose to this? Is there a
God who cares?
Lewis does not claim that pain is good in itself. Rather, he argues
that God can use pain to bring about good ends, particularly the
healing and sanctification of the human soul. This is a key theme
in  Christian  theology:  suffering  can  produce  perseverance,
character, and hope (as the Apostle Paul writes in Romans 5:3-5).
Lewis elaborates that the process of  becoming a fully human
being—what he calls “theosis” or being remade in the image of
Christ—is often painful because it requires the removal of our
selfishness and pride. He uses the analogy of a house that must
be partially demolished before it can be rebuilt into something
more beautiful.

ADDRESSING COMMON CRITICISMS OF THE THEODICY

Despite its eloquence, The Problem of Pain C.S. Lewis  has
faced  criticisms  over  the  decades.  Some  readers  argue  that
Lewis’s explanation works well for small, “educative” pains but
fails  to  account  for  the  sheer  scale  and  intensity  of  suffering  in
the  world—the  Holocaust,  childhood  cancer,  animal  suffering.
Others contend that a loving God should not need to use such
brutal methods to reach His creatures. Lewis anticipated these
objections and addressed them in later works, particularly in A
Grief Observed, written after the death of his wife, Joy Davidman.
In  that  book,  Lewis  is  far  more  raw  and  less  certain,

demonstrating  that  intellectual  answers  do  not  always  satisfy
emotional anguish.
Nevertheless, the enduring value of The Problem of Pain C.S.
Lewis lies not in providing a complete solution to the mystery of
suffering,  but  in  offering  a  framework  that  upholds  both  God’s
goodness and human freedom. Lewis refuses to minimize the
reality of pain. He does not say “it’s all for the best” in a trite
sense. Instead, he invites readers to trust that the same God who
entered into human suffering through Jesus Christ is present with
us in our own pain. The incarnation and crucifixion are central to
Lewis’s  theodicy:  God  did  not  remain  distant  from suffering;  He
experienced it firsthand.

The Problem of Pain and
Animal Suffering
One of the most distinctive chapters in The Problem of Pain
C.S. Lewis deals with the suffering of non-human animals. Lewis
acknowledges that animal pain poses a special difficulty because
animals lack the rational capacity for moral growth or relationship
with God. He speculates that animals may have been affected by
humanity’s Fall, and that perhaps in the new creation, animals
will be redeemed in some way. He is careful not to be dogmatic,
admitting  that  his  thoughts  are  tentative.  This  humility  is
characteristic  of  the  book:  Lewis  knows  he  is  dealing  with
mysteries that cannot be fully unraveled.
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PRACTICAL RELEVANCE: HOW TO READ THE PROBLEM
OF PAIN TODAY

Eighty years after its publication, The Problem of Pain C.S.
Lewis  remains  remarkably  relevant.  In  an  age  of  global
pandemics,  climate  change,  and  ongoing  conflicts,  the  question
of  suffering  is  more  pressing  than  ever.  Readers  looking  for  a
thoughtful  Christian  response  to  pain  will  find  in  Lewis  a  guide
who is both intellectually rigorous and pastorally sensitive. The
book is ideal for small group studies, personal reflection, or even
skeptical investigation. Its logical approach makes it accessible to
non-Christians as well.
For  those  currently  in  the  midst  of  suffering,  Lewis  offers  a
perspective that does not trivialize their pain. He writes not from
a place of detached philosophy but from a deep awareness of the
cost. In fact, many readers find that The Problem of Pain C.S.
Lewis is best read not as a quick fix but as a companion for the
long  journey  of  faith.  The  book  can  be  a  starting  point  for
conversations  about  suffering,  leading  to  deeper  engagement
with  scripture,  prayer,  and  community.

Key Takeaways from
Lewis’s Argument

Pain is not an accident but a feature of a world where

free will is real and consequences are consistent.
God’s goodness is not the same as human kindness;
it aims at our ultimate perfection even through temporary
discomfort.
Suffering can be redemptive when it turns us toward
God and strips away our false self-sufficiency.
Faith does not demand that we understand every
instance of pain, but that we trust the character of God
who shared our suffering in Christ.
Animal pain remains a mystery that Lewis approaches
with humility and hope for redemption.

CONCLUSION: THE ENDURING LEGACY OF THE
PROBLEM OF PAIN

The  Problem  of  Pain  C.S.  Lewis  offers  no  cheap  answers.
Instead, it invites readers into a deeper, more mature faith—one
that  can  hold  both  belief  in  a  loving  God and the  reality  of
excruciating suffering.  Lewis’s  book is  a testament to the power
of clear thinking and humble faith. He does not claim to have
solved the problem of pain once and for all, but he provides a
framework that has helped countless people remain anchored to
hope even in their darkest hours. For anyone wrestling with the
question “Why does God allow pain?” this classic work remains
an essential starting point. Its brilliance lies not in silencing the
question but in showing that the question itself can lead to a
more  profound  understanding  of  God,  humanity,  and  the
mysterious  purpose  woven  into  the  fabric  of  a  broken  world.


