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UNDERSTANDING THE PROBLEM
OF PAIN: C.S. LEWIS ON
SUFFERING AND FAITH

The  question  of  why  a  good  and  all-
powerful  God  permits  suffering  is
perhaps the most persistent challenge to
religious  belief.  Few  modern  thinkers
have addressed this  question with  the
intel lectual  r igour  and  pastoral
sensitivity found in C.S.  Lewis's classic
work,  The Problem of  Pain.  Written  in
1940, at the height of the Second World
War,  this  short  but  profound  book
continues to resonate with believers and
sceptics alike. The Problem Of Pain Cs
Lewis explored is not a glib dismissal of
suffering,  but  a  serious  attempt  to
reconcile  human  agony  with  divine
goodness.  Lewis  does  not  offer  easy
answers. Instead, he invites readers to
c o n s i d e r  a  u n i v e r s e  f a r  m o r e
c o m p l e x — a n d  f a r  m o r e
meaningful—than  one  where  pain  is
merely  an  unfortunate  accident.
To  understand  the  depth  of  Lewis's
argument,  it  is  essential  to  grasp  the
personal  context.  Before  writing  this
book,  Lewis  was  already  a  confirmed
Christian,  having  converted  from
atheism in his early thirties. However, he
was not a man insulated from pain. He
had  lost  his  mother  at  a  young  age,
endured the horrors of trench warfare in
the First World War, and would later face
the  devastating  loss  of  his  wife,  Joy
Davidman,  to  cancer.  His  reflections  on

suffering  were  therefore  not  abstract
theological  speculations.  They  were
fo rged  i n  the  f u rnace  o f  l i ved
experience.  The Problem Of Pain Cs
Lewis  grappled  with  was  deeply
personal, making his writing raw, honest,
and devoid of religious cliché.

The Logical
Problem of Evil
and the
Omnipotent God
Lewis begins his inquiry by stating the
problem in its starkest, most traditional
form.  If  God  is  good,  He  wishes  to
remove suffering.  If  God is  almighty,  He
can  remove  suffering.  Yet  suffering
persists.  This  apparent  contradiction,
known in philosophy as the problem of
evil, has been used for centuries as an
argument against the existence of God.
Lewis does not shy away from its force.
He acknowledges that the Problem Of
Pain  Cs  Lewis  outlines  is  the  most
potent  objection to  the Christian faith.
However,  he  argues  that  the  very
existence of a universal moral law—the
sense  that  suffering  is  indeed
wrong—presupposes  a  standard  of
goodness  outside  ourselves.
He turns the argument on its  head.  If
there is no God, then there is no ultimate
standard of good or evil. Pain is simply a
biological  signal,  a  neutral  fact  of  the
universe  like  gravity.  The  outrage  we
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feel against suffering, Lewis suggests, is
actually a clue. It hints at a transcendent
moral order against which pain is judged
to be an evil. Therefore, the problem of
pain  is  only  a  problem  if  God  exists.
Lewis's  goal  is  not  to  explain  away
suffering,  but  to  show that  the Christian
worldview is coherent enough to contain
it without collapsing into absurdity.

The Nature of
Divine Love: Not
What We Think
A central misconception Lewis tackles is
our understanding of divine love. Many
of us, he argues, imagine God's love as a
form of benign indulgence—a desire to
see  us  comfortable  and  happy  at  all
costs. Lewis rejects this image forcefully.
He distinguishes between kindness and
love.  Kindness, as a human sentiment,
often  seeks  to  remove  difficulties.  True
love,  however,  seeks  the  good  of  the
beloved,  even  if  that  good  requires
temporary  pain.  A  parent  who  never
disciplines  a  child  fails  to  love  them
properly.  A  doctor  who  withholds  a
painful  but  necessary treatment is  not
acting out of love.
According  to  Lewis,  God's  love  is  not
soft.  It  is  fierce,  consuming,  and
determined  to  perfect  us.  He  uses  a
striking  analogy:  God  is  not  a  doting
grandparent who wants to see us happy;
He  is  a  master  sculptor,  a  skil led
surgeon,  or  a  consuming  fire.  The
Problem Of Pain Cs Lewis elucidates
is that pain is often the tool God uses to
shape human souls. He writes that pain
is  God's  megaphone  to  rouse  a  deaf
world.  When  we  are  comfortable,  we
rarely  turn  to  God.  It  is  often  only

through  suffering  that  we  are  shocked
out of our self-sufficiency and drawn into
a  deeper  relationship  with  the  divine.
This is not a sadistic God, but a loving
one who refuses to let us settle for lesser
goods when He offers the ultimate good
of Himself.

Human Free Will
and the Origin of
Suffering
One of the most critical components of
Lewis's argument is the role of human
free will.  He contends that  a  world  in
which creatures always chose the good
automatically  would not  be a world of
genuine  love  or  virtue.  Love  requires
freedom. If we are programmed to love
God, our obedience is meaningless. It is
like  a  robot  saying  "I  love  you."  For
authentic love to exist, the possibility of
rejecting that love must also exist. This
rejection, which Lewis calls  the Fall,  is
the root  cause of  the vast  majority of
human suffering.
When humanity turned away from God,
it introduced a rupture into the natural
order.  This is  not merely a theological
story; it is, for Lewis, the most plausible
explanation  for  the  chaos  we  see.  He
argues that  the Problem Of Pain Cs
Lewis  identifies  is  fundamentally  a
problem of rebellion. We are living in a
"rebel planet," a world that is out of joint
because its inhabitants have chosen to
live  independently  of  their  Creator.
Consequently,  the  natural  world  itself,
once in perfect harmony, became "red in
tooth  and  claw."  Pain,  disease,  and
death  entered  the  world  not  as  God's
original design, but as a consequence of
cosmic separation. This framework does
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not blame the individual sufferer for their
specific  illness  or  tragedy.  Instead,  it
explains why the world is in a condition
where such things can happen at all.

Pain as a Signal
and a Pathway
I f  free  wil l  explains  the  origin  of
suffering,  what  is  its  purpose  in  the
individual  life?  Lewis  offers  a  profound
psychological and spiritual insight. Pain
is a signal. Just as physical pain tells the
body that something is wrong and needs
attention,  spiritual  pain—grief,  anxiety,
despair—signals that something is amiss
in  our  relationship  with  reality.  It  is  a
warning  system  designed  to  save  us
from greater destruction.
Lewis  argues  that  pain  shatters  the
illusion  of  self-sufficiency.  In  our  natural
state,  we  tend  to  believe  we  are  the
centre of the universe. We build castles
of pride, security, and self-regard. Pain is
the divine demolition crew that breaks
down these walls. It humbles us. It forces
us to confront our own limitations and
mortality.  The  Problem  Of  Pain  Cs
Lewis addresses is not just a theological
puzzle; it is a practical reality. He writes
that God whispers to us in our pleasures,
speaks  to  us  in  our  conscience,  but
shouts  to  us  in  our  pain.  It  is  His
megaphone to a deaf world. Without this
intervention, many of us would remain
lost in our own egos, drifting further and
further from the source of true life.

The Suffering of

Animals and the
Natural World
One  of  the  most  emotionally  charged
aspects of the problem of pain concerns
the  suffering  of  animals.  Lewis  tackles
this  difficult  subject  with  characteristic
honesty.  He acknowledges that  animal
suffering presents a unique challenge, as
animals cannot be said to possess the
same moral  awareness  or  free  will  as
humans.  How  can  a  benevolent  God
permit the agony of sentient creatures
that have not fallen into sin?
Lewis  speculates,  with  humility,  that
animal  pain  may  be  very  different  from
human pain. Lacking a rational soul and
the capacity for self-awareness, animals
may not experience the existential dread
or  anticipation  of  future  suffering  that
makes  human  pain  so  acute.  Their
suffering may be more akin to a physical
sensation that passes without leaving a
p e r m a n e n t  s c a r  o n  t h e  s o u l .
Furthermore,  he suggests that  animals
are part of a larger cosmic drama. They
were created for humanity and share in
the "groaning" of a fallen creation. Lewis
hints  that  they may also  share in  the
final  redemption,  being  raised  to  a
higher state in a new heaven and a new
earth.  While  he  does  not  offer  a
definitive answer, he treats the Problem
Of Pain Cs Lewis  presents  regarding
animals  with  the  gravity  it  deserves,
refusing to dismiss it lightly.

Heaven: The
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Final Resolution
No discussion of the problem of pain is
complete  without  considering  the
Christian hope of heaven. Lewis argues
that the problem of pain is only solved
when we take the concept of eternal joy
seriously. If this life is all there is, then
suffering  is  indeed  a  tragedy  with  no
meaning. A child who dies of cancer has
suffered  a  pointless  horror.  A  life  of
chronic  pain  ends  in  a  meaningless
grave. This perspective, Lewis suggests,
is unbearable.
However,  if  humans  are  immortal
creatures destined for an eternal union
with  God,  then  the  calculus  changes
entirely.  Suffering in  this  life  becomes a
temporary  discipline,  a  small  and
passing  affliction  compared  to  the
weight of glory that awaits. Lewis is not
advocating  for  a  naive  optimism  that
ignores the reality of pain. He is arguing
that  the  Christian  worldview  offers  a
future so glorious that it transfigured the
present suffering. The Problem Of Pain
Cs Lewis  resolves  is  not  that  pain  is
exp la ined  away ,  bu t  tha t  i t  i s
contextualized. It is the birth pangs of a
new  creation.  As  he  famously  wrote
elsewhere,  "The  load,  or  weight,  or
burden of my neighbour's glory should
be laid daily on my back." Seeing each
person as an eternal being destined for
either unspeakable glory or terrible ruin
c h a n g e s  h o w  w e  v i e w  t h e i r
suffering—and  our  own.

The Practical
Implications for

Modern Readers
Why does this book, written over eighty
years  ago,  still  matter?  Because  the
human condition has not changed. We
still  face  illness,  loss,  disappointment,
and  death.  We  sti l l  ask  the  same
desperate  question:  "Why?"  The
Problem Of Pain Cs Lewis articulated
remains  the  most  common  barrier  to
faith.  What  Lewis  offers  is  not  a  logical
proof  that  silences  all  doubt,  but  a
framework for making sense of suffering
without losing hope.
His  insights  have  several  practical
implications  for  modern  readers:

Honesty with Doubt: Lewis
shows it is possible to be a
believer and still wrestle with
profound questions. His book is not
a "happiness manifesto" that
denies reality. It is a sober,
intellectual, and emotional
engagement with the hardest
aspects of life.
Redefining Comfort: We are
often told that God wants us to be
happy. Lewis corrects this by
insisting that God wants us to be
holy. Happiness is a byproduct, not
the goal. This shift in perspective
can radically alter how we endure
hardship.
Community and Compassion:
Understanding that pain is a
universal human experience—and
a tool for spiritual growth—should
make us more compassionate. It
strips away judgment. We do not
need to explain why someone is
suffering; we need to sit with them
in it.
Hope Beyond the Grave: The
most practical implication of
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Lewis's argument is the hope of
resurrection. Without it, the
problem of pain truly is
insurmountable. With it, we can
face the darkest valleys without
being overwhelmed.

Common
Criticisms and
Counterargumen
ts
No honest treatment of the Problem Of
Pain  Cs  Lewis  presented  would  be
complete  without  acknowledging  its
limitations  and  the  criticisms  it  has
received. Some argue that Lewis's free
will  defence  does  not  adequately
a c c o u n t  f o r  n a t u r a l
disasters—earthquakes,  floods,  and
d iseases  that  seem  to  have  no
connection to human choice. Others find
his concept of "soul making" to be cold
comfort  for  someone  in  the  midst  of
acute  suffering.  Telling  a  bereaved
parent that their loss is for their spiritual
development can feel cruel rather than
comforting.

Furthermore,  Lewis's  speculation about
animal  pain,  while  thoughtful,  remains
speculative. Many modern readers find it
insufficient  to  address  the  vast  scale  of
animal  suffering  in  the  natural  world.
These are valid concerns. Lewis himself
would likely  have acknowledged them.
He  did  not  claim  to  have  the  final  word
on the subject. He offered a perspective,
grounded in Christian orthodoxy, that he
found  coherent  and  hopeful .  He
encouraged readers to wrestle with the
mystery  rather  than  to  expect  a  tidy
answer.

CONCLUSION: LIVING WITH THE
MYSTERY

The Problem Of Pain Cs Lewis tackled
is not a problem to be solved once and
for all, but a mystery to be lived. Lewis
conc ludes  h i s  book  no t  w i th  a
triumphant argument,  but with a quiet
reflection  on  the  love  of  God.  He  points
to  the  cross  of  Christ  as  the  ultimate
demonstration that God does not stand
aloof  from  suffering.  In  Jesus,  God
entered  fully  into  human  pain,  tasted
death,  and  overcame it.  The  Christian
God  is  not  a  distant  monarch  issuing
decrees from a safe distance.  He is  a
God who weeps at the tomb of a


